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Chapter 1

                    The Great Extra.
That was my nickname when I was part of the Hero’s party.
I had many other nicknames as well.
With my insane talent, I had left behind countless great achievements during the Age of Ruin.
The Saint of the Mire, the Excavator of Light, the Lantern in the Darkness, and so on.
‘Honestly, I only did it to make money. But all I got was fame that didn’t pay.’
I coughed up blood and thought back to my wretched past.
When I was twenty years old—
After escaping from my miserable family, I was rolling around in the back alleys, dreaming of success.
Then, the Blood-Drenched Demon King of the Magus Empire invaded the Faction of Light.
The war began.
At the time, I thought to myself—
‘This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I’ll make a huge contribution, and when the war ends, I’ll enjoy unimaginable wealth and glory!’
With that mindset, I went through all kinds of hell and accomplished countless feats, eventually even joining the Hero’s party—only to be left with nothing.
The Hero’s party lost, and the Faction of Light was annihilated at the hands of the Magus Empire led by the Demon King.
‘Ha… Life. If I had known it would turn out like this, I would never have gone through all that suffering.’
At the very least, I would’ve never gotten involved with the Hero’s party.
But regret came too late.
In my final moments, I heard various voices around me.
“So, this is how it ends.”
A voice that made my teeth grind just by hearing it.
…No, it was Evan, the Hero.
“Chris… You should have been the Hero, not me.”
Beside him, Archmage Rania nodded bitterly in agreement.
“That’s right. If Sir Chris had focused on swordsmanship and magic instead of all those miscellaneous skills, we wouldn’t have lost like this.”
It was something the Hero’s party had lamented countless times.
The reason I had been able to leave behind so many achievements during the Age of Ruin was because of my insane genius.
An extraordinary talent that allowed me to master anything instantly and with excellence.
Thanks to that talent, I could become a Divine Healer at times, a Guide who could see a thousand miles ahead at others, or even a Great Artisan, accomplishing all sorts of different feats.
But unfortunately, I had never properly learned swordsmanship or magic.
‘Though, just by watching the Hero’s party, I managed to reach a fairly high level.’
Four-Star Realm.
That was the level I had reached just from tagging along with the Hero’s party.
To put it into perspective, a Four-Star Prime Class was a realm that those without talent could never reach in their lifetime.
Yet, I had achieved that without proper training, without dedicated practice—just by observing.
And in both swordsmanship and magic, no less.
Considering that I had only joined the Hero’s party in the latter half of the Age of Ruin and had spent less than three years with them, it was a completely insane achievement.
And that was why—
People were filled with regret.
—Sir Chris should have mastered swordsmanship and magic instead of all those miscellaneous skills.
If I had done so, the outcome of the war would have been completely different.
They even went as far as to say—
"If we could turn back time, we would have chosen Sir Chris as the Hero."
I frowned deeply.
‘Yeah, no thanks. Me? A Hero? What a joke.’
I had suffered enough in this life.
If I ever got a second chance to live—
‘I’d rather be born as a rich family's son and enjoy a life of luxury….’
But I couldn't continue that thought.
Ragnarok had been completed.
The Blood-Drenched Demon King’s goal wasn’t just to rule the world but to bring about its true end—Ragnarok.
A black light engulfed the world, and everything was annihilated.
And yet, for some reason—
In my final moment, a thought crossed my mind.
‘Please, let me be reborn as a rich noble’s son….’
Maybe it was because of that desperate wish—
I regressed.
About fifteen years into the past.
Five years before the Age of Ruin would truly begin.
And not just in my original body—but exactly as I had wished, as the son of an immensely wealthy family.
However, there was a problem.
It was a noble family, yes.
But the family's name was The Dark Demonic House.
As the ominous name suggested, it was a prestigious family of the Magus Empire.
I, who had once been the last hope of the Faction of Light, had now become the young master of the very Dark Empire that had destroyed the world.
And to make matters worse—
This body—
Was a total delinquent.
‘Damn it. This is insane.’
I—Chris—gazed out the window with a bleak expression.
Beyond the glass, a breathtakingly extravagant mansion stretched out before me.
But then—
—Kraaah!
There were goblins in the garden.
They were meticulously tending to the hedges with delicate precision.
And that wasn’t all.
In the distant mountains, a troll let out a mighty roar as it chopped down trees with a massive axe.
A wyvern circled in the sky before swooping down, dropping a letter into my hands, then flying away.
"……."
Chris remained silent.
Monsters that should only exist in the Demonic Realm were peacefully working in the mansion.
There was a reason for it.
This was the Magus Empire.
A dark empire where Demonkin, Dark Mages, Obsidian Elves, and Beasts of the Abyss roamed freely, and Demon Kings ruled supreme.
The very empire that would one day destroy the Faction of Light.
‘Why the hell did I regress as someone from the Magus Empire?! Aaaagh!’
He clutched his head in frustration.
‘All I wanted was to be an ordinary rich noble’s son!!’
But no matter how much he pulled at his hair, nothing would change.
Three days had passed since he regained his senses, and he had accepted reality.
‘I need to decide what to do from here on.’
Chris idly entertained a thought.
‘…Should I just ignore everything that’s going to happen and enjoy a life of luxury?’
It was certainly an option.
The Dark Demonic House was one of the most prestigious families on the continent—meaning it was unimaginably wealthy.
However—
‘Argh! There’s no way I can do that! If I sit back and let the Faction of Light fall, I won’t survive either!’
There was a reason for this.
‘Who would’ve thought the Blood-Drenched Demon King was that much of a lunatic?’
At first, when the Magus Empire invaded the Holy Empire, no one was overly alarmed.
Clashes between the Dark Faction, led by the Magus Empire, and the Crusade Union, the pillar of the Faction of Light, were nothing new.
However, toward the end of the war—
The Blood-Drenched Demon King, who led the Magus Empire’s army, revealed his true intentions.
He didn’t just seek to rule over the Faction of Light.
‘Ragnarok. His goal was the annihilation of the entire world.’
By the time people realized this, it was too late to stop him.
The Blood-Drenched Demon King massacred every human in the lands he conquered, using them as sacrifices to trigger Ragnarok.
It wasn’t just the Faction of Light—he destroyed everything.
So if things continued as they did before, Chris would be swept up in the world’s destruction and die as well.
‘Damn it, I have to stop this.’
Chris bit his lip.
‘The problem is that I regressed as someone from the Magus Empire. I have to find a way to save the world—as a Demonkin… Argh!’
If he had regressed as someone from the Faction of Light, things would have been much simpler.
But of all things, he had returned as a Demonkin.
It was beyond frustrating.
‘In that case, there’s only one solution.’
Chris gritted his teeth.
‘I have to rise to the top of the Magus Empire.’
Simply stopping the Blood-Drenched Demon King wasn’t enough.
He wasn’t the only one trying to bring about the world’s destruction.
Countless figures within the Magus Empire followed him.
‘That means I have to climb to the top of the Magus Empire and become powerful enough to stop them. In other words, I have to become one of the High Demon Kings.’
Chris formulated a concrete plan.
‘First, I’ll take control of this body’s family, the Dark Demonic House. Then, I’ll rise to the rank of High Demon King and rule the Magus Empire.’
There was another significant benefit to this approach.
‘The Magus Empire is the most powerful nation on the continent. If I reach its pinnacle, I’ll enjoy wealth and luxury beyond imagination.’
Even in this situation, he hadn’t abandoned his dream of living a life of opulence.
The Magus Empire, the nation of Demonkin, was universally recognized as the most powerful force in the world.
Becoming one of its Demon Kings would grant a level of prestige and luxury far beyond that of any ordinary noble-born elite.
Chris made a firm resolution.
‘First, I’ll become a Demon King and prevent the world’s destruction. After that, I’ll kick back, relax, and enjoy the greatest life of luxury without lifting a single finger!’
However, there was a problem.
The identity of the body he had possessed.
His status itself wasn’t an issue.
He was a bloodline member of the Dark Demonic House, one of the most prestigious families in the Magus Empire.
A status close to the empire’s core.
The problem was that this body belonged to a notorious delinquent.
‘Not just any delinquent, but an absolute disgrace.’
The body Chris now inhabited was infamous even within the Faction of Light—
And ultimately, he was doomed to meet a gruesome end.
—That piece of trash isn’t even fit to be dog food. If not for his family’s protection, I would’ve torn him apart myself.
—It won’t be long now. Even his own household is considering disowning him.
In short, this body was the worst of the worst.
A piece of garbage on the verge of being discarded.
And from that disgraceful state, he had to climb all the way to the pinnacle of the Magus Empire—an extreme challenge.
‘It’s possible. I can do it.’
Chris quickly reaffirmed the source of his confidence.
‘Because I’m a genius.’
The very foundation that had allowed him to leave behind a legendary legacy during the age of destruction—
An unparalleled talent.
In truth, even the word ‘genius’ was insufficient to describe his abilities.
Which meant—he could do this.
‘Let’s begin.’

                
Chapter 2

                    ‘What should I do from now on?’
After returning to the past, Chris pondered.
His goal was set.
To rise to the pinnacle of the Magus Empire, achieving both supreme wealth and power while also saving the world.
And to do that—
‘I need to take control of the Dark Demonic House first.’
Fortunately, the family of the body he now inhabited, the Dark Demonic House, was one of the twelve noble houses that served as pillars of the Magus Empire.
If he could bring the Dark Demonic House under his control, he would be one step closer to his goal.
‘The problem is that I’m not a direct heir—I’m from a cadet branch.’
The name of the body he now possessed was Christian van Barren Khazar.
By coincidence, or perhaps fate, his new name was quite similar to his original one.
What mattered most was his middle name.
"Van"—a mark of a cadet branch.
In other words, he was the son of the Count Khazar Family, a cadet branch of the Duke Barren Household within the Dark Demonic House.
‘But that doesn’t matter. The Magus Empire acknowledges succession rights for cadet branches as well.’
Even as a member of a cadet branch, it was possible to take control of the main household.
Of course, there was a condition.
—If one has the ability.
To put it more bluntly—
—If one is overwhelmingly superior, to the point of trampling over the direct heirs.
In other words, he had to prove himself far stronger than his many direct-line competitors.
The one silver lining was that the Magus Empire was a land ruled by absolute power.
A nation of people obsessed with strength.
That was the nature of Demonkin.
So all he had to do was become stronger.
‘First, I need to shed my reputation as a disgrace.’
With that thought in mind, he went to find his father.
Count Khazar.
The head of the Count Khazar Family, a cadet branch of the Dark Demonic House.
“What do you want?”
His father, Count Khazar, greeted him.
A chilling aura of Demonic Energy radiated from him.
‘A Six-Star high-ranking Demonkin.’
Even in his previous life, such individuals were rare to come across.
His father’s gaze was filled with contempt.
Naturally so.
‘Because I’m a disgrace.’
To be precise, the original owner of this body was a disgrace.
Chris felt a sigh coming on but swallowed it down.
This was just another hurdle to overcome.
“How shameless of you to show your face again so soon after your last incident. Didn’t I tell you to reflect on your actions? Or have you already caused another mess that you couldn’t resist?”
“…That’s not the case.”
“Then what? If you’re here with some foolish scheme, get lost. I feel like cutting off your head right this instant.”
Count Khazar had no desire to continue speaking with his son.
He spoke abruptly.
“I came to apologize for all the wrongs I have committed.”
“…What?”
“For everything I’ve done—I sincerely apologize.”
Chris bowed his head as he spoke.
For a moment, Count Khazar froze.
Then, he erupted in fury.
“You dare say that now? After the catastrophe you caused just recently, and now—what, an apology? Are you mocking me?”
A terrifying pressure filled the air, sharp enough to make one’s skin crawl.
It was the reaction Chris had expected.
He remained unfazed as he continued.
“I understand why you wouldn’t believe me. As you know, I have lost part of my memory.”
He had already claimed that he had lost some of his memories after possessing this body.
“Because of that, I was able to reflect on my past mistakes objectively—and I have deeply repented.”
“……”
“Once again, I apologize.”
Count Khazar stood silent, glaring sharply at Chris.
Of course, he didn’t believe him in the slightest.
His eyes held only distrust and fury.
It was expected.
Chris had never thought that a single apology would be enough to win over his father.
His apology had another purpose.
It was bait.
“Mere words mean nothing. I will take responsibility for my past misdeeds. Please send me to the Chamber of Punishment.”
“!!”
“For one month. I will spend a month there reflecting on my wrongdoings before returning.”
For the first time, Count Khazar’s expression wavered.
“Do you even know what kind of place the Chamber of Punishment is?”
“Yes.”
Chris was well-versed in the world of Demonkin.
After all, there had been a Demonkin among the hero’s party.
The Chatterbox of Darkness.
True to her nickname, she never stopped talking—even about things he never asked.
‘She even spoke about the Chamber of Punishment.’
A place where high-ranking Demonkin were sent to atone for their sins.
A lightless prison where all five senses were completely sealed.
Even spending a few days inside could break a person’s mind.
‘But right now, it’s exactly what I need. A place where I can be alone, away from prying eyes.’
Count Khazar smirked in mockery.
“You think you can last a month in the Chamber of Punishment? You won’t even endure half a day.”
“I know it will be difficult. But I must endure it.”
“You must?”
“Yes. Because only then can I truly change.”
“!!”
Chris met Count Khazar’s gaze head-on.
“I will no longer live as I have. I will change.”
“……”
Did he sense something different in his son?
Count Khazar remained silent.
“You? Change?”
“Yes. Without a doubt.”
But Count Khazar scoffed.
“Do you have any idea how many times you’ve said that to me? Every time you committed some great wrongdoing, you would say the same thing. That you would change. That I should wait and see. I can remember at least ten times you’ve said it. And every single time, you only brought me greater disappointment.”
“……”
“Regardless, fine. I will open the Chamber of Punishment for you. No matter how much you beg from inside, the doors will not open until a month has passed. If you can’t endure it, then you might as well die in there.”
You might as well die.
It was a brutal thing for a father to say to his son, but considering that this was the Empire of Demonkin, Count Khazar’s reaction was actually quite mild.
“I understand.”
“And one more thing.”
Count Khazar’s piercing gaze bore into Chris.
“This will be the last time I turn a blind eye to your disgraceful behavior. If, as you claim, you fail to change—I will expel you from the family.”
Exile.
It was the same as a death sentence.
There were plenty of Demonkin who held a grudge against him for his past atrocities.
The moment he lost the family’s protection, he would be torn apart and killed.
“I understand. But in return, if I do change as I promised, I want you to grant me a request.”
“A request?”
Count Khazar’s expression twisted in disbelief.
Then, he spoke sharply.
“Fine. If you truly change, I will grant you whatever request you desire. But remember this—if you disappoint me again, I won’t just exile you. I will throw you into a lion’s den alive.”
Count Khazar’s words were ice-cold.
Thus, their conversation ended, and Chris began preparing to enter the Chamber of Punishment.
The family’s retainers whispered among themselves, making sure Chris wouldn’t hear.
“They say the wastrel is going into the Chamber of Punishment?”
“What trick is he trying to pull this time?”
“Well, considering how serious his last offense was, maybe he’s just trying to avoid the Count’s wrath for a while?”
“I mean, he did insult the Venomous Demonic House’s heiress. And not just any heiress—the direct bloodline, at that.”
Venomous Demonic House.
Like the Dark Demonic House, it was one of the twelve pillars that upheld the Demonic Empire.
Even for a disgrace like him, to insult the direct heiress of such a house—
There was no greater madness than this.
“They say the Count personally apologized to Venomous Demonic House to smooth things over.”
“Hah. The Count really isn’t much like a Demonkin, is he? If it were my son, I’d have cut off at least an arm or a leg by now.”
“I heard that even the high-ranking members of the main family are furious over this incident. Losing face to a rival house like Venomous Demonic House was a massive blow.”
“That’s why that disgrace of a brat is probably trying to save face by going into the Punishment Cave. Not that he’ll last long in there.”
The servants smirked.
“How long do you think he’ll last?”
“At most, two days?”
“I’m betting one.”
“I say half a day.”
The members of the household placed bets on how long Chris would endure inside the Punishment Cave.
The longest estimate was two days.
Most of them expected him to beg for mercy within a few hours—half a day at most.
Regardless of their chatter, Chris steadily prepared to enter the Punishment Cave.
‘Alright. All set.’
He admired the supplies he had gathered.
‘Being from a noble house does have its perks. I got my hands on mana crystals this easily—and all different types, too.’
Just by asking, the people beneath him had delivered everything he needed.
It was something unimaginable in his previous life.
‘Isn’t this mana crystal incredibly rare? That hero brat and I went through hell to get one of these.’
Clicking his tongue, Chris rose from his seat.
He immediately headed toward the Punishment Cave.
A ‘Death Knight,’ summoned through necromancy, stood guard at the cave’s entrance.
‘Using a Death Knight as a warden? How fitting for the Magic Empire. This thing won’t just move on its own, will it?’
Chris eyed the Death Knight warily.
Fortunately, it remained motionless.
Relieved, he was about to step inside when an unexpected voice stopped him.
“Brother.”
Turning his gaze, he saw a boy who bore a striking resemblance to him.
A familiar face.
Chris spoke his name.
“Teren.”
Teren van Baron Khazar.
As his name suggested, he was Chris’s younger brother.
Unlike Chris, the family’s disgrace, Teren was a diligent model student.
And—
‘The one who plays a crucial role in my death two years from now.’
Chris’s demonkin companion, ‘Chatterbox of the Dark,’ had shared all sorts of stories about demon society, including details about Chris’s current body—Christian.
She had told him exactly what kind of disgrace Christian was and how he had met a miserable end.
At the center of that story was none other than the boy standing before him—Teren.
“What do you want?”
Even though it was a future event, Chris couldn’t bring himself to speak kindly to someone who would one day kill him.
‘Not like we were on good terms to begin with.’
Judging by the way Teren looked, he was clearly here to pick a fight.
“Judging by your expression, I doubt you’re here out of concern for me.”
Teren’s brow twitched.
“…Of course not.”
Teren responded coldly and took a step forward.
Thud. The distance between them shrank.
With every step closer, a suffocating tension filled the air.
“I came to warn you.”
“!!”
Teren’s crimson eyes, fixed on Chris, were filled with contempt.
“You’re well aware that you’re a disgrace to the family. I don’t know what kind of scheme you’re planning this time.”
Flash!
A chilling blade pressed against Chris’s neck.
“If you tarnish the family’s honor again, I swear—I will kill you myself.”
“……”
Chris glanced down.
His skin stung where the blade touched, and a thin trickle of blood dripped down.
‘Damn, that hurts.’
He swallowed back a curse.
It wasn’t fear that gripped him—just irritation.
‘After everything I’ve been through, does he really think a little threat like this will scare me?’
Chris had endured countless hardships and built up legendary achievements during the Age of Ruins.
There was no way a mere threat like this would shake him.
“Put it away.”
“…What?”
“I said, put it away.”

                
Chapter 3

                    Teren's eyes widened.
Chris let out a sigh, raised his hand, and casually pushed the blade aside with his fingers.
Was it because he hadn’t expected such a reaction?
Teren clamped his mouth shut in confusion.
“What are you—”
“I got it.”
“…What?”
“I understood what you said. Not to disgrace the family’s honor.”
“!!”
Chris looked down at Teren and spoke calmly.
“Anything else you want to say?”
“……”
Teren couldn’t say a word.
There was plenty he wanted to say.
But why?
Under that slightly mocking gaze, he found himself unable to open his mouth.
‘What is this?’
Teren was unsettled.
A so-called genius, but still an inexperienced child.
He didn’t realize what he was feeling from Chris at that moment—oppression.
No, perhaps he did realize it and was simply in denial.
Because the idea of feeling oppressed by this pathetic disgrace of the family was utterly absurd.
Still, one thing was certain.
His older brother, Christian, was different from before.
‘He’s changed?’
Impossible.
Teren gritted his teeth and growled.
“I’ll say it again. If you tarnish the name of Baron Khazar once more, I will—”
“Not let it slide, right? Yeah, I heard you the first time. Do you seriously have nothing better to do? You keep repeating yourself, even though I didn’t ask. Or are you hoping I’ll start paying attention to you?”
“!!”
Teren’s face flushed red in an instant.
He shot Chris a murderous glare, then turned on his heel and stormed off.
‘You’ve got a long way to go before you can handle me, you little mutt. I’ve dealt with far worse.’
Chris smirked.
‘Still… he’s kind of cute. At least, he was when he was a kid.’
In truth, Chris had met Teren before.
Back in the Age of Ruins.
Teren had been a fairly well-known dark mage.
But right now, he was still just a child. And in some ways, that made him seem a little endearing.
Not that it mattered.
Pushing all thoughts of Teren aside, Chris placed his hand on the entrance to the Chamber of Punishment.
Creak—
The door swung open.
It was time to grow stronger.
?? ??
As Chris stepped into the Chamber of Punishment, perfect darkness descended.
‘Can’t see anything. Can’t hear anything either.’
He moved his tongue and licked, but as expected, he couldn’t feel anything.
It wasn’t just that light and sound were blocked.
Even his hands and feet had lost all sensation.
‘Is this the effect of dark magic? A curse type?’
The only sensation left was the faint feeling in his fingertips.
It was just enough to let him fumble through the items he had brought with him—a measure to keep him from starving to death.
Spending too much time in a place like this would surely lead to extreme mental deterioration.
It was clear why dark mages were sent here for punishment.
‘But for me, this is hardly an issue.’
He had experienced all sorts of things in the past.
Among them, he had once been a treasure hunter—and not just any treasure hunter, but a top-tier one.
He had earned the nickname Excavator of Light for unearthing treasures that aided the war against the Arcane Empire.
‘Not that it mattered in a world on the brink of ruin. No one had the money to pay for those treasures, so I gave up halfway through.’
In any case, during his explorations, there were times when he had to move with his senses cut off—relying only on faint hearing and a dull sense of touch.
Compared to that, this place was nothing.
‘If anything, it’s far better than the ruins I’ve been to. No traps. No risk of assassination. Completely sealed off from prying eyes.’
Compared to the hells he had endured before, this was practically a luxurious hotel.
And the greatest advantage—
‘With my senses cut off, I can observe my inner self more deeply. This is an environment money can’t buy.’
In certain advanced training methods, sensory deprivation was intentional.
By blocking all five senses, one could maximize concentration and focus solely on oneself.
As it happened, what Chris intended to do now required precisely that—shutting off his senses.
Had this not been the Chamber of Punishment, he would have needed to find another way to achieve it.
‘First, let’s reform this body.’
This body, true to its reputation as that of a degenerate fool, had been subjected to a life of debauchery.
Despite its young age, it had accumulated an alarming amount of toxins.
The damage was severe.
‘But it’s fine. I just have to undergo rebirth.’
A shocking thought.
Rebirth!
Upon reaching a higher state of enlightenment, one’s body would undergo a transformation.
A reborn body would regain perfect health, becoming an ideal vessel for mastering swordsmanship and other martial arts.
It was a dream come true for any swordsman.
Yet, very few ever experienced such a phenomenon.
It required not only great insight but also extraordinary luck.
And yet, he was planning to forcefully achieve it?
‘I can artificially induce rebirth in my body.’
Artificial rebirth.
An unbelievable notion.
But it was real.
‘I learned the related secret technique from an ancient ruin.’
Originally, it was an impossible technique to perform.
One needed an exceptionally advanced knowledge of medical science, an innate talent for mana control, and the ability to use body transformation arts.
There was no one in the world who met all these conditions.
Except for Chris.
‘I’ve worked as a doctor before.’
And not just any doctor—he was once called a Divine Healer.
He had studied with gritted teeth, desperate to make money, but instead of wealth, all he got was the title of a saint and endless hardships.
‘Even heroes and archmages were in awe of my mana control.’
And finally, body transformation arts.
He had mastered that as well.
In the past—before the Age of Ruins began—
There was a time when he had escaped from his hellish family and wandered through back alleys.
During that period, he had picked up all sorts of skills—thievery, street performances, gambling, and more. At one point, he had even joined a circus, where he learned body transformation arts.
Of course, the techniques used by circus performers were crude and barely functional, but once Chris refined them here and there, they evolved into a perfected Bone Compression Technique.
Because of this, Chris was capable of artificially achieving rebirth.
‘Let’s begin.’
Chris took out a mana crystal.
Each phase of rebirth required a mana crystal imbued with a different type of mana, and fortunately, he had managed to acquire them all.
‘First, purification of impurities.’
He extracted mana from a white aura mana crystal.
Then, he guided it toward the areas where waste had accumulated.
Sizzle.
The purifying power within the white mana burned away the impurities.
It was a tedious process.
But a crucial one.
Even the slightest trace of impurities would lead to a failed rebirth, or worse—internal injuries severe enough to cripple him.
‘This is why extensive medical knowledge is essential.’
Beyond just understanding the major mana pathways, one needed a deep comprehension of human anatomy.
Every part of the body where waste had built up had to be meticulously purified using white mana.
This was why an innate talent for mana control was necessary.
Fortunately, Chris’s ability to control mana was unparalleled—beyond comparison to others.
No, it wasn’t just mana control.
It was the same for everything.
—You’re truly insane.
A remark from Hero Evan one day.
—You should have been the hero instead.
Chris shook off the unnecessary thoughts.
After thoroughly burning away every last impurity, he moved on to the next phase.
Chris took out a mana crystal imbued with the energy of fire.
This was the refinement phase, the stage where the body was strengthened.
‘Ugh. This part really hurts.’
But he had to do it.
Chris shut his eyes tightly and focused on his goal.
‘To rise to the pinnacle of the Magus Empire and save the world… Yeah, right.’
Shaking his head, he reaffirmed his true ambition in his mind.
‘I will become the Demon King and revel in the greatest wealth and luxury!!! And, well, I’ll save the world while I’m at it!’
With that thought, a scorching heat surged into him.
The refinement process had begun.
Crack. Crack.
A chilling sound accompanied the unfolding of a miracle.
The beginning of rebirth.
* * *
Time passed since Chris had entered the Chamber of Punishment.
Seven days had already gone by.
Count Kazar, Chris’s father, furrowed his brows.
“He still hasn’t called for help?”
“No, my lord. Shall we check inside?”
Kox, the butler of House Kazar, spoke with concern.
His pale complexion marked him as a half-vampire.
Despite his vampiric nature, he had a surprisingly compassionate heart and had often worried about Chris in the past.
“He might be too broken to even call for help.”
That was a possibility.
Count Kazar gave a slight nod.
The Chamber of Punishment was a horrifying place.
At first, people underestimated it.
‘What’s so bad about losing your five senses?’
That was the common assumption.
But it never took long for that belief to shatter.
Perfect silence.
No one else was around. A void where nothing could be felt. The sheer emptiness drove people to overwhelming terror.
Even if one screamed, the sound wouldn’t reach their own ears.
As time passed, madness was inevitable in the Chamber of Punishment.
‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have sent him in. Even demons with strong mental fortitude struggle to endure it.’
Count Kazar’s expression darkened.
Given his son’s mental strength, it wouldn’t be surprising if Chris emerged as a broken shell of himself.
‘How did things end up like this?’
With a sigh, Count Kazar reflected.
His son, Christian, hadn’t always been this way.
He was once a promising child.
But had his extraordinary talent made him arrogant?
Slowly, he had gone astray—until he was completely ruined.
‘If he’s going to keep living like worthless trash, maybe it’s better if he ends up crippled or dead this time.’
It was not a cruel thought.
In his own way, it was paternal affection.
However, as a demon, his way of thinking was different from those of the outside world.
If his son was going to continue living a disgraceful, insect-like existence, then perhaps it was a father’s duty to end his life.
But—
—I will change.
He recalled the last words Christian had spoken.
The look in his son's eyes as he said them kept surfacing in his mind.
Something was different.
‘Again. After being deceived so many times, what more am I expecting?’
With a sneer, he shook his head.
“And… there is something else to report. These are the items the young master took with him into the Chamber of Punishment. It seems there is something dangerous among them.”
“What is it?”
Count Kazar furrowed his brows.
An ominous feeling crept over him.
“He took a Phantom Dreamstone.”
“!!”
Count Kazar ground his teeth.
Phantom Dreamstone.
A type of mana crystal that, strangely enough, induced hallucinations.
The sensation was similar to that of drug use, making it a favored substitute among nobles and the wealthy.
Unlike actual narcotics, the Phantom Dreamstone existed in a legal gray area.
“Didn’t he swear to quit using it?”
Among the many disgraceful acts Christian had committed, indulging in the Phantom Dreamstone was, of course, one of them.
“That’s true. However… the fact that he brought one this time—”
The butler trailed off.
Count Kazar let out a weary sigh and sank into his chair.
Change? As if.
He had merely taken the stone to get high in secret while inside the Chamber of Punishment.
“Hallucinating in a place where all five senses are cut off… The side effects could be disastrous. We must open the chamber immediately. Otherwise, the young master’s life cannot be guaranteed—”
“…No. Leave him be.”
“…Pardon?”
Count Kazar’s voice was cold.
“Just let him die.”
There was not a trace of expectation left in his eyes.
* * *
At that moment, inside the Chamber of Punishment—
‘I’ve succeeded in my rebirth.’
Chris let out a long sigh.
It was not a cruel thought.
In his own way, it was paternal affection.
However, as a demon, his way of thinking was different from those of the outside world.
If his son was going to continue living a disgraceful, insect-like existence, then perhaps it was a father’s duty to end his life.
But—
—I will change.
He recalled the last words Christian had spoken.
The look in his son's eyes as he said them kept surfacing in his mind.
Something was different.
‘Again. After being deceived so many times, what more am I expecting?’
With a sneer, he shook his head.
“And… there is something else to report. These are the items the young master took with him into the Chamber of Punishment. It seems there is something dangerous among them.”
“What is it?”
Count Kazar furrowed his brows.
An ominous feeling crept over him.
“He took a Phantom Dreamstone.”
“!!”
Count Kazar ground his teeth.
Phantom Dreamstone.
A type of mana crystal that, strangely enough, induced hallucinations.
The sensation was similar to that of drug use, making it a favored substitute among nobles and the wealthy.
Unlike actual narcotics, the Phantom Dreamstone existed in a legal gray area.
“Didn’t he swear to quit using it?”
Among the many disgraceful acts Christian had committed, indulging in the Phantom Dreamstone was, of course, one of them.
“That’s true. However… the fact that he brought one this time—”
The butler trailed off.
Count Kazar let out a weary sigh and sank into his chair.
Change? As if.
He had merely taken the stone to get high in secret while inside the Chamber of Punishment.
“Hallucinating in a place where all five senses are cut off… The side effects could be disastrous. We must open the chamber immediately. Otherwise, the young master’s life cannot be guaranteed—”
“…No. Leave him be.”
“…Pardon?”
Count Kazar’s voice was cold.
“Just let him die.”
There was not a trace of expectation left in his eyes.
* * *
At that moment, inside the Chamber of Punishment—
‘I’ve succeeded in my rebirth.’
Chris let out a long sigh.

                
Chapter 4

                    ‘That was close at the end. If I had messed up, I could have died or ended up crippled.’
Rebirth went through multiple stages.
Purification with white to cleanse impurities, refinement with fire, fortification with earth, and fluidity with water.
Each stage was a grueling process.
The most difficult was the final stage—the dream stage.
‘Because I had to experience enlightenment artificially.’
Rebirth was a supernatural phenomenon.
The body was completely reshaped in accordance with enlightenment.
Thus, enlightenment had to be artificially induced.
‘The Phantom Dreamstone was essential. Luckily, I got one easily.’
By using the Phantom Dreamstone to simulate artificial enlightenment, Chris had completed his rebirth through secret arts.
He let out a long sigh.
His breath, far clearer than before, flowed smoothly.
His outward appearance had also undergone a striking transformation.
His body remained gaunt—a consequence of malnourishment and muscle deterioration.
However, his internal state was entirely different.
He was now in optimal condition for swordsmanship.
Additionally, with his skeletal structure refined, once he gained weight and muscle, his physique would become ideal.
His face had changed as well.
He still looked insolent.
But as the impurities trapped in his skin and veins were expelled, his complexion cleared, exuding an air of nobility.
He now had the refined appearance of an aristocratic young master.
‘And more importantly—’
Chris examined his inner body.
What he observed was an unbelievable phenomenon.
His Mana Heart—located below his navel.
There were two Holes within it!
‘Heh… Chris-style rebirth, complete.’
This was why Chris had suffered so much during his rebirth.
During the process, he had forcibly created a second Mana Heart.
An Inner Mana Heart within and an Outer Mana Heart surrounding it.
It was a mad experiment.
There was no precedent of anyone possessing two Mana Hearts.
But Chris had conceived a bold idea.
‘Mana Hearts are just conceptual. And since rebirth reshapes the body according to one’s enlightenment, wouldn’t it be possible to create a second Mana Heart by believing in its existence during the process?’
If others had heard his reasoning, they would have cursed him for spouting nonsense.
But he had succeeded.
Though he had nearly died when things went awry midway, he had pulled through.
‘Heh, not bad.’
There was a reason he had divided his Mana Heart into two layers.
‘This way, I can wield the power of the Light Faction.’
A burst of radiant energy erupted from Chris’s hand.
A 1st-tier spell—Light!
‘There’s no need to limit myself to just Dark Mana, is there?’
In his past life, Chris had mastered the Light Faction’s swordsmanship and magic up to 4-Star.
If he had more time, he likely would have reached an even higher level.
He didn’t want to abandon that power.
‘This Light ability will be my hidden trump card.’
He had no concerns about being discovered.
Chris had concealed his Light Mana Heart within his Dark Mana Heart.
Thanks to the outer Dark Mana Heart, the Light Mana Heart was completely hidden.
Furthermore, he had connected the Light Mana Heart’s energy channels to the Dark Mana Heart, creating a double-layered disguise.
Even if someone directly examined his Mana Heart, they wouldn’t notice it.
‘I need to master as much of the Light Faction’s swordsmanship and magic as possible before I leave.’
Once he was outside, training in the Light Faction’s power would be difficult.
He had about 20 days left.
He had to achieve as much as possible within that time.
Chris devoted himself to training.
Since it was a path he had already walked before, retracing it was easy.
“Hoo…”
He took a deep breath.
It was the breathing technique of the Meyer family—the most prestigious swordsmanship lineage of the Crusade Union, once used by the Hero.
After observing it long enough, he had unintentionally picked it up.
‘That got me into a lot of trouble.’
When Chris imitated the Hero Evan’s breathing technique, he was relentlessly interrogated.
They asked how he had copied it, whether he had seen his family’s secret manual, and so on.
Even when he insisted that he had merely learned it by observation, they refused to believe him.
In the end, he had to demonstrate exactly how he had copied it, showing them the breathing technique at a slow pace.
‘The expression on his face back then was priceless.’
It was the first time he had ever seen Hero Evan look so dumbfounded.
—“H-How?”
And after observing Chris’s breathing technique in detail, his expression became even more shocked.
—“It’s similar, but… different. Different, yet… better?”
In the first place, the Hero’s breathing technique was too advanced for a beginner like Chris.
So he had simply adjusted it to suit himself.
You could call it the Chris-style version.
—“It’s simpler… more efficient. How is this even possible?!”
Hero Evan couldn’t recover from the shock.
‘I just followed the basics of breathing techniques.’
Breathing techniques.
In nature, there is vital energy.
By absorbing this vital energy through breathing and converting it into the energy of Light, it becomes Mana.
By converting it into the energy of Darkness, it becomes Dark Mana.
As their names suggest, Mana was more stable and pure, while Dark Mana was unstable yet destructive and sinister.
Chris discarded all the unnecessary aspects of the Hero’s breathing technique, keeping only the core principles—absorbing vital energy from nature and converting it into Mana.
How did he manage that?
‘I don’t know. It just works, so what can I do about it?’
Chris recalled the exact words he had once said to the Hero’s party when they couldn’t believe what he had done.
It just happened.
If it works, what else is there to say?
Fwoosh!
Light gathered around Chris.
Mana was accumulating within the Light Core.
And before long—
Chris felt a sense of fullness.
A vessel had formed.
He had stepped into the realm of 1-Star.
‘I did it even faster than before. Is it just natural since I’ve done this once already?’
How long had it taken in his past life?
It hadn’t taken a full day back then either.
Well, it was just 1-Star, after all.
The Runner stage, which merely signified the beginning of learning. And he had only just stepped into it.
Of course, for others, it usually took at least a year, and even prodigies needed six months.
But Chris didn’t think much of it.
‘I still have a long way to go.’
After that, he continued training.
Time passed quickly.
How many days had gone by?
Five? Seven?
Mana continued to fill the newly formed vessel.
Rapidly.
At an abnormal speed.
The once small vessel grew larger and more solid.
And when even that vessel could no longer contain the overflowing mana—
Fwoosh!
Mana surged through Chris’s body.
The stage where mana could be used to strengthen the body—
He had reached 2-Star, the realm of a User.
Now, his physical abilities had grown far beyond those of an ordinary person. He had become faster, stronger.
“So, I’m as strong as a decent knight now?”
Outside the Magus Empire, there were plenty of so-called knights who hadn’t even reached 2-Star.
And that wasn’t all.
“Flames, rise.”
Fwoosh!
Fire erupted.
A 2-Star elemental spell—Fireball!
‘Well, I already had it in my head.’
Normally, whether one was a knight or a mage, reaching 2-Star wasn’t easy.
It wasn’t just about accumulating mana.
Knights had to grasp the technique of reinforcing their bodies with mana, while mages had to understand 2-Star spell structures.
But in Chris’s case, he had already done it before.
With experience, it was bound to be easy.
…Well, to be honest, it hadn’t taken that long in his past life either.
‘2-Star is just the basics, after all.’
If the swordsmen or tower apprentices—who shed blood and sweat to reach 2-Star—heard that, they would cough up blood in outrage.
For ordinary practitioners, reaching 2-Star usually took five to ten years.
‘Either way, I need to reach 3-Star before I leave.’
3-Star.
At that level, one was recognized as an elite force anywhere.
A crucial asset in a knight order.
A core combatant among mages.
‘It’s a tight schedule. I’ll push as far as I can.’
Just as Chris was about to intensify his training—
He suddenly stopped moving.
As his rank increased, some of his senses had returned, and he detected a presence outside.
‘It hasn’t been a full month yet, has it?’
Chris tilted his head.
‘Are they ending the punishment early?’
But that didn’t seem to be the case.
The footsteps were quiet and cautious.
As if the person was worried about being discovered.
‘An assassin?’
A chill ran down his spine.
It was entirely possible.
‘I won’t go down without a fight.’
Chris steeled himself.
The intruder likely thought he was nothing more than a foolish wastrel.
That meant he could take advantage of their carelessness.
‘Come on. I’ll make you regret it.’
Then—
The presence reached the door of the Chamber of Punishment.
Chris tensed his body, bracing himself for a confrontation.
But something unexpected happened.
The intruder didn’t open the door.
Instead—
Through a faint gap in the door,
Plop.
Something was dropped inside.
‘What the hell?’
Chris was taken aback.
That was it.
The presence disappeared without a trace.
As if the sole purpose had been to deliver an item.
‘What is this?’
Chris carefully examined the object—then let out a dry chuckle.
‘Those bastards.’
It was a Dreamstone.
* * *
The intention behind dropping the Dreamstone was obvious.
‘They wanted me to fall into ruin, completely intoxicated by it.’
Chris recalled that he had brought the Dreamstone with him for the sake of his own rebirth.
Whoever this person was, they knew that and had devised a scheme to ensure Chris would be utterly consumed by it.
‘If one becomes severely intoxicated by a Dreamstone, the consequences are more disastrous than any drug.’
He tapped the Dreamstone lightly, deep in thought.
‘Who could it be? Alright, let’s sort this out.’
Chris could deduce a few things.
First, there was someone who wanted to see him ruined.
‘Maybe the reason this body became a wastrel in the first place was because someone intended it that way.’
Second, the culprit was a significant figure in the family.
‘They knew I brought a Dreamstone with me when I was sent to the Chamber of Punishment.’
And they had managed to approach a heavily guarded area undetected.
That meant they were intimately familiar with the security gaps.
‘Or they might be in collusion with the guards.’
Chris smirked.
‘What a mess.’
The Dark Magus House—the once-honorable Khazar County, a branch of the Baron family.
It seemed rotten from the inside.
And the head of the family, Count Khazar, had no idea.
‘Well, this isn’t bad. No, actually, it’s great. This works out perfectly.’
An unexpected thought.
How was this a good thing?
There was a reason.
‘I’ll use them as stepping stones for my rise.’
His goal was to stand at the pinnacle of the Magus Empire.
The first target—Dark Magus House.
To achieve that, he needed to seize control of his own family, the Khazar County, first.
If there were people corrupting the family, they would serve as the perfect leverage for his ascent.
‘But first, 3-Star.’
Chris took a deep breath.
Fwoosh! A radiant glow swirled around his body.
And so, the promised month passed.
* * *
“Today is the appointed day with the young master. Are you not planning to go?”
Count Khazar kept his lips tightly sealed.
He had no desire to go.
He didn’t want to give himself false hope.
He would only be disappointed anyway.
But the butler cautiously suggested,
“This may be the last time you see the young master. Would it not be better to check for yourself?”
“……”
“Or perhaps, he may have endured better than expected.”
Count Khazar let out a hollow laugh.
“Do you truly mean that? He’s probably lost in hallucinations by now.”
The moment he heard that his son had taken a Dreamstone with him, Count Khazar had abandoned all expectations.
“…My apologies.”
“Still, I’ll heed your words. It may very well be the last time.”
A sharp glint flickered in Count Khazar’s eyes.
“I shall accompany you.”
“No, I will go alone.”
If he opened the Chamber of Punishment’s door and found Chris intoxicated by the Dreamstone, he wasn’t sure he could suppress his murderous intent.
Count Khazar dismissed his butler and made his way to the Chamber of Punishment alone.
Taking a deep breath, he opened the door.

                
Chapter 5

                    Creak. The sound of the door opening echoed, unusually grating.
It was a sign of his nerves tightening at the thought of facing his son.
‘He must be a mess.’
Count Khazar clenched his teeth.
Crushing even the smallest hope, he flung the door open completely.
“!!!”
Count Khazar's eyes widened.
“You…?”
An unbelievable sight unfolded before him.
“You’ve arrived.”
His son, Chris, was seated.
Unlike before, his demeanor was calm, his gaze deep.
“I’ve been waiting for you.”
* * *
Silence filled the air.
Count Khazar stared at him for a long time, as if unable to believe what he was seeing.
‘Of course, he must be surprised. He never imagined I would endure it unscathed.’
Chris twisted his lips and spoke.
“I told you, didn’t I? That I would come out changed.”
“……”
Count Khazar said nothing.
Contrary to his concerns, there was no sign of him being intoxicated by the Dreamstone.
No—rather, what was with that unwavering gaze?
‘Have I ever seen that look in his eyes before?’
He couldn’t recall.
Not since long ago, in his son’s early years, when he was still brimming with spirit.
But Count Khazar did not let his expression soften.
A mere change in attitude wasn’t enough for him to trust his son—not after all the disappointment that had built up over the years.
“You managed to endure, it seems. Or perhaps the Curse of the Punishment Cell suited you well.”
“I suppose that’s a compliment in its own way?”
“It means don’t get ahead of yourself.”
Count Khazar’s voice remained cold.
“I still don’t trust you.”
“……”
“There’s no telling when you’ll make a mess of things again—just like before.”
Truthfully, this wasn’t the first time his son had shown signs of reflection.
But every time he had, the moment Khazar allowed himself to hope, his son had repaid that trust with even greater disappointment.
‘But this time… it does feel a little different. No—no. What am I expecting again?’
Count Khazar forcefully suppressed the flicker of hope rising within him.
Chris shrugged.
“I have a request, Father.”
“A request?”
“Yes. I’ve endured this much, so I think I deserve at least a small favor. Please allow me to use the training grounds of the Black Swamp Knights.”
“!!”
Count Khazar’s face twisted in shock.
The Demonic House commanded three branch knight orders.
Known as the Dark Trident, one of them was the Black Swamp Knights, under the jurisdiction of House Khazar.
“The Black Swamp Knights are not a place someone like you can enter so easily.”
Though the Black Swamp Knights were under House Khazar’s authority as a branch family, they also belonged to the main house.
That meant even as Count Khazar’s son, Chris couldn’t freely enter.
He needed permission from the main house of the Demonic House, and there was no chance they would grant it to someone infamous as a wastrel.
“I’m not asking to be taken in as a squire. I only want permission to use the training grounds.”
“……”
“I thought watching the Black Swamp Knights in action might be inspiring. Surely that much is possible?”
First, he needed to build his stamina.
Even after his transformation, he still had to train his body.
But that wasn’t the only reason.
By sharing the training grounds, he intended to learn the Black Swamp Knights’ secret techniques.
How?
It was simple.
‘I’ll steal them.’
No one would willingly teach him the family’s martial arts, given his reputation.
So he planned to pick up the fundamentals by observing from the sidelines.
Chris had never been one to learn formally—he had always picked up skills through observation and mimicry.
Count Khazar remained silent for a long time, staring at Chris before finally speaking.
“If you disgrace yourself in front of the Black Swamp Knights, be prepared for the consequences.”
Chris grinned.
It was permission.
“There’s one more thing.”
“What is it?”
“Grant me access to the Black Swamp Library.”
The library.
A collection of books.
But the Black Swamp Library was unlike any ordinary archive.
‘It holds House Khazar’s black magic grimoires.’
Naturally, only those with permission were allowed to enter.
Count Khazar scoffed.
“You want access to the library? Have you lost your mind?”
“I’m still a member of the family. Doesn’t that entitle me to it?”
“You threw that entitlement away yourself. Have you forgotten when you tried to sell one of the library’s grimoires on the black market?”
“……”
Count Khazar couldn’t help but wonder—was Chris’s composed demeanor just an act to gain access to the library so he could steal from it?
It might have been excessive suspicion, but with Chris, it was entirely possible.
“Bring me a letter of recommendation from Melin. Then, I’ll grant you access.”
Melin.
She was the vice-captain of the Black Swamp Knights.
A demon from the main house of the Demonic House, she was exceptionally cold-hearted and viewed the weak—especially incompetent wastrels—as nothing more than vermin.
Being told to obtain a recommendation letter from such a person was the same as saying access to the library would never be granted.
However,
“I understand. I’ll do as you say.”
Chris nodded.
As if it was something he could accomplish without issue.
“Then, I’ll be going. I assume I can start using the training grounds from today?”
“…Fine.”
Chris walked off toward the mansion, disappearing from sight. Watching the stark difference in his gait from before, Count Khazar was left in turmoil.
* * *
After washing up and eating, Chris headed straight for the training grounds.
As soon as he arrived, the entire area fell silent.
Training came to a halt, and all eyes turned to him.
‘It feels strange to see so many demons gathered here.’
As expected of the knight order representing the Demonic House, every member was elite.
Not just humans—this was the Magus Empire, after all—there were also many dark-aligned non-humans.
Lycanthropes, vampires, dark elves, and more.
All of them appeared to be at least 2-Star rank. Many were above 3-Star, and there were even a few 4-Star warriors among them.
‘For a mere branch knight order to be this strong… Outside, only the best knight orders of the kingdom could compare to this level.’
As Chris shook his head, rough voices rang out among the demons.
“What the hell? Who’s that bastard?”
“It’s that idiot young master, isn’t it? What’s he doing here?”
Even though he was the count’s son, they openly hurled insults at him.
Something unthinkable outside, but this was the Magus Empire.
Here, strength was law.
The weak received no respect—no matter their status.
And especially if their conduct was disgraceful, like his former self.
‘Even this body didn’t dare act out against the Black Swamp Knights.’
Just then, a particularly sharp voice cut through the air.
“You dare come here, brother? Get lost immediately.”
Turning his head, he saw a familiar face.
His younger brother, Teren.
‘So he’s been training with the Black Swamp Knights. Well, he is being treated as the rightful heir in my place.’
Teren’s eyes burned with rage as he growled.
“This is no place for filth like you to set foot in.”
Chris crossed his arms.
He wasn’t intimidated.
‘Letting him keep barking like this would get annoying.’
“Teren, are you insulting the count with those words?”
“…What did you just say?”
Chris twisted his lips.
A mocking smile.
“It was Count Khazar who granted me permission to use the training grounds. But your words… almost make it sound like you’re criticizing his decision.”
Tern was struck speechless.
Even if he would one day become a notorious demon, right now, he was still just a fledgling. There was no way he could match Chris in a battle of words.
But then, another voice rang out.
“I respect the Count’s decision, but to be honest, I don’t find you very trustworthy.”
“!!”
Chris flinched.
He felt an overwhelming presence of demonic energy—far stronger than anyone else’s here.
Turning his head, he saw a stunningly beautiful yet alluring woman standing there.
‘Vice-Captain Melin!’
The infamous vice-captain of the Black Swamp Knights.
Melin had a soft smile on her face, but her powerful demonic energy bore down on Chris.
She was trying to subdue him with sheer force.
The old Chris would have crumbled under the pressure.
But now, Chris steadied his breathing and calmly bowed his head.
“I greet the Vice-Captain.”
“……”
Melin’s eyes flickered for an instant.
‘He endured it?’
She had deliberately unleashed her full presence.
Being forced to share the training grounds with a useless noble brat was frustrating enough, so she had nodded along with the Count’s decision.
But her real plan had been to terrify him into wetting himself and running away.
Yet, he hadn’t even flinched.
Seeing Melin’s slight look of surprise, Chris smirked inwardly.
‘This kind of intimidation? I’m used to it.’
The strong always tried to flaunt their power like this.
During the Age of Ruins, he had experienced such displays far too often, and eventually, he had learned how to deal with them.
“In any case, I understand. Since even you, Vice-Captain, feel that way, I’ll propose a condition. I’ll prove that I have the right to use this training ground.”
“A proof?”
“If it’s proof among demons, there’s only one kind.”
Chris shrugged.
“Power.”
“!!”
“I’ll fight one of the demons here right now—and I’ll win.”
The training ground erupted into murmurs.
Everyone looked at him as if he had lost his mind.
Melin’s expression twisted with displeasure.
“You’re taking this joke too far. Even if you are a noble, do you really think you can insult the Black Swamp Knights and walk away unscathed?”
She clearly thought Chris’s challenge was just the reckless tantrum of a spoiled noble brat.
“This isn’t a joke. But I have two conditions. First, no demonic energy. The duel must be purely physical. As you know, I lost my vessel for demonic energy due to my past debauchery.”
“……”
“Ah, and it would be preferable if we fought barehanded, without weapons. As you know, it's been far too long since I last held a sword.”
Melin looked utterly dumbfounded.
“You have a lot of demands. What's the second condition?”
“Let me choose my opponent.”
Melin nodded. Even if he picked the weakest member of the Black Swamp Knights, they would still be several times stronger than this wastrel.
Chris turned to the young boy standing beside Melin, his face twisted in a deep scowl.
“Teren, it’s you.”
“…What?”
“You’re my opponent.”
Teren’s expression went blank.
Chris grinned.
“This is a good chance for us brothers to have a deep conversation.”
Of course, the "conversation" would be through fists.
* * *
The training ground fell silent.
Everyone blinked in confusion, unable to process what Chris had just said.
A moment later—
“Has that crazy young master finally lost it for real?”
“Is this how wastrels commit suicide these days?”
The knights murmured in disbelief, all of them reacting as if Chris had gone mad.
The one he had called out, Teren, was turning red with fury.
His face contorted in rage, as if he had been deeply insulted.
“You… How dare you.”

                
Chapter 6

                    “Wait a moment.”
Vice Commander Melin intervened with a troubled expression.
“Rather than that, wouldn’t it be better to find a more suitable opponent? You do realize that Teren is at the 2-Star level, don’t you?”
2-Star.
It was a shocking revelation.
After all, Teren was only thirteen years old.
Typically, even those who trained in swordsmanship or magic from childhood would not reach the 2-Star level until their twenties.
Many lacked the talent to ever reach that threshold at all.
“There are plenty of squires in this order. They should be more appropriate to spar with you, Young Master.”
Melin thought to herself that even a squire would be more than enough to give Chris a thorough beating.
“No, if I’m going to prove my qualifications, I should do it properly. I want to fight Teren.”
“!!”
“Well, Teren, what do you think? I have a feeling you’ve been waiting for an opportunity like this.”
Chris spoke lazily.
“Unless… don’t tell me you’re afraid of your older brother?”
Teren ground his teeth.
In his mind, he could hear the last thread of his patience snapping.
“…I accept the duel.”
Vice Commander Melin let out a sigh.
But deep down, she thought this was for the best.
‘If it’s Young Master Teren, then whatever happens, it won’t be my responsibility.’
If a knight of the Black Swamp Order seriously injured that wastrel in a duel, it would put her in a difficult position.
But since Teren was his brother, this was simply a family dispute.
No matter what happened, her burden would be lighter.
‘He already despises his wastrel brother, so he won’t go easy on him. Ideally, he should cripple a leg or two… though Young Master Teren might be too softhearted to go that far.’
Like any true demon, she held nothing but contempt for the weak.
And wastrels like Chris were the absolute worst.
‘A worm like him dares to step into the domain of the Black Swamp Order?’
The other knights shared her sentiment.
“Young Master Teren, crush that bastard!”
“If he can still walk after this, we’re doing special training today!”
Amid the fervent cheers, the two stepped into the training ground for their duel.
As Chris had requested, it would be a barehanded fight with no magic.
“How dare you….”
Teren gritted his teeth, his aura seething with hostility.
Chris turned to Vice Commander Melin.
“What are the rules? Until one of us surrenders?”
“No.”
Melin shook her head.
She knew that worthless wastrel might just surrender the moment he got hit.
“That would be too boring. The fight ends only when one of you is completely incapacitated.”
It was a rule clearly designed to put Chris at a disadvantage.
The demons whistled in delight. The atmosphere was practically festive.
Everyone eagerly awaited the moment Chris would be beaten to a pulp.
“You heard the rules, right? What are you going to do now?”
Chris shrugged.
“They’re saying you’re in for a serious beating.”
“!!”
Teren’s face flushed red again.
Just as his anger boiled over and he was about to speak—
Something unbelievable happened.
Smack!
Chris’s fist slammed into Teren’s face.
Blood splattered, and Chris smirked.
“What are you standing around for? The fight’s already started.”
* * *
To be honest, this was practically cheating.
A duel with no magic, fought with bare hands?
‘Under these conditions, I doubt there’s a single demon knight in the entire Black Swamp Order who could be my match.’
As a demon, he hadn’t even reached the 1-Star level.
But if measured by the standards of the Light faction—what they called the Stellar Radiance rank—he was already a 3-Star knight.
Meanwhile, Teren had just barely reached 2-Star.
Chris had been far superior from the very start.
And before his regression, he hadn’t just been at 3-Star—he had reached 4-Star.
‘At 4-Star, you could aim for a vice commander or top executive position in a mid-tier knight order.’
That wasn’t all.
He had also undergone a complete rebirth.
He might still look scrawny due to his lack of muscle, but inside, he was tougher than anyone.
And no matter how much of a prodigy Teren was, he was still just a thirteen-year-old kid. Could he really stand against Chris?
‘Not a chance. He should go back to drinking his mother’s milk—ah, wait, we have the same mother.’
Chris quickly abandoned that train of thought and swung his fist again.
Smack!
Teren’s head snapped backward.
Without giving him a chance to recover, Chris closed the distance.
His knee slammed into Teren’s abdomen.
As Teren instinctively doubled over from the pain, Chris swung his fist upward.
Smack!
With a crisp sound, Teren collapsed onto the ground.
“…….”
“…….”
The training ground fell into silence.
Everyone stared at Chris with wide eyes.
It was as if they couldn’t believe what they were seeing—unable to process reality.
“What… just happened?”
“Did Young Master Teren let his guard down?”
“So that must be it, right? Otherwise, it wouldn’t make any sense.”
Teren seemed to think the same.
Gritting his teeth, he forced himself back to his feet.
But he was already in bad shape.
His face was covered in blood, his head was ringing, and his legs were trembling slightly.
“W-What kind of trickery is this?”
“Trickery?”
“Otherwise, there’s no way I could lose to you, Brother!”
Teren shouted furiously.
Chris scoffed.
“You think this is trickery? Then—”
Smack!
Another punch landed.
“—you’ll need more of it.”
Smack!
Blood trickled down from Teren’s nose.
‘Hmm, maybe that was a bit much.’
There was a reason Chris had deliberately picked Teren.
‘He needed a proper beating.’
If left alone, he would just keep yapping endlessly, becoming an annoyance. Chris had taken this opportunity to shut him up.
Well, sometimes a good fight could strengthen the bond between brothers, couldn’t it?
Of course, in this case, Chris was the only one throwing punches.
‘And there’s another important reason.’
Chris deliberately provoked Teren for that purpose.
“You’re bleeding a lot from your nose. Hey, you’re not crying, are you? Oh, my bad… Want me to blow on it for you?”
“Graaah!!!”
Teren let out a scream—whether it was rage or a wail, it was hard to tell.
Finally, he did exactly what Chris had intended.
Flash!
Dark energy engulfed Teren’s fist.
He had unleashed his demonic energy.
“Graaaaah!!”
Losing all reason, Teren threw a punch at Chris, his fist coated in black aura.
The demons of the Black Swamp Order belatedly realized what was happening and panicked. Even Vice Commander Melin flinched.
‘If that punch lands, he’ll die!’
No matter what, Chris dying here would put her in an extremely difficult position.
But it was too late to interfere.
Melin’s face went pale.
However, at that moment, Chris flashed a subtle grin, unnoticed by anyone else.
‘Bingo. He reacted just as I wanted. I was wondering what I’d do if he kept holding it in like some noble fool.’
Everything had gone exactly as planned.
Chris glanced at Vice Commander Melin.
‘Now, watch closely. See how I handle this.’
Through this duel, he intended to catch Vice Commander Melin’s eye.
Melin was a demon from the main house of the Dark Demonic House.
Moreover, in the Age of Ruins, he would become a figure who would reach the realm of a 6-star Master.
The method was simple.
All he had to do was display something utterly shocking.
‘For someone weaker to face someone stronger, the method is simple. Just let the power flow past you.’
The problem was that this only worked if there was a certain level of balance in strength.
If he touched demonic energy with his bare hands, he would suffer a fatal wound before he could even redirect it.
So, Chris used a different approach.
He glanced at Teren’s eyes.
Teren, having lost his reason, looked startled by the fact that he had launched such a lethal attack.
Was it because of that hesitation?
The flow of his demonic energy was unstable.
This time, Chris focused his gaze directly on the demonic energy.
The incoming energy flickered like flames.
Within that erratic dance of power, a momentary weak point was exposed.
Chris did not miss that instant.
With his palm, he struck that weak point.
The impact shattered the demonic energy surrounding Teren’s fist.
“…Huh?”
Teren’s eyes widened in shock.
And that was the end.
Smack!
A punch landed.
The direct hit sent Teren flying backward, collapsing onto the ground.
He had lost consciousness.
“……”
The hall fell silent.
The demons of the order couldn’t comprehend what had just happened.
“What just happened? Why did the demonic energy…?”
“Did Lord Teren withdraw his energy out of concern that brat might get hurt?”
That was the only explanation they could come up with.
Because striking the weak point of an oncoming demonic energy attack and dismantling it—
That was something completely beyond their understanding.
However, there was one person whose reaction was different.
The strongest presence in the room—Vice Commander Melin.
Her expression had hardened.
Her eyes, filled with shock and disbelief.
‘It worked.’
Seeing Melin’s reaction, Chris smirked inwardly.
“Would this be enough to qualify?”
“…Yes.”
Melin slowly spoke.
She was trying her best to conceal her surprise, but Chris could clearly see what was running through her mind.
Chris flashed a bright smile.
“Then, I’ll be in your care from now on.”
It was time to start draining the Black Swamp Order dry.
* * *
From that day on, Chris trained alongside the Black Swamp Order in the training grounds.
However, he wasn’t undergoing the same training.
They were in the same space, yet completely separate.
While the members of the Black Swamp Order followed their regimented knightly drills, Chris trained alone, focusing on basic physical conditioning.
Though he didn’t cause trouble as the demons had feared, his presence was still an annoyance, and they scowled at him.
“It’s like a pesky fly buzzing around.”
“He’s quieter than I expected, though.”
“Even a brat like him knows his place. He wouldn’t dare make a scene in the Black Swamp Order.”
“Let’s see how long this act of diligence lasts. Two days?”
“I say one.”
“Half a day.”
Even after defeating Teren, the demons’ assessment of Chris remained harsh.
They believed he had won through trickery.
Even the moment when he neutralized Teren’s demonic energy was misunderstood as Teren holding back.
“If only I had stepped in instead of Young Master Teren. I would’ve put that brat in his place.”
As the demons grumbled amongst themselves—
A cold voice cut through their chatter.
“Standing around gossiping? Seems you all have time to waste.”
“Vice Commander?”
“If you have time for idle talk, put it into swinging your swords instead!”
At Vice Commander Melin’s sharp reprimand, the demons tilted their heads but quickly refocused on their training.
She was sharper than usual.
‘What’s gotten into her?’
‘Is she irritated because of that brat?’
They were half right.
Melin’s expression hardened.
‘That duel… What the hell was that?’
From the very beginning, she had been deeply shaken.
Because of Chris.

                
Chapter 7

                    ‘What the hell?’
Teren’s movements weren’t bad.
No, they weren’t just good—they were exceptional.
His techniques displayed a firm grasp of the fundamentals of combat, something unbelievable for someone his age.
Just by watching him move, one could tell how much grueling training he had endured.
On the other hand, that brat’s movements—
‘They were a mess. It was as if he didn’t even know the basics of combat.’
And yet, despite that—
‘He was strong. Overwhelmingly so.’
Melin was stunned as she realized the reason.
‘He completely saw through the flow of the battle.’
Teren’s attacks were powerful and fast.
But they never landed.
In contrast, Christian’s attacks were sloppy.
Yet, every single one struck true.
That was because Christian had predicted Teren’s every move.
Whether through intellect or sheer instinct.
‘Without an innate talent for combat, that would be impossible.’
But the real reason she was so shaken—
‘At the last moment, he struck the weakest point of the demonic energy and disrupted it.’
An impossible feat.
Theoretically, it could be done.
One would need extraordinary perception, reaction speed sharp enough to act within a fraction of a second, and the ability to pinpoint and exploit a vulnerability without fail.
All of those qualities combined—
Which was as good as saying it was practically impossible.
‘And yet, that brat, who hasn’t even built up proper demonic energy, pulled it off?’
She couldn’t believe it.
Even now, she wondered if her eyes had deceived her.
A single word flashed through Melin’s mind.
‘…Genius?’
It wasn’t impossible.
The bloodline of the Dark House was known for producing individuals far more gifted than ordinary people.
That was why they were one of the Twelve Pillars supporting the Magus Empire.
‘Come to think of it, that brat was called a genius when he was young. Though it’s hard to believe now.’
Being recognized as a genius in one of the great magical families meant they were truly exceptional.
‘But could even a genius achieve something like that?’
Melin was confused.
She couldn’t even begin to estimate how great a genius he would have to be for such a feat to be possible.
‘Perhaps… a talent that surpasses Lord Aesid de Varen.’
Aesid de Varen!
As indicated by the ‘de’ in his middle name, he was the direct heir of the Dark House.
The greatest prodigy among the younger generation of the Dark House—
And the one considered the heir apparent.
‘No, that’s overthinking it. There’s no comparison to him.’
Even if Christian was a genius, it was far too late.
While he wasted time in debauchery, his peers soared ahead.
The gap between them had already become impossible to close.
‘It seems like he’s finally come to his senses, but…’
Melin glanced at Chris.
He was still running laps around the training ground.
How many laps had it been?
Twenty? No, perhaps more than thirty. He had been running nonstop for quite some time.
An unexpectedly tenacious display.
Melin shook her head.
“What a shame. It’s already too late.”
The timing of one’s training was crucial to their achievements.
The later one started, the more impure their core would be, and their energy pathways would have already hardened.
There was a limit to how far they could go.
Chris was already fifteen. That was well past the age to begin.
‘At best, he might reach the level of a 3-star or 4-star intermediate Magian.’
That was what Melin thought.
‘How long will it take for him to reach 1-star? At least a year? No, since he started late, it could take over two years. And he has a handicap on top of that.’
A handicap.
Christian had once trained in demonic energy.
At the time, he had reached the 2-star level.
His unprecedentedly fast growth had even shaken the Dark House’s main family, but—
The genius grew arrogant, indulged in a life of excess, and ultimately scattered all the demonic energy he had built up.
Once lost, rebuilding one’s demonic energy became several times harder.
‘Such a waste of talent.’
Melin clicked her tongue as she looked at Chris.
---
A few days later.
‘So, he’s finally at 1-star.’
Chris took a deep breath in his room.
A new vessel had formed within his Core of Darkness.
He had reached the 1-star realm in the demonic path.
‘Since I’m not used to demonic energy, it took a long time.’
It had taken longer than expected.
Anyone else hearing this would gape in disbelief.
Even for the talented, reaching 1-star usually took at least half a year.
‘The remnants of the demonic energy I had once cultivated slowed me down. If not for that, I would have reached this stage even faster.’
Chris gathered demonic energy in his hand.
“…It feels awkward.”
A faint black aura swirled before dissipating.
‘Can I not use them together?’
Chris tried manifesting light ‘mana’ in one hand and dark ‘demonic energy’ in the other.
It worked.
On one side, a bright aura of light gathered, while on the other, a pitch-black aura of darkness coalesced.
‘The strain on my energy pathways is too much. Using this in actual combat is still impossible. I’ll need to reach a higher level before I can wield both forces simultaneously.’
Chris leaned back in his chair and pressed the buzzer.
A chilling voice echoed in response.
[Did… you call for me, young master?]
A faint, ghostly figure appeared.
No, it wasn’t like a ghost—it was a ghost.
The being that had emerged was a banshee, a notorious wraith!
Chris swallowed a curse.
‘What kind of madness…? Using a banshee as a maid? Even for a Demonic House, this is too much.’
By now, he had grown somewhat accustomed to it, but the first time she had appeared before him as his ‘maid,’ he had been utterly terrified.
To make it even worse, the banshee had an innocent, beautiful appearance and even wore a maid outfit, which only made the situation more unsettling.
‘I have to replace her. With a human servant.’
Even in the Magus Empire, ghosts weren’t commonly used as attendants.
His previous maid had been human.
But after the former delinquent Chris had repeatedly mistreated his servants, Count Khazar, enraged, had assigned the banshee as his personal maid.
[Young… master… what… do you need…?]
“Get me some juice.”
[Shall I prepare… maiden’s blood… as juice?]
“…Strawberry juice.”
[Maiden’s blood… is more… delicious, though?]
“…I said strawberry.”
No Magian actually drank maiden’s blood juice.
The banshee was merely playing a prank, but with her ghostly nature, it didn’t feel like a joke at all.
Cackling, the banshee vanished—only to reappear moments later with strawberry juice in hand.
‘Well, this part is nice at least.’
Chris sipped his juice through a straw, deep in thought.
‘This abundance… This is exactly what I wanted.’
Everything he desired was instantly provided.
Clothes, a luxurious bed, and gourmet meals—everything was perfect.
Except for the part where his maid was a banshee.
Still, this was the life he had dreamed of in his previous existence.
‘But I won’t be satisfied with just this. I’ll climb to the top of the Magus Empire and bask in the ultimate wealth and luxury.’
And save the world while he was at it.
With that determination, Chris rose from his seat.
He was heading to the training ground.
Truthfully, he was the type of genius who preferred laziness over effort, and he didn’t particularly enjoy such grueling training.
But with a goal in mind, he had no choice.
‘Wealth and glory—let’s go!’
Shouting his resolve inwardly, he made his way toward the training grounds.
However, just before he could leave the mansion, a voice called out to him.
“Heading to the training grounds again, young master?”
A deathly pale complexion.
Sharp, gleaming fangs.
It was Kox, the half-vampire butler of House Khazar.
As befitting a vampire lineage, his features were sharp, yet a gentle smile rested on his lips, softening his overall impression.
“Yes, I’m heading there now.”
“I worry that you might be overexerting yourself.”
Kox quickly shook his head.
“Oh, of course, I’m truly pleased and proud of your dedication, young master. I, Kox, never gave up on believing in you, even when others pointed fingers at you.”
Chris silently smiled at those words.
‘Look at this guy.’
His words were rather insolent.
His gaze… It seemed like he was acting concerned for Chris, but what was his true intention?
“What exactly do you believe in?”
“…Pardon?”
“I don’t recall asking you to believe in me. Who are you to talk about believing in me or giving up on me?”
“!!”
Kox took a sharp breath.
Only then did Chris’s figure fully come into his view again.
A completely different atmosphere than before.
The foolish delinquent was nowhere to be seen.
His eyes held confidence, and the noble dignity that had been hidden beneath his previous disgrace was now apparent.
His gaze, as if looking down from above, pierced through Kox.
“Be more careful next time.”
“M-My apologies.”
The butler hurriedly turned and disappeared.
Chris watched his retreating figure, his eyes darkening.
‘That guy… Something about him stinks.’
Deciding to keep an eye on him, Chris made his way to the training grounds.
As he arrived, the place fell silent.
Glances were cast in his direction.
‘At least the looks they’re giving me are much softer than before.’
Since he had simply been training quietly in a corner without causing any disturbances, the way people viewed him had gradually begun to shift.
Some had even started to regard him favorably.
‘Could that delinquent have really changed?’
‘He’s different from before…’
But not everyone thought that way.
“Tch, it’s only a matter of time before he goes back to his old ways.”
“Just watch. He won’t last long before he starts slacking off again.”
Not even a full week had passed.
It was too short of a time for perceptions to change completely.
The Magians of the knight order still openly sneered at him.
“If it weren’t for his status, I’d have beaten that bastard half to death by now.”
As the one who had spoken so crudely chuckled—
A different response came back this time.
“You there. Are you finished talking?”
“!!”
It was Chris.
The demon who had just been mocking him inhaled sharply.
“You. What’s your name?”
“…Cannen. I am a squire of the Black Swamp Knights.”
A squire—an attendant to a knight.
Chris nodded.
“Alright, Cannen. Repeat what you just said about me.”
“……”
Cannen’s face stiffened.
Chris smirked.
“What’s wrong? Having trouble saying it to my face? Squire Cannen, do you know what people call someone like you?”
“……”
“A coward.”
“!!”
Cannen’s face flushed red.
“That’s too much.”
“Too much? Do you think someone who badmouths others behind their backs has the right to say that?”
Chris shrugged.
“Pick up a training sword.”
“…What?”
“You and I—our honor has been tarnished, so there’s only one way to settle this.”
Chris’s lips curled.
“We’ll settle it with strength. Like true demons.”
It was time to start winning over the demons.
With power.
* * *
The unexpected duel caused an uproar in the training hall.
“Vice Captain, that—”
“Leave it.”
“What? But—”
The demon who had intended to intervene hesitated.
This was different from the previous duel.
Even if they were using wooden swords, they were still weapons, and there were no restrictions on demonic energy.
Chris could get seriously injured if things went wrong.
But Melin spoke coldly.
“He staked his honor as a demon. He’ll handle it himself. If he has strength, he will protect his honor.”
Melin watched Chris intently.
“If he lacks strength, he will pay the price.”
Truthfully, Melin wanted to see it.
To see what kind of potential Chris would display.
‘I must be a fool to expect anything.’
Melin shook her head at her own thoughts.
No matter how talented he seemed in the last duel, it was foolish to expect too much.
No, she wasn’t even sure if what she had witnessed back then was real.
Because it was simply unbelievable.
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                    ‘But if I wasn’t mistaken back then…’
Melin’s eyes shone deeply.
‘Perhaps he’ll show an unexpected side again.’
With that expectation in mind, she watched the duel.
And then—
A scene unfolded that went far beyond her imagination, something utterly unbelievable.
Thwack!
A loud sound echoed.
‘What?’
Melin’s eyes widened.
She wasn’t the only one. Every demon in the training ground had the same reaction.
It was only natural.
Someone had fallen.
Not Chris, but Cannen.
Blood trickled down his face, struck directly by a wooden sword.
With a single blow.
Chris let out a smirk and glanced around at the Black Swamp Knights.
“The Black Swamp Knights aren’t much after all. Is there no one else who wants to step forward?”
"!!"
Silence filled the training ground.
The demons were bewildered.
‘What just happened?’
‘How did Cannen end up on the ground?’
No one could comprehend what had just taken place.
The moment the duel began, Cannen had aggressively pushed forward against Christian.
‘Even if he’s just a squire, Cannen is a demon who has reached the level of a One-Star Knight. There’s no way that brat could stand against him.’
‘How long will he last?’
‘Ten seconds?’
‘Five seconds?’
Everyone had predicted his defeat.
But in an instant, the match was decided.
Christian’s wooden sword broke through Cannen’s attack and struck him square in the philtrum.
And the result spoke for itself.
‘What the hell?’
‘Did Cannen let his guard down?’
But this was the second time.
Could it really just be carelessness if it had happened twice?
As confusion spread, an arrogant voice rang throughout the training ground.
“Is there really no one else? From what I’ve seen so far, it seemed like quite a few of you had a problem with me.”
Chris smirked, tilting the corner of his mouth in an irritating manner.
“Come on, anyone. I’d love to see the supposed strength of the Black Swamp Knights. It’s hard to believe the rumors.”
“!!”
The demons’ faces turned red.
They exchanged glances before pointing at someone.
A formal knight of the order, a Two-Star demon, stepped forward.
“My name is Thorn.”
“Well, not like I need to know your name.”
“…You’ll regret insulting the Black Swamp Knights.”
“We’ll see about that.”
Chris flicked the tip of his sword.
“Come at me.”
Thorn’s face flushed red with anger at the blatant provocation.
Clang!
Wooden swords clashed.
A sharp jolt ran through Chris’s wrist.
‘Just as planned.’
Chris smirked internally.
He had deliberately provoked the Black Swamp Knights.
Because he expected a Two-Star demon to step forward.
‘Their pride wouldn’t let a higher-ranked knight deal with a brat like me.’
The one who stepped forward was the perfect opponent for him in many ways.
For now, fighting against a Two-Star was just within his limit.
‘Even if I lack demonic energy, I can handle this much.’
Slash! Smack! Creak!
The wooden swords exchanged blows.
As time passed, the training ground grew silent.
Everyone started to sense something was off.
“What are you doing?!”
“End it already!!”
At a glance, it looked like the Two-Star demon, Thorn, was overwhelmingly pushing Chris back.
But he couldn’t finish it.
No—rather than finishing it—
‘What the hell? I can’t break through!’
Every time he attacked, the crude yet precise counters disrupted his rhythm.
Whenever he tried to overpower Chris, his attacks were dodged with subtle movements, or they didn’t land as intended.
‘The first two… they didn’t lose because they let their guard down.’
Thorn swallowed hard.
He couldn’t understand it.
Chris was undoubtedly weaker than him.
And yet, it felt like he was the one being pushed back.
To be precise—Chris seemed completely at ease, while Thorn was struggling with everything he had.
‘This is absurd.’
Meanwhile, it wasn’t just Thorn who was shocked.
Vice-captain Melin was also in disbelief.
‘…Unbelievable.’
She couldn’t hide her astonishment.
‘I wasn’t mistaken back then.’
The movements Chris was displaying right now—
Every single movement sent chills down her spine.
Because it was exceptional?
No, the complete opposite.
It wasn’t exceptional—that was the problem.
If he had overwhelmed his opponent with polished swordsmanship, it wouldn’t have been surprising.
But Chris was gaining the upper hand with nothing more than crude, unremarkable movements.
He was accomplishing something impossible.
‘…Insane. How is he doing that?’
She couldn’t understand it.
If someone possessed an overwhelmingly innate sense for combat, then maybe—just maybe—such a thing could be possible.
But no matter how much of a genius someone was, was something like this truly possible?
It was unbelievable, yet it was unfolding right before her eyes.
The entire training ground sank into a deathly silence.
Everyone was staring wide-eyed at Chris.
Meanwhile, Chris thought to himself.
‘Should I wrap this up? I’ve seen enough.’
There were two reasons he had stirred up this commotion today.
First, to gain recognition among the demons.
In demon society, where strength reigned supreme, being acknowledged through power was the best way.
If he defeated a formal knight—a Two-Star demon—then the way people looked at him would undoubtedly change.
‘And more importantly, there’s another reason.’
Chris’s gaze deepened.
His opponent swung a wooden sword at him.
But Chris was seeing far more than just that.
First, the position of the wrist gripping the sword.
The angle of the fingers.
The way the arm muscles contracted.
How the foot stepped forward.
How demonic energy spread through the body to enhance strength.
In other words, he was observing how the Black Swamp Knights’ fundamental sword style, Mud Swordsmanship, was executed in real combat.
‘So this is how it works.’
He had observed the knights' training sessions from a distance while running laps.
He had roughly grasped their movements, but watching from afar had its limits.
That’s why he had created this opportunity on purpose.
‘This should be enough.’
With that final thought, he swung his wooden sword.
Fwoosh!
Demonic energy coursed through his body.
It was weak—barely at the level of a newly advanced One-Star.
But that didn’t matter.
What mattered wasn’t how much demonic energy he had—but how he used it.
The difference was night and day.
Unlike Thorn, who had unleashed a powerful wave of demonic energy yet failed to even graze Chris’s clothes, Chris’s sword effortlessly pierced through Thorn’s defenses.
Thwack!
Chris’s sword struck Thorn’s temple. The impact to a vital point made Thorn’s eyes roll back as he collapsed, unconscious.
“……”
A suffocating silence pressed down on the demons.
No one could process what had just happened.
The sheer shock of it made their minds momentarily reject reality.
But only for a moment.
A wave of astonishment rippled through the training ground.
“Insane… That reckless noble brat was this strong?”
“He’s not strong. His control over demonic energy, his swordsmanship—they’re both trash.”
“That makes it even crazier. Damn it. How the hell is this possible? His demonic energy barely reached One-Star at best.”
“Wait, wasn’t he supposed to have never trained in demonic energy? When did he even reach One-Star?”
It wasn’t admiration.
It was pure disbelief—utter shock that swept through the demons.
At that moment, a single word surfaced in all their minds.
‘…Genius?’
They swallowed hard.
This wasn’t something achievable without being a genius.
And not just any genius.
‘Just how absurdly talented do you have to be to pull something like that off?’
These were elite demons.
They had seen geniuses before.
Many among them were even considered prodigies in their own right.
But never had they seen talent of this magnitude.
‘That reckless brat had been hiding something like this?’
Their gazes began to shift.
Demons had a simple mindset.
Absolute survival of the strong.
They bowed before power and trampled the weak.
Chris had been despised not just for his debauchery, but because, at his core, he was weak.
A pathetic noble brat who was both powerless and a disgrace.
If he had been strong, many would have tolerated a degree of arrogance—so long as he didn’t cross the line.
Of course, even the strong faced punishment if they went too far.
But in the Magus Empire, demons were naturally lenient toward the powerful.
‘Good. Just the reaction I was expecting.’
Chris cheered inwardly.
This was precisely why he had orchestrated today’s events.
Yet on the surface, he showed no satisfaction, keeping his expression as cold and indifferent as ever.
That would win over the demons even more.
And just as he planned, their admiration deepened.
‘Not the slightest hint of arrogance. As if this was only natural to him.’
‘He’s finally acting more like a proper demon.’
Chris’s body had always carried a face that looked naturally ill-tempered.
Chris had undergone a complete transformation, exuding the refined grace of an aristocrat. Yet, with his cold, hardened expression, he radiated an unmistakable air of arrogance.
And the arrogance of the strong was a virtue that demons revered.
Demons valued raw confidence over false humility.
‘I’ll have to keep an eye on him.’
Just as their perception of Chris was shifting, he did something even more unimaginable.
‘This isn’t something I started just to end it here.’
“I’m disappointed. It seems I placed too much faith in the Black Swamp Knights.”
“!!”
With another insult to the order, the demons’ faces darkened.
Respect for strength aside, hearing their own knight order ridiculed was infuriating.
Just as some of them were about to step forward in anger, Chris threw out an even crazier remark.
“What does the vice commander think about this?”
“!!”
A smirk twisted Chris’s lips.
Deliberately provoking.
“If the knight order is this weak, then wouldn’t that be your responsibility as well, Vice Commander?”
A sharp intake of breath swept through the onlookers.
That lunatic was provoking Vice Commander Melin!
‘He’s insane.’
‘Forget changing—he’s just gone completely mad.’
‘Shouldn’t someone stop him?’
Melin let out a dry laugh.
“Young Master, I understand that an unexpected victory has you elated, but aren’t you getting ahead of yourself?”
“Well, we’ll see about that soon enough.”
Chris idly twirled his wooden sword.
“I hope the Vice Commander will personally demonstrate the true strength of the Black Swamp Knights.”
“!!”
He had just challenged Melin to a duel.
Her expression turned ice-cold.
“Brat, if I go all out, you’ll be dead in a second.”
Even her formal speech was gone.
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                    Chris did not deny the warning.
“If you go all out, of course, I wouldn’t be able to defeat you, Vice Commander. But will you really give it your all? Someone from the main family, taking a mere scoundrel like me seriously?”
“…….”
“You can use up to First Star demonic energy, and curses are forbidden. Let’s fight under those conditions. Or, if you think you can’t win with just the First Star, should I allow you to go up to the Second Star?”
Melin burst into laughter.
That brat was provoking her, implying that he could win as long as she only used First Star demonic energy.
Against her—a Fourth Star.
And not just any Fourth Star, but one at the upper level.
“I don’t even need the First Star. I’ll use only half of that. I’ll also limit my swordsmanship to the most basic—‘Mud Swordplay.’”
Tight.
She tied her hair back.
“In return, once the duel is over, I’ll break both of your legs as payment for insulting me.”
It wasn’t an empty threat.
She would follow through.
The only reason she would stop at breaking his legs was because he was, at the very least, a member of the Dark Demonic House’s bloodline, even if from a branch family. If anyone else had provoked her this way, she wouldn’t have let them off so lightly.
Yet Chris continued to smirk.
“If I lose the duel, then so be it. But shouldn’t you also consider what happens if you lose, Vice Commander?”
“!!”
“I don’t see myself losing, after all.”
Melin let out yet another dry chuckle.
She couldn’t decide whether to be angry or just dumbfounded by this reckless brat’s insanity.
“If you win, I’ll grant you any request. No matter what it is.”
“That seems like a rather risky condition.”
“It’s fine. Whatever the request may be.”
Flash!
Melin’s body accelerated in an instant.
She struck down at Chris with her sheathed sword.
Crack!
Chris barely managed to block in time.
Watching him, Melin whispered coldly.
“You won’t be walking out of here today, anyway.”
Arrogant brat.
Melin thought.
It was clear now that he possessed extraordinary talent.
Perhaps his potential could even rival that of Ashid de Baron, the heir apparent of the main family.
A talent worthy of arrogance.
But that was all.
Being arrogant was one thing, but failing to understand one’s place was another.
‘A demon’s most crucial virtue is knowing their place—if they want to live long.’
Despite the demons’ philosophy of survival of the strongest, their society wasn’t without order.
If anything, their rules were absolute.
It was about submitting to the strong.
By that standard, Chris’ actions were nothing more than the foolish recklessness of a lowborn who didn’t know his place.
‘I should correct that behavior. I owe Count Khazar a great deal, so I might as well repay the favor through this opportunity.’
She intended to thoroughly “educate” Chris today.
So that he would never again act like an ignorant, rampaging monkey, unaware of his place.
Even that brat would come to thank her later.
‘I need to teach him how to bow his head before the strong.’
The method was simple.
She just had to beat him.
Once he was beaten enough, he would naturally develop respect for the strong.
With that thought, she swung her sheathed sword again.
A considerable amount of time passed.
The duel continued with Melin attacking unilaterally while Chris barely managed to defend himself.
The demons watching all thought the match would be decided soon.
‘As expected, he’s no match at all.’
‘Still, he’s holding out surprisingly long against the Vice Commander.’
‘So his talent is real, after all.’
The demons looked at Chris with a mix of admiration and surprise at his unexpected endurance.
But that was all.
That brat would collapse soon.
Any moment now.
Any second.
And yet… that moment refused to come.
“!!”
Melin’s expression hardened.
Something was off.
She clearly outclassed him in skill, yet strangely, her attacks weren’t landing.
A sense of déjà vu crept in.
This had happened before—with Teren, and even in her previous duels… hadn’t it?
Chris smirked.
“Seems like things aren’t going as planned for you.”
“!!”
“And honestly… Vice Commander, you’re not as impressive as I expected.”
Heat rushed to Melin’s face.
She hadn’t heard such an insult since she had reached her current level.
Grinding her teeth in anger, she decided to end this irritating, mosquito-like brat in one swift move.
Demonic energy flared from her core, flowing into her sheathed sword.
She was using Mud Slam, one of the strongest techniques in Mud Swordplay.
As promised, she limited her power to only half of the First Star.
It wasn’t a large amount, but it was more than enough to subdue that brat.
However, as she focused her will, a problem arose in her stance.
Her movements had become just slightly larger.
She wasn’t even aware of her own mistake.
Or rather, perhaps it wasn’t truly a mistake.
Her movement had widened, but not by much—under normal circumstances, it wouldn’t have been an issue.
Unfortunately for her, Chris—more precisely, the one residing within him—was far from an ordinary opponent.
A genius, one even a Hero had admired.
He didn’t miss that opening.
More importantly, in just a few days, he had completely grasped Mud Swordplay.
He knew exactly what kind of opening appeared when executing Mud Slam.
Chris wasted no time and closed the gap.
“!!”
Caught off guard by his sudden approach, Melin faltered.
The distance between them had changed.
That meant her attack had to change as well.
The problem was that her previous movement had been too large.
Adjusting her stance now created a slight delay.
Once again, Chris didn’t miss the opening.
He knew—this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. If he let it slip, he would never win.
So he moved without hesitation.
Demonic energy surged from his core, spreading through his body.
It was still too weak to enhance his entire body.
So he focused on strengthening only the most necessary part.
Then, he closed in even further.
“!!”
Melin was even more taken aback.
He moved in closer? At this range, even he wouldn’t be able to swing his sword properly.
In that instant, she realized his intent.
‘No way—!’
But it was too late.
The explanation was long, but everything happened in the blink of an eye.
She had been caught off guard, and it was impossible to change her stance in time.
And as a result—
Thud!!
Chris’ forehead slammed directly into the bridge of her nose.
A headbutt, strengthened by demonic energy.
Silence filled the arena.
For the umpteenth time.
But this time, unlike before, the demons couldn’t even open their mouths.
‘What… just happened?’
‘Why is the Vice Commander…?’
From the very start of the duel until now—
Chris had been completely overwhelmed.
That was only natural.
No matter how much her power had been restricted to half of a 1-star’s demonic energy, the gap between their abilities was simply too great.
And yet, at some point, Chris had managed to slip inside her guard and land a headbutt.
It was a precise strike that took advantage of the opening Melin had shown, but the demons watching lacked the keen eye to recognize that.
Chris, with blood trickling from his nose, inwardly smiled in satisfaction as he looked at the dazed Melin.
‘Strictly speaking, this duel is practically a scam.’
It was a shocking realization.
But it was true—everything about this duel had played out exactly as Chris had intended.
‘No matter how strong a 4-star demon is, there’s no way they could be an even match for me with this kind of restriction. Especially not a Magic Swordsman.’
A Magic Swordsman.
A knight who wielded both sword and magic simultaneously.
The Dark Demonic House had a long-standing tradition of training warriors proficient in both swordsmanship and magic.
They primarily focused on swordsmanship while supplementing it with various dark magic.
The Black Swamp Knights, in particular, were renowned for their mastery of curse magic. Sealing away their curses was akin to fighting with one hand and one leg bound.
Had Melin been a demon who focused solely on swordsmanship, Chris wouldn’t have been able to exploit an opening so easily.
‘If we’re talking about pure swordsmanship, she’s probably at a 3-star level. Magic Swordsmen always tend to lag behind in individual achievements compared to their overall mastery.’
Of course, that didn’t mean what he had done wasn’t impressive.
The wide-eyed stares of the onlookers were proof enough.
Horror, shock, chaos, disbelief—every emotion was messily tangled in the gazes directed at Chris.
Then, Melin suddenly burst into laughter.
“Ahahaha!!”
Surprisingly, she didn’t look angry.
If anything, her laughter carried an inexplicable sense of relief.
She roughly wiped the blood from her nose with the back of her hand.
“I should apologize for what I said earlier. I underestimated you too much, young master.”
She had raised the way she addressed him.
Melin had acknowledged Chris.
A pleased smile spread across her face.
She was a demon to her core.
For the first time in a long while, she had found a worthy opponent—and it exhilarated her.
‘Day after day, I’ve been wasting away on this branch assignment, but to think I’d find such enjoyment here.’
The thought of correcting his attitude had long since vanished.
In this moment, Melin recognized Chris as her adversary.
Of course, strictly speaking, Chris wasn’t truly her match.
If she unleashed her full strength, he wouldn’t stand a chance.
But what did that matter?
Her blood was boiling.
She recalled the moment Chris had slipped into her guard.
That insane level of perception that didn’t miss a single opening.
That fearless decisiveness, like a beast that never let an opportunity slip away.
It was electrifying.
She hadn’t felt this kind of thrill in ages.
“Things will be different from now on. Stay focused.”
Melin licked her lips.
Her gaze had become far more serious than before.
But Chris simply shrugged.
“That might be a problem. The match is already over.”
“…What?”
“Look at your neck.”
Startled, Melin reached up and touched her neck.
There, she felt a faint scratch.
“When…?”
“I scratched you with my fingernail when I landed the headbutt. If there had been poison on my nails… you know what would have happened, don’t you?”
Melin was left speechless.
Chris was right.
She had lost.
“…But… this… this is…”
She bit down hard on her lip.
Was it because she had let her guard down?
That was an excuse fit for a fool.
But was this really the end?
Had she really lost so meaninglessly?
More than anything, she didn’t want to let go of the thrill burning inside her.
She wanted to properly cross swords with that genius.
She wanted to feel that electrifying sensation again.
In the end, she swallowed her pride.
“…Let’s go again.”
“Hm? Are you refusing to acknowledge your defeat?”
Melin bit her lip.
After hesitating, she answered.
“No, I acknowledge it. You won.”
As soon as she admitted defeat, the entire audience stirred.
“Then why are you being so desperate?”
“That’s because…”
Melin’s cheeks flushed slightly with embarrassment.
“…I’m making a request. Setting aside victory or defeat, I want to properly cross swords with you, young master. In return, if you accept, I’ll grant you any additional request of your choosing.”
The demons around them looked on in disbelief.
That proud vice-captain was humbling herself like this?
“So, in addition to what I’ve already won from the duel, you’re offering me one more request?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
It was a significant offer.
Adding that to his reward from the previous duel, it was essentially two blank checks.
And considering that she was someone recognized even in the main house of the Dark Demonic House, the value of that offer was immense.
However—
“That doesn’t interest me much.”
“!!”
“The right to make you move twice… is that supposed to be impressive?”
Melin’s face stiffened.
Chris smirked.
Then, in a low voice, he spoke—so that only Melin could hear.
“Unless… the condition is that you kneel before me.”

                
Chapter 10

                    Melin wore an expression of utter disbelief.
He was telling her to swear loyalty.
It was an absurd demand in exchange for a single duel—especially one fought under restricted conditions.
More than anything, hadn’t she already pledged her loyalty to the Dark Demonic House?
The one who received her allegiance, her Lord, was none other than Duke Nordian—the head of the Dark Demonic House and a demon master of the Eight-Star Absolute Realm.
“You do realize that’s an impossible condition, don’t you?”
“Well, I don’t quite see it that way.”
Chris shrugged.
“If I were to become a Young Lord of the Dark Demonic House, then following me wouldn’t be impossible for you, would it?”
Young Lord.
A title granted to those of the Dark Demonic House’s bloodline who were officially recognized as successors.
Currently, there were five such individuals, each forming their own factions within the family as they vied for succession.
Naturally, all five were direct descendants—there wasn’t a single branch family member among them.
“A branch family member like you? A Young Lord? That’s impossible.”
“Do you really think so?”
“!!”
Chris smirked.
His tone dropped.
“I think it’ll happen.”
Melin unconsciously swallowed hard.
Something had changed.
A tension that sent chills down her spine.
A weight in the air.
Melin murmured under her breath as she identified the aura emanating from Chris.
“Pressure…”
Her expression was one of sheer disbelief.
She knew he had changed.
The man before her was no longer the same reckless fool.
But pressure?
That wasn’t just a matter of talent.
Pressure required a certain level of authority to manifest.
But the boy standing before her had no such qualifications.
Then…
“Was he simply born with it?”
Melin’s pupils trembled.
There were rare individuals like that.
People born to rule over others.
Innate sovereigns.
They naturally developed the ability to look down on others as they grew.
“Just… what is he?”
Melin couldn’t hide her confusion and shock.
Meanwhile, Chris merely shrugged inwardly at her reaction.
“Come now. The experience I’ve built up is different.”
Vice-Captain Melin.
Though she appeared young, her outward appearance preserved by demonic energy, she was likely close to forty.
In his past life, she had been older than Chris.
But Chris had endured ten full years of the Great Chaos.
He had experienced countless hardships and accumulated numerous achievements until the Light Faction was ultimately destroyed by the Magus Empire.
Before he even joined the Hero’s party, he had briefly risen to the position of leader over a massive force, relying on his exceptional abilities.
So demonstrating enough pressure to overwhelm Vice-Captain Melin was well within his capabilities.
Believing that Melin was already halfway convinced, Chris decided to drive the final nail in.
“Of course, I understand this isn’t an easy decision. I know it’s not something to be decided by a mere restricted duel. So, let’s do this instead.”
“…What do you mean?”
“One month from now, let’s have a duel. But this time, with no restrictions—an all-out battle.”
“!!”
Melin looked puzzled.
It was a completely incomprehensible proposal.
“If you don’t restrict your power, there’s no chance you’ll defeat me.”
“That’s true.”
Chris didn’t deny it.
No matter how much of a genius he was, it was impossible to defeat a Four-Star Demon in just one month.
‘Even in my past life, it took me three years to reach the Four-Star Realm.’
The Star ranks became exponentially more difficult to ascend as one progressed, with power gaps growing increasingly vast.
However—
“Sometimes, an egg can crack a boulder.”
“!!”
“Watch me for the next month.”
Chris met Melin’s gaze directly.
“Observe what I accomplish, how I change, and what I become by the end of that time. Then, judge for yourself whether I am someone worthy of your loyalty.”
Melin remained silent.
She couldn’t find the words to respond.
‘What could he possibly achieve in just a month?’
A month was an incredibly short span of time.
No matter how much of a genius he was, time itself had its limits.
That was common sense.
And yet—
“…Very well.”
Melin found herself agreeing.
Even she didn’t understand why.
“…I will observe you for a month.”
For some reason, she had a feeling that the man standing before her might just accomplish the impossible.
Chris grinned.
“I won’t disappoint you.”
* * *
‘Yes!’
Back in his room, Chris silently celebrated his victory.
I achieved everything I intended in today’s duel.
I demonstrated overwhelming strength, forcing the demons to change their perception of me, and I also confirmed how Mud Swordsmanship manifests.
And most importantly—
‘I succeeded in shaking Melin’s resolve.’
Melin was a crucial figure.
Unlike the others, she was a demon from the Dark Demonic House’s main bloodline.
Chris intended to surpass not just the Khazar County, but to take control of the entire Dark Demonic House. If he could bring her to his side, she would be an invaluable asset.
‘Beyond that, Melin will become a famous demon in the future.’
During the Great Chaos, she had reached the level of a Six-Star High-Ranking Demon.
Six-Star.
The level known as Master.
That was why he had to make her his ally—no matter what.
‘Of course, she’s not completely on my side yet, but one month will be enough.’
The one month they had agreed upon.
During that time, he intended to accomplish many things.
‘First, the Black Swamp Archive.’
The Black Swamp Archive.
A repository where the Khazar County stored its forbidden black magic tomes.
Chris went to see his father, the Count of Khazar.
“Here is Vice-Captain Melin’s letter of recommendation. I received it after winning my duel against her.”
“……”
His father, the Count of Khazar, looked visibly startled.
It was only natural.
He had been considering disowning his son, yet that same son had suddenly undergone a complete transformation.
“…You defeated the demons of the Black Swamp Knights in a duel?”
“Yes. Their fundamentals were lacking, so I was able to win. The Black Swamp Knights weren’t much of a challenge. You should pay more attention to their training.”
The Count of Khazar shook his head.
Not much of a challenge?
Chris’ opponents were men he himself knew well.
Their demonic energy may not have been exceptional, but they were certainly not ones to be dismissed so easily. They had devoted themselves to training and had more solid fundamentals than most.
And among those Chris had defeated—there was one opponent whose loss was unthinkable.
Chris had defeated Vice-Captain Melin.
‘Impossible.’
Even if she had held back, such a thing should have never happened.
Yet, despite his disbelief, Melin had acknowledged it herself.
She admitted her defeat.
And she had added something else.
‘That brat is a genius?’
She had even attached a certain phrase—
A talent so extraordinary, it’s unbelievable even when seen with one’s own eyes.
The Count of Khazar looked at Chris with doubtful eyes.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
"I recalled the recent rumors about you."
"The rumors about me being a genius? They're true. I didn’t realize it before, but it seems I really am a genius."
"……."
Not a hint of humility in his words.
The Count of Khazar let out a dry chuckle.
Seeing that arrogant attitude, maybe he hasn’t changed after all.
No—no, that wasn’t it.
His insolence remained the same, but something was definitely different.
The old Christian had been nothing more than a wretched mutt. A pathetic fool who couldn’t even meet his father’s gaze properly.
But the son standing before him now—he was exuding confidence, bordering on sheer arrogance.
If he had to compare, it was the arrogance of a beast.
Have I lost my mind? Calling that brat a beast?
The Count of Khazar forced himself to dismiss the thought.
He had gotten his hopes up too many times before, only to be disappointed. It was only natural that he was trying to think negatively now.
And yet—
…This time, he really does seem different.
The Count of Khazar narrowed his eyes.
How long had that brat ever managed to keep up a façade of change?
A week? Ten days? Half a month?
Regardless of the duration, there was one undeniable difference this time.
His eyes.
Never before had his son looked at him with eyes like that.
"…Here. The key to the archive. You understand that none of the tomes inside are to be taken outside, correct?"
Chris gave a slight nod.
"Then, I'll be going."
"…Alright."
Just as he was about to step out, a hesitant voice called from behind him.
"…Can I believe in you this time?"
Chris turned to look at his 'father.'
The Count of Khazar’s eyes wavered slightly.
It was paternal affection.
Demons have familial bonds too, after all.
Their values might be different, but in the end, demons were still human.
Perhaps… he’s a far better father than my real one ever was.
Chris recalled his past life—the ‘real father’ who had abused him within their household.
That man had a sterling reputation outside, but in truth, he was nothing but garbage.
Until the day he escaped from that family, Chris had suffered through a hellish childhood because of him.
Compared to that filth, the Count of Khazar—demon or not—was far more of a father figure.
Perhaps that was why.
Why this thought crossed his mind.
"Look forward to it."
Chris smirked.
"I’ll give you a reason to be surprised."
He wanted to see those eyes filled with shock.
* * *
He made his way to the Black Swamp Archive.
Waiting for him there was the archive’s librarian—a Banshee.
[Ohoho… Young… Master… Welcome…]
Chris grimaced.
Why the hell is a librarian a ghostly banshee?
To make matters worse, this banshee was the same kind as his personal maid!
"You—weren’t you my maid? Since when did you become a librarian too?"
[Oh… my… Could it be… that’s your possessiveness… toward me? How thrilling… My heart… is fluttering…]
"…Shut up."
[Even… your harsh words… are utterly… intoxicating.]
"……."
The banshee let out a soft chuckle.
After listening to the explanation, Chris learned that she had always been the guardian and librarian of this place.
At some point, however, the Count of Khazar, as a punishment for Chris’ habit of mistreating his attendants, had assigned her to serve him personally.
[If… Young Master… truly wishes… to have me… all to himself… then I shall… serve only… you… Ohoho…]
"No, forget it. Just go back."
[Just the thought… of being yours alone… makes my heart… race…]
Chris’ face twisted in disgust.
‘The moment I get rid of my reputation as a delinquent, I’m hiring new attendants—pure humans only! No vampires, either! This is NOT the privileged noble life I dreamed of!’
Before returning, he had imagined it—
A life as a noble heir, where he wouldn’t have to lift a single finger, surrounded by devoted servants catering to his every need.
And technically, he did have that now.
The problem was—his servants were ghosts.
Every morning, a ghostly whisper—whether a curse or something else entirely—served as his wake-up call. During meals, poltergeist activity ensured his food was properly served. Whenever he needed to change clothes, spectral hands, radiating an eerie chill, would assist him.
That banshee even tried to help with his baths. He barely managed to refuse.
This was not the luxurious noble lifestyle he had envisioned.
A ghost shouldn’t be this pretty—that just makes it even creepier!

                
Chapter 11

                    That banshee was a ghost, yet she had an incredibly beautiful face.
She gave the impression of a pure and pretty girl.
She was even dressed in a maid outfit, a look that would appeal to those with particular tastes. But so what?
She was a ghost.
And not just any ghost—she was eerie and sinister.
“…I came to look at some books.”
[Yes… I will guide you. What category… do you… seek?]
This was the Black Magic Archive.
Outside, in the "Faction of Light," the books here were considered forbidden. Simply possessing them was enough to warrant being burned at the stake.
[Blood Magic? Destruction Magic? Summoning? Curses? Ah… we do not have any books on Necromancy.]
Necromancy.
A branch of black magic that dealt with the undead.
‘That’s unfortunate.’
Necromancy could be considered the pinnacle of black magic.
The power to raise an army alone!
‘The Necromantic Houses, which specialize in undead magic, rank among the top of the Twelve Great Magical Houses.’
The Necromantic Houses strictly prohibited the dissemination of necromantic knowledge.
That was why books on necromancy were exceedingly rare, even within the Magus Empire… or so Chris had been told by his former companion, the "Chatterbox of Darkness."
“Does that mean you have books on all the other branches?”
[We have the basics of everything. Ah… except for books on demon… contracts.]
The banshee explained.
[The Demonic Houses… forbid contracts… with demons.]
Chris nodded.
He already knew that.
Surprisingly, making pacts with demons was considered taboo even within the Magus Empire.
‘The Magus Empire pursues the power of darkness, but it does not revere evil.’
The two were fundamentally different.
The Magus Empire valued "survival of the fittest" through the power of darkness.
What the outside world defined as "evil" was, in most cases, also considered evil within the Magus Empire—though their standards differed.
Demon contracts were also taboo.
Because demons pursued evil.
Human sacrifices, murder, suffering, greed—those were the values demons delighted in.
‘The issue is that the Magus Empire doesn’t outright ban demon contracts.’
They were frowned upon and considered forbidden, but not strictly prohibited.
It was left to individual choice.
As a result, a significant number of mages had secretly entered into contracts with demons, and those individuals had become the ruling faction of the Magus Empire. The great war against the "Faction of Light" in the future would be a result of their influence.
Chris had to rise to the top of the Magus Empire and stop them—the ones who followed the banner of demons and sought to bring ruin to the world.
‘That’s a problem for later. Right now, I need to devour the Demonic Houses first.’
The banshee’s maid outfit eerily swayed as she whispered in a hushed voice.
[Which… branch of black magic will you focus on learning? Since it's your first time… perhaps… multiple branches…?]
That was the standard approach.
Even the mages of the Alliance typically learned various types of magic up to the 2-Star level before specializing from the 3-Star level onward.
Chris should logically follow that method as well.
“There’s a specific black magic spell I need to learn first. Bring me the book I mentioned.”
The banshee looked flustered at Chris’s request.
[But…? That book…?]
“What? Aren’t all the books here accessible?”
[Even so….]
The banshee hesitated before asking again.
[It’s… a 4-Star black magic spell, isn’t it?]
4-Star!
A level known as "Prime."
Chris, who had yet to grasp even the basics, was asking for a spellbook that only experts could handle.
[You… won’t be able to understand it.]
“No, I will.”
Chris gave a simple explanation.
“Because I’m a genius.”
[…….]
The banshee fell silent for a moment.
It was as if she were looking at him with an expression that said, Oh my, our young master is not only impressive but also adorable. How precious.
[Ohoho… our young master is… not only remarkable… but also a genius. How truly… splendid.]
“Enough nonsense, just bring me the book. I need it.”
[…Understood. If I may… ask, what do you need that spell for?]
Chris remained silent for a moment before replying.
“To catch a rat.”
A rat.
The one who had thrown the Dreamstone at him while he was in the Penitence Ward.
There was someone in House Khazar secretly wishing for his downfall.
It was about time he caught that rat.
“This spell should do the trick.”
Chris looked at the title of the book the ghost had brought him.
—Seal of Restraint.
A notorious black magic spell, even feared by the Faction of Light, which could turn someone into a slave if specific conditions were met.
And a few days later…
The banshee was horrified when she saw what Chris was doing.
* * *
Time passed.
Chris settled into a monotonous routine.
During the day, he trained at the practice grounds, building his physical strength. At night, he visited the archive to read black magic tomes.
Strength is national power! To become stronger, I need a solid foundation… damn it, endurance training is exhausting.
Chris grumbled inwardly.
He was the lazy genius type.
He didn’t enjoy hard work or sweating like this.
But no matter how much of a genius he was, there was no shortcut to building physical strength.
'Mastering the essence of swordsmanship is just a matter of copying what I see, but… when it comes to building strength and endurance, there’s no way around it except grinding through it. Damn it, I’ll just endure by imagining the wealth and glory I’ll enjoy later. Wealth and glory, wealth and glory!'
His expression stiffened from exhaustion, making him look even more arrogant and disdainful than usual.
The knights of the Magnus House watched him with admiration.
“Our delinquent young master… he really might have changed.”
“How many days has it been? It’s been at least two weeks, right?”
“He even looks a bit stronger now.”
The assumption that he would give up and return to his old ways was wrong.
Chris showed up every single day without fail, training his body, and the results were starting to show.
When he first arrived at the training grounds, his body had been frail from a life of indulgence. But now, his muscles were developing, and he looked far more presentable.
Especially impressive was how he ran endlessly without a single break in his arrogant expression.
In that moment, the knights of the Magnus House all had the same thought.
'The future looks interesting.'
'Perhaps the heir dispute might take an unexpected turn.'
Everyone now recognized that Christian possessed extraordinary talent.
If he continued training seriously instead of reverting to his old ways, the entire succession plan for House Khazar could be upended.
Rather than Teren, who was originally designated as the successor, Christian might end up inheriting the count’s title.
'Maybe that’s why Lord Teren has been training more intensely than before.'
The knights glanced toward Teren, who was swinging his sword in a secluded corner.
After being utterly humiliated by his older brother, Teren had said nothing and devoted himself entirely to training.
Meanwhile, Chris smirked as he listened to the knights murmuring among themselves.
'House Khazar’s succession? That means nothing to me.'
To ordinary knights, House Khazar might seem grand and prestigious, but to him, it was insignificant.
What he truly wanted was the main branch of the Demonic House.
The side branch that was House Khazar? He planned to leave that to Teren.
As long as there were no issues with Teren, that is.
'Teren wouldn’t be the one who plotted against me, would he?'
Chris narrowed his eyes.
At a glance, it didn’t seem likely.
He didn’t seem like the type to scheme from the shadows.
But nothing was certain.
If anyone stood to gain the most from his downfall, it was his younger brother, Teren.
'Well, I’ll find out soon enough.'
Chris scanned his surroundings.
Unlike before, the gazes directed at him were now filled with goodwill.
They had finally acknowledged it.
The delinquent had changed—or at the very least, he was trying to.
The timing was perfect.
Chris abruptly stopped his physical training.
The knights approached him in a friendly manner and struck up a conversation.
“Young Master, are you heading back? You’re leaving early today.”
“I’m done with this nonsense.”
“…What?”
The knights of Magnus House widened their eyes.
“Doing this for a few days was enough. It’s sweaty, filthy, and annoying—I can’t stand it. I’ve done plenty.”
With that, Chris raised his hand and dropped something to the ground.
It was the wooden sword he had been using for the past two weeks.
Thud. Thud.
The discarded wooden sword lay carelessly on the training ground.
“Y-Young Master?!”
Even if it was just a training weapon, tossing it away like that was unthinkable for anyone who understood honor.
“What do you think you’re doing?!”
“What?”
Chris curled his lips into a smirk.
“I do as I please. What business do you lowly things have with it?”
“!!”
“What? Did you actually think I had changed? I just put on an act for a few days to reflect on my past mistakes. That should be enough.”
The atmosphere in the training ground turned ice-cold.
The knights stared at him, their gazes filled with shock and disbelief.
Even from a distance, Chris could see his younger brother, Teren, watching him with wide, disbelieving eyes.
Ignoring them all, Chris sneered and walked away from the training ground.
After entering the mansion, he called for the butler.
“D-Do you need something, Young Master?”
Half-vampire butler Kox appeared in a hurry.
“Bring me some liquor.”
“…Excuse me?”
“Are you deaf?! I said bring me liquor! Right now!!”
At the sudden outburst, the butler’s face turned red.
No matter how high Chris’s status was as the count’s son, shouting at a butler like that was a grave discourtesy.
But only for a moment.
The butler quickly lowered his head in a panic.
“U-Understood. I’ll do as you say.”
He hastily retreated, and Chris watched his back with sharp, unreadable eyes.
That bastard is the most suspicious.
Just now, Chris had deliberately acted rudely.
He wanted to see how the butler would react.
For a brief moment, several emotions flickered through Kox’s eyes.
First, there was the expected anger and forced patience at Chris’s disrespect.
That much was normal.
But Chris caught something else hidden behind the butler’s gaze—
Joy.
Why had the butler felt pleased by Chris’s behavior just now?
I’ll find out soon enough.
Chris grinned.
With that, he had set the trap.
A trap to catch the rat gnawing away at Magnus House.
* * *
Christian has returned to his old ways!
That news spread like wildfire through the mansion.
The servants shook their heads.
“Knew it. He lasted what, two weeks at best?”
“Two weeks is longer than I expected.”
“We were fools to believe in him.”
As expected, everyone had seen this coming.
The Black Swamp Knights reacted even more harshly.
“I actually believed that bastard had changed. I must’ve lost my damn mind.”
“That son of a bitch. If he ever sets foot in the training ground again…”
“If he even comes near it, I’ll make him regret it.”
They had truly believed in Christian’s transformation.
And that only made their fury all the greater.
But at this moment, there was one person angrier than anyone else.
His father, Count Khazar.
“You bastard!!”

                
Chapter 12

                    Bang!!
With a force like roaring flames, Count Khazar burst into Chris’s room.
Chris, his face flushed from drinking, greeted his father.
“Father? Hiccup.”
“What do you think you’re doing?!”
“What else? Day drinking. Nothing beats drinking in the afternoon. Care for a glass, Father?”
Seeing his son completely drunk, Count Khazar clenched his fist tightly.
The air was thick with tension, as if he might strike Chris at any moment. The servants nearby held their breath.
But then, Count Khazar turned his back with slumped shoulders.
“…Do as you wish. I won’t expect anything from you anymore.”
Hearing those words, Chris thought to himself.
Hmm, I feel a little bad. But I can’t exactly give him a heads-up.
His current behavior was all an act.
A bait to lure out the rat.
Seeing him revert to his old ways, the rat would soon make a move. And when it did, Chris would strike first and exterminate it.
But he couldn’t explain that plan to Count Khazar.
There’s a saying: ‘To fool your enemy, you must first fool your allies.’
If his father knew in advance, he’d give something away—no matter how small. And then, the rat would become cautious and avoid the trap.
Still, seeing him like that leaves a bitter taste… But this is for the good of House Khazar, too.
At that moment, the banshee floated over, swaying playfully.
[Ohoho… Are you worried about your father? My, my… Our young master is quite the devoted son.]
“…For the love of—can you please stop saying ‘watta’?!”
[But ‘watta’ is ‘watta.’ I don’t see the problem. Now then… please, have a drink.]
Using her poltergeist ability, the banshee poured Chris a drink.
Being served by a banshee—what a life.
Not an experience he wanted to repeat.
[But still… plotting something like this. Truly impressive, young master.]
The banshee had agreed to help Chris with his plan.
In return, he had promised to grant her one favor in the future—within reason.
[Although… what impresses me even more is something else. You actually managed to modify the 4-star curse spell, Seal of Restraint… and in such a short time, too.]
Over the past fifteen days, Chris hadn’t just been training his body.
He had also been studying black magic.
He mastered several basic 1-star spells.
But he didn’t stop there. He even learned the 4-star curse spell, Seal of Restraint.
For someone at the level of a 1-star sorcerer, it should have been impossible to use a 4-star spell.
So how did he do it?
He modified it.
Adjusted it so that even someone at a 1-star level could cast it.
“I told you, didn’t I? I’m a genius.”
Chris replied nonchalantly as he downed his drink.
Then, he grimaced.
Damn it, I really need a drink.
In reality, the drink in his hand wasn’t real alcohol.
The banshee, who had agreed to cooperate, wouldn’t allow it.
[Ohoho… Young master, you’re underage. No real alcohol for you. You’ll have to settle for a fake drink.]
“…I’m a delinquent. What does it matter?”
[Even so, underage drinking is absolutely forbidden. No exceptions. Ohoho…]
For a ghost that craved the blood of maidens, the banshee was oddly strict about certain things.
Thanks to her, he had to rely on his past life’s alchemy knowledge to remove the alcohol content from his drinks.
His drunken appearance? Just an act, using a secret technique he had learned in his previous life.
He had mastered all sorts of skills, including the ability to look drunk without actually being intoxicated.
Well, might as well take this chance to rest. It’s a shame it’s not real alcohol, though.
He enjoyed lazing around, indulging in pleasure.
Since he was already pretending to be a wastrel, he figured he might as well take a proper break.
Not bad! If the rat takes its time falling into the trap, that just means I get to slack off even longer.
Just as he was about to fully enjoy his long-overdue rest—
Bang! The door was thrown open once again.
Turning his head, he saw an unexpected figure standing there.
Teren?
It was his younger brother.
Teren was breathing heavily, glaring at him.
What’s with him?
Chris was momentarily caught off guard.
Face flushed red, Teren strode over with heavy steps.
Then—
Grab.
He seized Chris by the collar.
“!!”
“What do you think you’re doing?!”
Teren exploded with anger.
“Is this all you amounted to?! Was all that arrogance just to show me this pathetic sight?!”
Chris felt a moment of surprise.
He could see the genuine fury in Teren’s eyes.
It was unexpected.
I thought he hated me.
He probably still did.
But it wasn’t just hatred.
If it were, there would be no reason for him to be so sincerely enraged.
He was disappointed.
And disappointment meant he had expectations—expectations that things would be different.
You don’t expect anything from someone you purely despise.
So, in his own way, he really did see me as his brother.
With that realization, Chris reached a conclusion.
As expected, Teren wasn’t the culprit.
The rat was someone else.
In that case—
I’ll have to use Teren.
Chris opened his mouth.
“Let go.”
“…What?”
“I said, let go.”
Just as Teren was about to snap in anger—
Their eyes met.
“!!”
Teren’s pupils trembled faintly.
He sensed something was off.
Chris was lounging around decadently, but he wasn’t the same as before.
That heavy, suffocating presence he had felt last time pressed down on him once again.
Chris raised a hand and loosened Teren’s grip on his collar.
To his surprise, Teren didn’t resist and stumbled back helplessly.
It wasn’t a matter of strength—he had been overwhelmed by sheer presence.
“Let me ask you one thing. What am I to you?”
“…….”
Teren clamped his mouth shut.
What was he?
The disgrace of the family. A detestable bloodline.
That was what Teren had always thought of his older brother, Christian.
But—
That day, after their bare-handed duel—
Cracks had formed in his belief.
After some hesitation, Teren answered.
“You were nothing but a repulsive piece of trash to me. Just the sight of you was nauseating. I wished you would disappear forever.”
Blunt words, laid bare.
“And now?”
“…Now, you’re someone I want to crush properly.”
Chris chuckled.
That meant, in his own way, Teren had acknowledged him as a rival.
And now, seeing Chris like this, he was furious.
“Well then, Teren. Do you think your brother has reverted to the same repulsive trash he used to be?”
“……”
No.
He could tell instinctively.
Then why was Chris acting like this?
“…You have some kind of plan, don’t you?”
“That’s right. I think there’s a rat in the family.”
“!!”
Chris subtly revealed a piece of his plan.
Teren’s eyes widened.
“You’re saying there’s a rat in the family? Are you serious?”
"Yeah. I can’t say for sure who it is yet, but there’s definitely someone."
“How dare they…!!”
Teren grit his teeth.
“That’s why I need a favor from you.”
“A favor?”
Chris looked at Teren.
Unlike him, a degenerate, Teren was the well-behaved young master, recognized by the family.
And since he was still young, he wasn’t fully shackled by others’ expectations.
He was the perfect person for the job.
“Come closer.”
Chris whispered into Teren’s ear.
As Teren listened to the details, his eyes widened as if they might tear apart.
* * *
After that, Chris indulged in the life of a debauched wastrel.
He slept as much as he wanted, ate whatever he desired, and drank—well, not actual alcohol, but everything else was fair game.
It was bliss.
‘As expected of a noble family. Even the food is top-tier.’
If only his attendants weren’t ghosts, it would be perfect.
Of course, he wasn’t completely wasting his time.
While lounging in bed, he was secretly practicing black magic.
After all, magic could be trained while lying down.
‘Everything I read in the archives is in my head. I just need to master it while lying here.’
Thanks to that, his spell proficiency had skyrocketed.
Before he knew it, he had become adept at a significant number of 1st-tier black magic spells.
At this rate, wherever he went, he could confidently be called a 1st-tier black mage.
And in between, he caused trouble.
If he just quietly ate and drank, he wouldn’t seem like a true wastrel.
He had to make sure the rat fell into the trap as soon as possible, so he put on the most convincing performance of a degenerate noble he could manage.
* * *
“What is this?”
“W-What’s the matter, young master?”
“This isn’t the wine I ordered, is it? Call the butler!”
“T-The butler is currently busy with other matters….”
“Busy? Then I’ll just go find him myself. Hiccup.”
When he arrived at the office, the butler, pale as a sheet, shot to his feet to greet Chris.
“Y-Young master, what brings you here…?”
Instead of answering—
Splaash!
Chris flung the wine, soaking the vampire butler’s pristine white suit in deep red.
The butler, Cox, turned crimson with rage.
Chris watched him with an amused smirk.
‘I can’t just throw a fit at anyone.’
So he focused his torment on the most suspicious person—the butler.
At every opportunity, he sought him out, picked fights, and harassed him over petty matters.
‘Let’s see if he holds it in this time too.’
The impeccably groomed beard quivered slightly.
But surprisingly, the butler held back his anger once again.
“H-Have I done something to upset you, young master? If there was a mistake, I will correct it immediately.”
Chris let out a small “Hooh.”
Even after being drenched in wine, he endured it.
His patience was remarkable.
“The servant brought the wrong wine. Does this mean the butler is looking down on me?”
“Of course not! I will ensure the correct one is brought at once!”
“Bring it yourself.”
“…Pardon?”
“Don’t order the servants. You go and bring it yourself.”
The butler hesitated.
Chris didn’t miss the way his uneasy gaze darted around before settling on a particular section of a document.
“Well… I was in the middle of handling some work.”
“You’re going to continue working in that state? You’ll need to change your clothes anyway, won’t you?”
The butler forced a trembling smile.
For the very person who had thrown the wine to say something like that—it was clear he was barely suppressing his rage.
“I’m being considerate and letting you go take care of it. I’ll keep an eye on things here, so don’t worry. Or… are you truly looking down on me?”
“N-No, of course not. I’ll go at once.”
At Chris’s sharp demand, the butler had no choice but to leave.
He must have thought that a wastrel like Chris wouldn’t have the ability to make sense of any documents, so he let his guard down.
Now alone, Chris’s eyes gleamed.
‘Let’s see what kind of tricks you’ve been pulling.’
He was almost certain the butler was the rat.
‘If… he’s not, then I’d feel a little bad. No, never mind. He definitely is.’
If the butler really was a rat hiding within Count Khazar’s household, then he was most likely tampering with administrative records.
And unlike the stubborn-minded zealots, Chris was exceptionally skilled at reading such documents.
He understood the meaning behind numbers.
He could tell which entries were suspicious.
Just by looking, he could grasp the bigger picture.
And in the short time before the butler returned—changing his clothes and retrieving the wine—
“Bingo.”
A sly grin spread across Chris’s lips.
He had found exactly what he was looking for.

                
Chapter 13

                    He focused his gaze on the numbers in the document.
Reading through it twice, he was able to memorize every single number, down to the last decimal point.
‘One piece of evidence secured.’
But this alone wasn’t enough.
He needed a decisive blow.
‘It’s about time they walked into the trap.’
Just then, the butler hurried back.
“Here is the wine you requested.”
“Thanks. You’re not upset with me, are you?”
“N-Not at all! How could I possibly feel that way!!”
“Good. You know, even though I act like this, I actually like you a lot.”
“Th-Thank you! I am always loyal to you, Young Master!”
After exchanging such a ridiculous conversation—
The butler rolled his eyes nervously before speaking up.
“Um… Young Master. Actually, I have something to tell you.”
“Hm?”
“There are some friends looking for you. The ones you used to be close with. They wish to meet you discreetly. At… the usual place.”
Chris stared at the butler.
He was smiling as if trying to be friendly, but Chris could sense the emotion hidden in his eyes.
‘Hostility.’
“Ah, I personally think it would be best if you didn’t associate with them. Their reputation isn’t exactly the best…”
Chris smiled.
If the butler were truly concerned, he wouldn’t have delivered the message at all.
“I’ll meet them.”
“Young Master?”
“Didn’t you hear me? I said I’ll meet them. Pass the message along.”
The butler’s eyes widened before he bowed his head.
“As you command.”
Chris smirked.
‘Caught you.’
He knew.
The rat had stepped into his trap.
It was time to catch the rat.
  
What kind of people were a scoundrel’s friends?
Naturally, they were of the same kind.
Children of fairly influential families—disgraced heirs.
They were the original friends of the previous owner of this body, Christian.
“It’s been a while, my friend!”
“I heard you’ve changed. It was so amusing.”
Chris only gave a slight nod as he watched the men approach him, pretending to be close.
‘They said they were the sons of the estate’s landowners?’
The Magus Empire, the world of the demons, had a societal system similar to that of the outside world.
There were estates, and there were estate residents.
However, the key difference was that instead of knights and nobles ruling over the people, it was demons who had mastered demonic energy that held dominion.
As a branch of the Dark Demonic House, the House of Khazar controlled vast lands. The ones gathered here were the children of lower-ranking officials who managed the estate on behalf of the count’s family.
“Still, to think you’d insult the young lady of the Venomous Demonic House. As expected of the most degenerate among us—Christian!”
“Yeah. Christian is the one closest to being an actual dog.”
Chris smirked as he listened to them, pretending this nonsense was some kind of joke.
His so-called friends tilted their heads at his unusual reaction.
Something felt different.
“We haven’t seen each other in a while, but you’re awfully quiet. Are you not happy to see us?”
“Ah… it’s nothing.”
Chris simply smiled.
“Let’s just head inside.”
The place they had met was the busiest district of the largest city in the Khazar County.
Stepping into a building tucked away in an alley, an unexpected scene unfolded—something unimaginable from the outside.
A dimly lit tavern.
A place that dealt not only in alcohol but also in various illicit activities.
“It’s an honor to serve you again, Young Master!”
The manager, with a sly grin, came out and bowed deeply.
“How may I serve you?”
“Just as we discussed.”
“Yes, of course! Please, come inside!”
One of his friends spoke up, and the manager swiftly responded.
Inside a spacious room, lavishly prepared appetizers and strong liquor were soon brought in.
‘Wait… isn’t this whiskey from the Carn Empire? Even Carn Empire nobles would have a hard time getting their hands on this, and yet here it is?’
Chris clicked his tongue.
And that wasn’t the only surprise.
“This here is someone we’ve specially prepared for you, Young Master.”
A girl—perhaps in her late teens?
She had a delicate face and was trembling as she stepped inside.
She was here to serve drinks.
‘Pathetic.’
Chris frowned.
For reference, his current body was only fifteen years old.
And yet, not only was he drinking heavily, but he was also being served like this.
Judging by the looks around him, it seemed like a normal occurrence.
Truly, what a disgraceful degenerate.
‘And they’re no different.’
Chris narrowed his eyes as he observed his so-called friends.
“What’s wrong? You don’t look too pleased. Did the Count scold you too harshly?”
“Or is it that you don’t like the girl?”
Chris shook his head.
"Come on, just drink."
"Alright, I'll pour you a glass. Here!"
One of the so-called friends poured a drink.
Chris lifted the glass to his lips.
He had no intention of drinking it—he was only smelling it.
Sure enough, there was a 'scent' in the alcohol.
A scent that others wouldn't have noticed.
But Chris had spent years in the backstreets dealing with illegal activities, and he instantly recognized what was in the drink.
It was drugged.
'So that's their plan.'
He had known from the beginning that this meeting was a setup by that rat, the butler, Kox.
He had been wondering what kind of scheme it would be, and now he had his answer—they were trying to get him addicted.
'They wouldn't just stop at making me high. They would have planned something that would make me commit a terrible mistake under the influence.'
He already had a guess.
Chris glanced at the trembling girl.
"What are you doing? Hurry up and drink."
The so-called friend who had poured the drink urged him again, sounding nervous.
Chris held out the glass to that friend instead.
"I'm not in the mood. You drink it."
"What? B-But…"
The guy stuttered.
"C-Christian, I poured this drink for you. Of course, you're the one who should drink it…"
"You're not refusing because you're afraid of the drug in it, are you?"
"!!"
Their faces hardened.
Chris snapped his fingers.
A one-star dark magic spell, Slumber’s Descent, was cast.
The trembling girl collapsed into a deep sleep.
His so-called friends widened their eyes at the seamless display of magic.
"Christian? Since when could you use dark magic?"
"Shut up."
"W-What?"
"I said, both of you, shut up. You're disgusting."
Chris grabbed each of their heads with a different hand—
BAM! 
He slammed them onto the table.
"Keugh!!"
"Kraaaagh!!"
He didn't stop at just one hit.
Again and again, their faces were smashed into the table.
Blood splattered everywhere in an instant.
The surprising thing was that despite the loud commotion inside, no one outside was coming in to check.
Because Chris had already cast Silence.
"S-Stop…"
"W-Why are you doing this…?"
Chris shrugged.
"You really don't know why I'm doing this? Then I guess you need to be beaten more."
BAM!!
Once again, their heads were slammed into the table.
They tried to resist in their own way, but it was futile.
After easily subduing them, Chris used another one-star dark magic spell, Dark Bind, to tie their hands and feet.
"S-Stop!! W-We were wrong…!! W-We only drugged the drink to… to make you enjoy yourself more, Christian!"
"Bullshit."
BAM!!
He repeated the process.
Until their screams of pain turned into confessions of their sins.
"P-Please… s-stop. A-At this rate… we'll die…."
"You're speaking too casually."
BAM!
"AAARGH! W-We're sorry! W-We were just following orders! Christian, you—n-no, you were the one we were told to drug!"
"And what were you planning to do after drugging me?"
They hesitated.
Chris slammed their faces into the table again.
BAM! BAM!
"AAACK!! W-We… we were supposed to frame you for the girl's murder!"
Chris let out a hollow laugh.
Even in the Magus Empire, murder was a serious crime.
Fights between mages sometimes led to "unintentional killings," which were often overlooked, but killing an ordinary civilian without reason was strictly forbidden.
In other words, they had set up a perfect trap to utterly destroy him.
"Who ordered you?"
"T-That is…."
"It was the butler, Kox, wasn't it?"
Their eyes widened.
Realizing that Chris already knew everything, they hung their heads in defeat.
"Y-Yes… that half-vampire bastard was blackmailing us… we had no choice."
As expected.
Now that Chris had confirmed the rat’s identity, he fell into thought.
‘Why?’
Why was Kox trying to bring about Christian’s downfall?
There shouldn’t have been any personal grudge.
‘Well, I'll find out once I catch him.’
Chris didn’t dwell on it further.
He drew a dagger and pressed it against their throats.
"You did something worth dying for, so you wouldn’t have any complaints if I killed you, would you?"
"P-Please… spare us…!!"
"And why should I do that?"
Chris asked indifferently.
Realizing he was serious, the two of them trembled uncontrollably.
"Please, just spare us! We'll do anything if you let us live!"
"We'll even become your slaves if that's what you want, Lord Christian!"
It was a desperate plea, spoken without thought, purely out of a desire to survive.
But unexpectedly, Chris reacted to their words.
"Do you swear that you can truly do anything?"
"Y-Yes! Anything!! Even if you tell us to become dogs!"
"Are you sure you can swear on that?"
"Y-Yes!! We swear!!"
Chris's lips curled into a smirk.
"I'll gladly accept your oath."
Sizzle.
With a horrifying sound, as if a branding iron was being pressed into flesh, a symbol briefly appeared on their foreheads before fading away.
Chris had just activated Mark of Binding, a terrifying dark magic spell that allowed him to enslave someone under specific conditions.
"From now on, obey my every command."
Their eyes widened in shock upon hearing the order.
Now, it was time to cut off the head of the rat caught in his trap—Butler Kox.
* * * 
Count's Estate – Count's Office
Count Khazar stood by the window, his expression heavy.
"Christian went into the city?"
"…Yes, that is correct."
Butler Kox bowed his head.
"My apologies. I should have stopped him somehow."
"No… how could that be your fault?"
Count Khazar let out a long sigh.
Butler Kox had reported that Chris had gone to an illegal tavern with his delinquent friends.
What he might be doing there… the Count didn't even want to imagine.
‘If I hadn't gotten my hopes up, I wouldn't be this disappointed.’
He thought this time would be different, but once again, it was the same.
Just as Count Khazar's expression turned bitter—
Suddenly, the commotion outside his office grew louder.
"What is going on?!"
The moment Count Khazar furrowed his brows, BANG!—the door to his office swung open.
A mage rushed in, his face pale as a sheet, shouting,
"This is bad!!"
"…What happened?"
Count Khazar's heart pounded uneasily.
"They say the Young Master has committed murder in the city!"
* * * 
The Count's estate was thrown into complete chaos!
"W-What do you mean? Murder?!"
Count Khazar's hands trembled.
"His friends rushed to the estate and informed us immediately!"
"Bring them in!"
Moments later, the friends who had been with Chris earlier appeared.
Seeing their battered, utterly broken expressions, Count Khazar's brow twitched.
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                    "You must be… Christian’s friends. Why do both of you look like that?"
The friends swallowed nervously before speaking hastily.
"We tried to stop Christian from making a mistake, but he assaulted us."
"…A mistake? What are you talking about?"
"He was drunk… He murdered a servant and dumped the body in the river."
"!!"
Count Khazar staggered, his face turning pale.
"Are you saying… that’s true?"
"Yes, it’s the truth. We’re sorry! We tried to stop him, but we weren’t strong enough."
Count Khazar covered his face with his hands.
A heavy silence filled the room.
Without anyone noticing, Butler Kox exchanged glances with Christian’s friends.
'Well done.'
They had done exactly as Butler Kox had intended.
But then… why?
The friends flinched and averted their gazes.
It was odd, but Butler Kox was too pleased with Christian’s downfall to dwell on it.
'Now that I’ve finished off that bastard Christian just as He ordered, I’ll be handsomely rewarded.'
He.
Butler Kox concealed his sly smirk.
Feigning deep concern, he turned to Count Khazar.
“…What should we do about Young Master? This matter won’t be easy to overlook."
Count Khazar spoke gravely.
"Bring Christian before the Magic Tribunal. I will invoke my right to summary judgment."
* * *
Christian was soon brought before the tribunal.
All the key figures of the Khazar household were present.
"This way, Young Master."
A Magi led Christian into the courtroom.
[TL/N:a Magi is a Specialized mage having mastery over punishment style dark magic]
But as he appeared, those gathered frowned in confusion.
He was too clean.
There was no trace of drunkenness, nor any sign of his usual debauched behavior.
Rather—
‘He looks like… he’s regained his senses?’
Some of the Magis had that thought.
Count Khazar grit his teeth and asked,
"…Is it true that you committed murder?"
Before answering, Christian looked at Count Khazar.
His gaze was clear—almost as if he had returned to his former self.
"No. I did not."
A firm answer.
Count Khazar’s eyes wavered.
"Are you lying? There are witnesses who saw everything."
“Witnesses, you say? Who are you referring to?”
The friends, who were standing in the witness stand, stepped forward with pale faces.
“W-We are.”
“I have a question for Count Khazar. Are these individuals' testimonies trustworthy? I mean, do you have any evidence to confirm their claims?”
Count Khazar became like a mute person who had swallowed honey.
“There are witnesses who saw you lead the servant you were attending to into a secluded area.”
It wasn’t just Count Khazar’s testimony.
The situation had been investigated separately, and it was confirmed that after Christian took the victim to a secluded place, the victim went missing.
“Hm. It seems there’s some misunderstanding.”
Christian shrugged his shoulders and spoke behind him.
“Come in.”
“!!”
At that moment, an individual appeared in the courtroom, and Butler Kox’s eyes widened in disbelief.
The girl, who was said to have been killed by Christian and thrown into the river, appeared perfectly fine!
“W-What?”
“What’s going on?”
The girl spoke with a trembling voice.
“T-The young master pitied my situation, gave me money, and told me to leave secretly so no one would find out. He didn’t harm me.”
“So, that’s what happened.”
Christian chuckled lightly.
“How did this happen?”
People were flustered.
The case had been cleared up so perfectly that it was almost absurd.
The gaze of the people turned toward the friends who had given false testimony.
“If I’m innocent, the reason all this commotion happened is obvious.”
Christian spoke coldly.
“They framed me.”
“!!”
The atmosphere in the courtroom shifted.
Count Khazar shouted furiously.
“Make them kneel!”
“W-We…!! C-Crack!!!”
The Magi forcefully made the friends kneel on the ground.
They swallowed their tears with pale faces.
They had tried to frame the heir of the Khazar household, so now their lives were forfeit.
There was no way they could survive.
But they had no choice.
‘We didn’t want to do this either!’
In reality, this was a plot orchestrated by Christian himself.
They had carried out the plan under Christian’s orders.
But they couldn’t refuse.
The mark of the curse.
The curse Christian had branded them with forced their actions.
Under the curse, they once again opened their mouths against their will.
“We... we were just following orders.”
“Orders?”
“Yes. We were ordered to slander the young master. Ugh.”
Count Khazar’s eyes blazed with rage as if they were about to explode.
“Who is it, that bastard?”
Everyone’s gaze turned to the friends.
They raised their trembling faces and looked at a person.
A person with a face as pale as theirs.
“It’s Butler Kox.”
“!!”
Everyone was shocked.
It was an entirely unexpected accusation.
Especially Count Khazar, who looked dazed.
Butler Kox had worked for the Khazar household for a long time.
He was trusted so much that when the Count led the knights to battle, he would entrust the household’s affairs to Kox.
But for such a trusted person to have instigated this?
Butler Kox naturally jumped and denied it.
“That’s a ridiculous accusation! No, this... this is clearly a prank by the young master and his friends! Young master, to go this far with such a horrible prank!”
Butler Kox quickly realized that this situation had been orchestrated by Christian.
He bared his teeth and reacted harshly.
“Do you know how much I’ve cared for the young master up to now! To have such a false accusation thrown at me! No matter how much of a troublemaker the young master is, there are things that can be done and things that can’t!”
‘I have to insist that this is the troublemaker’s fault!’ Butler Kox thought desperately in his mind.
It was a convincing method.
He had built trust over a long period, but that troublemaker had always been met with distrust from others.
If he insisted, he could probably pin the blame on the troublemaker.
However, Kox hesitated.
Christian’s gaze was completely unwavering.
As if he had expected Kox to react this way.
That assumption was correct.
Christian thought inwardly.
‘Did you really think I wouldn’t expect this from you?’
“Count, as the victim of this incident, may I ask one thing?”
Christian spoke to Count Khazar in a formal tone.
“…What is it?”
“May I, with the authority of the Count, directly question Butler Kox about this matter?”
Questioning.
Christian was asking to personally interrogate Kox about the incident.
Count Khazar was silent for a moment.
‘...What on earth?’
Count Khazar looked at Christian’s face.
He did not trust his son.
It was only natural.
But even so.
What was with that gaze?
The arrogant and boldly confident gaze that shook his chest.
Count Khazar made an incomprehensible decision.
“…Alright, I’ll leave it to you.”
“Count!”
Butler Kox shouted in surprise.
“However, if there is any inappropriate behavior or speech, I will revoke your authority immediately.”
“Don’t worry about that.”
Christian smiled slyly.
“I’ll finish it quickly.”
Everyone looked at Christian with bewildered expressions, wondering what he would do.
“On behalf of the great ruler of the Magus Empire, His Majesty the Demon King, and as a representative of Count Khazar, who governs the eastern wing of the southern Magus Kingdom, I shall now question the defendant.”
When Christian spoke those words, those present couldn’t help but admire him.
Though he had never conducted such a trial before, the phrasing was precisely what was required before an interrogation.
“Defendant Kox, do you swear to tell only the truth in response to the questions of this court?”
“…I swear.”
“As a representative of the Demon King, I ask again. Do you swear to tell only the truth in response to the questions of this court?”
“…I swear.”
Two oaths.
It was merely the customary oath for an interrogation, but Christian raised the corner of his mouth meaningfully.
“Then I will ask. Have you ever incited others to slander this court?”
“No.”
“Can you swear to that fact?”
“…I can.”
“I ask again. Can you truly swear to it?”
Just as Kox was about to answer that he could, his eyes froze.
‘What’s happening? I can’t speak?!’
An incomprehensible phenomenon.
He tried to answer, but his tongue wouldn’t move.
In his eyes, Christian’s face appeared.
A face with the smile of a victor.
Kox instinctively realized that the strange sensation in his body was related to that troublemaker.
“W-What... What are you doing to me...?”
“What am I doing? I’m helping you speak the truth.”
Christian extended his hand forward and opened his palm.
“Didn’t you just swear to me? To answer only with the truth.”
“!!”
When the demons saw the pattern that appeared on Christian’s palm, their faces filled with shock.
“The Mark of Binding!!!”
It was a horrific dark magic curse that could control someone like a slave under certain conditions!
It was a 4-star grade dark magic. How?
“No, it’s a bit different!”
“Could it be an improvement? Who would improve it like that?”
The people didn’t even imagine that Christian could have done such a thing.
Improving a 4-star grade dark magic was something only a higher-level dark magician could do.
Of course, for Christian, it was an exception.
‘If you perfectly understand the principles of the magic, even with a low level, you can improve it. Though, the power is much weaker.’
Christian smiled slyly.
The Binding Seal was originally a dark magic that he couldn’t use at his level.
He lacked the necessary magic power, and his achievement in dark magic was insufficient.
So, he fixed it in his own way.
He drastically reduced the effect to decrease magic consumption and strengthened the ‘condition’ for the curse so that even with insufficient achievement, he could still use it.
This was the result that was born.
‘I can make him follow exactly what he swore to.’
The improved Binding Seal wasn’t like the real Binding Seal, where he could control the opponent at will.
It only forced the opponent to follow what they had sworn.
And that wasn’t possible with just one oath.
They had to swear twice.
That’s why he had set up this situation.
When in a courtroom, two oaths were typically sworn.
‘Now, that guy can only answer my questions with the truth.’
The moment Butler Kox realized the situation, his face went pale.
“T-this… this can’t be…”
Butler Kox gathered his magic power.
He was also a 3-star grade demon in his own right.
He was trying to break the curse.
The curse that Christian had cast wavered.
‘Maybe it’ll last 1-2 minutes?’
At most, it would only hold out for that long, since it was a 1-star grade curse.
But it didn’t matter.
One minute was enough to make him spill all the truth.

                
Chapter 15

                    "Did you order them to slander the main family?"
"Y-Yes."
"!!"
As Kox spoke the truth under the Seal of Restraint, everyone's eyes widened as if they would tear apart.
Count Khazar, in particular, was struck with immense shock.
The person he trusted the most had schemed against his son.
"Why did you do it?"
"Th-That… That is… Kuaagh! I was ordered to."
Kox struggled desperately to resist the curse, but in the end, he screamed and spoke the truth.
"Ordered?"
"Th… Khhh… It was… Kuaaagh!! Someone who knew about the wrongdoings I committed against the Khazar Count’s family threatened me. That person ordered me to ruin the young master. Since his childhood, for a long time."
Each and every word was shocking.
Kox had been committing various offenses against the Khazar family all this time, and there was someone behind him who had instigated the downfall of Christian?
"The wrongdoings you committed—you're talking about the embezzlement you've been doing for years, aren't you?"
"…Y-Yes."
That much was already known.
The most crucial truth remained.
"Who is it?"
"!!"
"Who gave you that order?"
The butler, Kox, trembled violently.
"P-Please… If I say this… I… Kuaaaagh!!"
He tried to resist, but it was futile.
"Speak. Now."
With that command, Kox’s mouth opened.
"…It was Lord Ashid."
"…What?"
In that instant, Chris froze.
No, it wasn't just him.
Everyone present stiffened—no, they turned deathly pale.
That was how shocking the name was.
"The heir of the Demonic House, Lord Ashid de Baron."
* * *
Silence filled the hall.
Ashid de Baron.
A name known by everyone present.
The greatest genius of the next generation within the Demonic House.
Among the five princes engaged in the succession battle, he was the closest to becoming the 'Grand Prince.'
And such a man had ordered Christian's downfall?
‘This is absurd.’
Yet, it was the truth forced out by the Seal of Restraint.
It was no lie.
Kox collapsed onto the floor, his face blank with despair.
“L-Lord Ashid is a terrifying person… I-I… I’m as good as dead now….”
He was utterly consumed by fear.
Everyone realized it once again.
This was no lie. It was real.
But why?
‘Lord Ashid is an existence so great that he cannot even be compared to Young Master Christian.’
Comparing the two was like comparing the brilliant moon shining in the sky to debris on the street.
Regardless, the reason didn’t matter.
‘What happens now?’
‘This will cause an enormous ripple.’
The legitimate heir of the Demonic House had schemed against Christian, and that truth had been exposed before everyone.
With things as they were, it wasn’t Ashid who was in trouble—it was Count Khazar’s family.
The Khazar family was merely a branch family, whereas Ashid was the most likely successor to lead the main house in the future.
If their relationship soured, the ones who would ultimately suffer would be Count Khazar’s household.
‘How will the Count handle this?’
It was a dilemma with no easy solution.
Then, a sound broke the heavy silence.
Step—
Christian moved forward.
Towards Kox, who was collapsed on the ground.
All eyes turned to Christian, and what followed left everyone in shock.
Swoosh!
Christian raised his sword and struck Kox’s neck.
It happened so suddenly that no one could react.
Blood splattered, and Kox’s severed head fell to the floor.
Covered in blood, Christian turned to his father.
“I have punished the criminal on behalf of the Count’s authority.”
“…….”
A heavy silence filled the room.
A few sharp-witted individuals quickly realized why Christian had executed Kox so urgently.
But no one dared to speak.
Everyone simply watched Count Khazar and Christian.
Finally, Count Khazar let out a deep sigh and spoke.
“…Let’s talk in private, my son.”
* * *
Christian headed to the Count’s office.
Once they were alone, the Count let out a long sigh.
“Sit. Do you want something to drink?”
“No, I’m fine.”
“I see. It’s not exactly a situation for a leisurely drink.”
The Count looked at Christian.
“Today’s events. No, even your recent return to debauchery—was all of it intentional?”
“Yes, that’s correct. I suspected Butler Kox and deliberately showed weakness to lure him into a trap. I apologize for not informing you beforehand.”
“…No, never mind.”
The Count shook his head.
Apologize?
Christian had accomplished something great.
If not for him, they might never have discovered the butler’s true nature.
“Here, this is my personal investigation into the embezzlement the butler has committed over the years. He was incredibly meticulous in covering his tracks.”
He had obtained the records with the help of his maid, Banshee.
Banshee was a ghost that had lived in the Count’s estate for a long time, practically a native. She wasn’t suspected by anyone and had secretly stolen the budget ledgers the butler had handled every night.
Christian had reviewed the ledgers, pinpointed irregularities, and verified his suspicions using Tern’s authority as the successor.
“…Impressive.”
Count Khazar, after reading through the documents Christian handed him, let out a deep sigh of admiration.
Just as Christian had said, the butler had embezzled funds in a cunning manner. That was why Count Khazar and others had been deceived.
Yet, Christian had uncovered everything and investigated it thoroughly.
“When did you even study accounting?”
“I never did. I just glanced at it and figured it out. As you know, I’m a genius.”
Count Khazar scoffed in disbelief.
‘He calls this something a genius can do? This is beyond that.’
Just how much was his son planning to surprise him?
Looking up, he saw Christian standing tall and confident.
It was real. His son had truly changed from the wastrel he once was.
Not only that—
He had become a completely different person, continuously accomplishing things that were almost unbelievable.
And with that realization, a fiery rage surged within him.
‘He dared to slander my son?! That damned brat, Ashid!’
Even worse, if Kox’s words were to be believed, Ashid had influenced Christian’s descent into debauchery during his childhood.
The very person who had ruined his son.
Unforgivable.
“Why did you do it?”
“…What?”
“Why did you cut off Kox’s head and cover up this incident? We did nothing wrong.”
“You believe I executed Kox to cover this up?”
“Isn’t that the case? By killing Kox, you eliminated the witness, making it harder to hold Ashid accountable. Of course, considering the position of Count Khazar’s branch family, covering this up might be the wise choice—but I don’t agree.”
The Count’s voice was thick with rage.
“To dare commit such a crime… I have no intention of letting that bastard Ashid off the hook.”
The sheer intensity of Count Khazar’s anger caught Christian off guard.
This level of fury was unexpected.
‘Was he always like this? No… actually, this reaction makes perfect sense.’
Count Khazar had always been a traditional demonic warrior. He valued strength above all else and despised deceitful schemes.
And as his recent actions had shown, he cared about his son more than he let on.
“You know full well that holding him accountable is nearly impossible.”
“I don’t care. If it comes to that, we’ll declare independence and sever ties with the main house.”
Chris was taken aback by Count Khazar’s reckless words.
Somehow, it didn’t seem like he was just speaking out of frustration.
‘Cutting ties is out of the question. My primary goal is to take over the Dark Demonic House.’
“Please calm down for now, Father.”
“Calm down? After they slandered you like that?”
Count Khazar furrowed his brows and spoke in a rough tone.
“I will never let this slide.”
“……”
There was a deep sense of denial within his anger.
Chris had noticed it before—despite being a demon, Count Khazar was a surprisingly good fatherly figure.
Compared to his previous life, he felt even more like a father than his real one had been.
Because of that, Chris didn’t dislike Count Khazar. No, he actually found him quite likable.
‘It’d be a stretch to consider him a real father, but maybe maintaining a close relationship wouldn’t be a bad idea.’
With that in mind, he spoke up.
“I never said I was going to let this incident go.”
“But just now—”
“I beheaded Kox. Do you really think that was to cover this up? Absolutely not.”
Chris spoke firmly.
“It was for revenge.”
“!!”
Chris smirked and continued.
“Let me ask you one thing. If Kox had been left alive, how would things have played out?”
“…The main house would have taken him in for interrogation.”
“And what conclusion would they have reached? Would we have been able to convict Ashid?”
Count Khazar couldn’t answer.
Chris changed the question.
“The current acting head of the Dark Demonic House, Marquis Langham, who leads in place of the absent Lord—do you think he is a fair and just man?”
Count Khazar was silent for a moment.
“No, he’s not. To protect the main house’s honor, he would have reached a verdict favorable to Ashid.”
“But since Kox is dead, what happens now?”
Chris grinned.
“They can’t cover it up with fabricated evidence anymore. The only witness, Kox, is already dead.”
Keeping Kox alive would have been no different from handing out an official acquittal.
Once he was taken to the main house, they could simply have him change his testimony. Ashid would be officially declared innocent, and only the Khazar family’s position would become difficult.
“But now that he’s been eliminated, the situation has changed. Ashid will never be able to erase the disgrace of trying to frame me.”
Of course, with no witness, they couldn’t officially charge him with a crime.
However, countless people had already heard Kox’s testimony—delivered under the Binding Seal, which compelled him to speak the truth.
Ashid would forever carry the stain of having maliciously framed a branch family member.
“And that disgrace will be a major weakness for him. A man aiming for the position of head of the house has been caught undermining his own kin. And, most importantly, the struggle for succession isn’t over yet. Ashid is in a far more precarious position than you might think, Father.”
Count Khazar understood the implications of Chris’s words and widened his eyes.
“Then… you intend to use this incident to interfere with Ashid’s succession?”
“Bingo. That’s exactly right.”
Count Khazar was impressed by his son’s words.
It was the most practical and effective form of revenge.
“Then, who should we support as the next heir? The First Daughter, who is the strongest candidate after Ashid?”
For reference, Ashid was the second son.
“No.”
“Then the First Son? No, that won’t do. The First Son is a bloodthirsty lunatic.”
“Not him either.”
“Then who?”
“I’ll take the position myself.”
“…What?”
Count Khazar blinked, not immediately comprehending.
“I’m saying I will become the successor of the Dark Demonic House myself.”

                
Chapter 16

                    Chris spoke in a calm tone.
"I'll say it again. I intend to make the Dark Demonic House submit beneath my feet."
"!!"
Count Khazar was taken aback by the sudden declaration.
"W-What are you talking about…?"
"You still don't understand? It doesn’t seem like a difficult concept. I'm saying that I, Christian, will become the master of the Dark Demonic House."
Count Khazar stared at him with eyes that looked like they were about to tear apart.
'He's that shocked? If he heard my real goal, he'd probably faint on the spot.'
Seizing control of the Dark Demonic House was merely the first step.
His true goal was to reach the pinnacle of the demonic world.
To become a Demon King.
'And not just any Demon King—I have to rise to the highest ranks. Only then can I prevent Ragnarok.'
In the Magus Empire, there wasn’t just one Demon King.
At the top of the hierarchy stood the Demon Emperor, followed by multiple Demon Kings ranked beneath him.
For reference, the "Blood-Drenched Demon King" who triggered Ragnarok was ranked fourth among the Demon Kings.
That meant Chris had to become at least a top-three Demon King.
'If I achieve that, I’ll be able to enjoy wealth and power at their peak.'
At that moment, Count Khazar slowly opened his mouth.
"Do you really think… you can become the master of the Dark Demonic House? We are merely a branch family."
"I was under the impression that even branch families can claim succession rights as long as they have the ability."
"That’s just a rule that exists in name only. And more importantly, aren't you the weakest among your peers?"
He was aware that his son had changed.
But the years of debauchery he had wasted away wouldn’t simply vanish.
While Christian had squandered his time in indulgence, the other young pillars of the main house had soared to greater heights.
Among them, the one who had risen the highest was Ashid.
"Being behind can always be corrected by catching up. Let me ask you one thing—why do you think Ashid tried to frame me?"
"……."
Count Khazar fell silent for a moment.
It was certainly a puzzling matter.
Ashid was far superior to Christian in every way, so why go to such lengths?
"…I don’t know for certain. But I can make a guess. It must be because of your talent."
"Yes, that’s exactly it."
Chris nodded.
"He was jealous of my talent, which surpassed his own."
Ashid had always been praised as the most gifted among the younger generation of the Dark Demonic House.
That was, until Christian was born.
The title of the greatest prodigy had shifted to Christian.
Jealousy had driven Ashid to try to destroy him.
'Thinking about it, what a ridiculous guy. He did all this over something so petty? And there's almost a ten-year age gap between us?'
Ashid was in his mid-twenties. He had targeted his much younger cousin, who was nearly ten years his junior, out of envy.
Regardless, before he had fallen, Christian had indeed been called a genius.
And the one who now resided within Chris’s body possessed a talent far beyond comparison—even greater than that of Christian, who had once been called a genius.
"I am superior to them. Overwhelmingly so."
He had never personally met or compared himself to the young heirs of the Dark Demonic House, but he knew it to be true.
During the Ragnarok that would take place in the future, there had been no one in the Dark Demonic House whose talent could rival his.
No, not even within the entirety of the Magus Empire.
It was no coincidence that the Hero had once said that if Chris had learned swordsmanship or magic, the outcome of the war would have changed.
"Though I may be behind for now, in the end, I will stand at the highest peak—so far above them that they won’t even dare to look me in the eye."
Those young heirs were not his goal. In truth, he didn’t even consider them worth his attention.
His goal was to stand at the pinnacle of the Magus Empire.
Hearing such arrogant words from Chris, Count Khazar swallowed a groan.
'Just what…?'
It was an utterly impossible claim.
And yet, what were those unwavering eyes?
It was not the gaze of someone simply expressing their will to achieve something.
It was the gaze of someone who saw it as an absolute certainty.
'Should I see this as confidence, or should I dismiss it as delusional madness?'
Without a doubt, it had to be delusion.
It was a ridiculously absurd statement.
But was it because he was Chris’s father?
Or was it because of the unshakable resolve in Chris’s eyes?
Perhaps it was due to the astonishing changes Chris had shown recently.
For a fleeting moment, the thought crossed Count Khazar’s mind—Chris’s words might not be mere delusion after all.
"In that regard, Father, I have a request to make."
"A request?"
"Yes. Do you remember when I said I would ask for one favor once I shed my past as a wastrel?"
Chris spoke.
"Please use your authority to recommend me as a participant in the Holy Black Ceremony two months from now."
"!!"
Count Khazar’s face showed clear shock.
"The Holy Black Ceremony? But that’s…!"
The Holy Black Ceremony.
A ritual where the bloodline of the Dark Demonic House received the blessing of their unique power, Dark Demonic Energy.
However, it was not simply a ritual of blessings. The participants had to compete against one another, and in accordance with the strict law of survival of the fittest, those who proved superior received a greater blessing.
The stronger one was compared to their rivals, the greater the blessing they would receive. Conversely, those who fell behind would receive nothing at all.
'Furthermore, it is the most important event in selecting a proper heir.'
Chris contemplated in silence.
Prince.
A title granted to the official candidates for succession in prestigious demonic noble families.
Only those who demonstrated overwhelming ability during the blessing ritual could obtain the title of Prince.
"I carry the blood of the Dark Demonic House as well. Doesn’t that mean I have the right to participate?"
"By bloodline alone, yes. But you understand, don’t you?"
Count Khazar shook his head firmly.
"To participate in the Holy Black Ceremony, one must have reached Two-Star mastery of magic power."
This was because the ability to wield Dark Demonic Energy only became possible from the Two-Star level onward.
That was why the Holy Black Ceremony was held once every three years, with direct and branch descendants who had reached Two-Star participating each time.
"It’s impossible for you to take part in this ceremony when you’ve only just reached One-Star. You will have no choice but to wait for the next one in three years."
That was the natural conclusion.
Advancing from One-Star to Two-Star took at least three years at best—more commonly, it took over five years.
Without talent, it could take even longer.
Since the bloodline of the Dark Demonic House was exceptionally gifted, most of its descendants reached Two-Star around the age of fifteen.
"I can’t afford to wait three years."
"But there’s no other choice, is there?"
"No, there is a way. If I reach Two-Star within the next two months, I can participate."
"!!"
Count Khazar’s eyes widened in shock.
"What nonsense is this?"
Reaching Two-Star in just two months?
He had heard plenty of absurd claims from his son, but this was the most outrageous one yet.
"Even the former head of the house, who was considered one of the greatest geniuses in the history of the Dark Demonic House, took more than a year and a half to reach Two-Star. And you’re saying you’ll do it in two months? There’s a limit to how much nonsense I can entertain."
Count Khazar frowned as he spoke.
Chris understood his father’s reaction.
'Even the greatest genius of the Light Faction—the Hero—took more than a year to reach Two-Star.'
To be precise, it had taken just over a year, and the sheer speed of his advancement had caused an uproar at the time.
So reaching Two-Star in two months was indeed unheard of.
But Chris simply smirked.
"Would you care to watch me for a moment?"
Chris drew his sword.
"What are you trying to do?"
"Just observe. This is the Mud Sword Technique."
"…You’ve never learned the Mud Sword Technique, have you?"
The Mud Sword Technique was the signature swordsmanship of the Black Swamp Knights. Count Khazar had never allowed Christian, who had become a disgrace, to learn the secrets of the Black Swamp Knights.
"I’ve watched them in the training grounds. I have a rough idea of how it’s performed."
"What? That’s ridiculous—"
Count Khazar’s face twisted in disbelief.
"You’ll understand once you see. Just watch."
"…Fine."
Count Khazar nodded.
Christian assumed his stance and began executing the Mud Sword Technique.
And as Count Khazar watched, his eyes slowly widened in shock.
Before him, an unbelievable, impossible sight unfolded from Chris’s hands.
* * *
‘Following this basic swordsmanship isn’t difficult.’
As seen in Melin's case, the Black Swamp Knights are a order of sword mages.
An order that uses both swordsmanship and dark magic.
This applies not just to the Black Swamp Knights but to all of the Dark Demonic Houses.
Now, one question.
Why are the Black Swamp Knights called the Black Swamp Knights?
Because their tactic is to weaken and subdue their opponents through cursed dark magic, much like trapping them in a swamp.
Therefore, the swordsmanship they use is not focused on overwhelming power, but more on controlling or weakening the opponent.
The Mud Sword Technique is precisely a style of swordsmanship specialized in control.
Once you understand the core of the swordsmanship, copying it becomes much easier.
Swoosh!
From Chris’s hand, the first form, Earth Root, unfolds.
It was perfect.
Not just the swing of the sword, but the movement of his arms, the posture of his body, the motion of his feet, and even the flow of his magic power.
It wasn’t just the first form.
The second form, the third form, too.
A series of movements so flawless it was beyond belief.
‘H-how?’
As someone who had mastered the Mud Sword Technique, Count Khazar could recognize it immediately.
He could tell how accurate Chris’s movements were.
‘Did Vice Commander Melin teach him separately? No, knowing her personality, that wouldn’t be the case.’
Even if that were the case, it was still unbelievable.
How long had it been since Christian had freed himself from his previous wild ways?
Even if he had received 24-hour training, it would have been impossible for him to show that level of skill.
As he watched Count Khazar’s stunned expression, Chris inwardly smirked.
‘What’s all this fuss about? This is hardly difficult.’
It was just basic swordsmanship.
All he had to do was follow the movements he saw.
It was something that would enrage the knights who spent years of blood, sweat, and tears perfecting the Mud Sword Technique, but for Chris, it was an incredibly simple task.
So, Chris decided to further astonish Count Khazar.
‘It would be too boring if I just stop here.’
After finishing the demonstration of the Mud Sword Technique, Chris moved again.
And as Count Khazar watched the new display of the Mud Sword Technique, his eyes grew wider still.
‘Different? But…?’
What Chris had first shown was the first form, a low guard designed to control and bind the opponent’s legs.
But it was slightly different.
Faintly.
So subtle that someone who hadn’t mastered the Mud Sword Technique wouldn’t even recognize it.
The path of the sword was the same.
But the stance of his legs.
The twisting of his upper body was different.
And because of that, the movements of the sword became lighter, faster.
In perfect alignment with the Mud Sword Technique’s core of control.
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                    Thus, the incident with Butler Kox, which had thrown the Khazar Count’s household into turmoil, came to an end.
Fortunately, there were no major repercussions.
That was because Chris had swiftly cut Kox’s throat.
‘Young Master made a wise decision.’
‘If he hadn’t cut that bastard Kox’s throat back then, the Khazar household would have been in serious trouble.’
Everyone believed that Chris had executed Kox to cover up the incident for the sake of the household.
Chris’s true intentions were different, but outwardly, that was how it appeared. As a result, people admired Chris’s judgment.
‘He’s completely changed.’
‘He’s not the same delinquent as before.’
People looked on in shock as they watched Chris undergoing physical training in the training grounds.
As soon as he had taken down his target, that rat Kox, Chris had dropped his act as a troublemaker and fully immersed himself in training.
The intensity of his training was immense.
It was certainly grueling, yet he ran without a single sign of exhaustion, his face arrogant and cold—just like the embodiment of a true demon.
Of course, in his mind, Chris was thinking:
‘Damn this endurance training. I’m going to die from exhaustion. Why can’t stamina be trained as a talent?! I just have to endure this for the luxury and glory I’ll enjoy as the Demon King. The Demon King’s wealth and splendor! Wealth and splendor!’
Regardless, the demons watching Chris fully acknowledged it.
Chris had changed.
He was no longer a delinquent.
He was now the proper young master of the Khazar household.
And proof of that change was about to unfold.
Count Khazar had appeared at the training grounds.
To personally instruct Christian!
‘The Count himself is going to teach him?’
‘Even Young Master Teren hasn’t received personal instruction yet.’
The fact that Teren had yet to receive the Count’s direct teaching was unexpected.
Count Khazar had deemed Teren’s foundation inadequate and had assigned him to train under the Black Swamp Knights instead.
At most, the Count only pointed out Teren’s weaknesses from time to time. Yet now, he was stepping forward to teach Christian directly.
‘It’s probably because he’s late to the game.’
‘Even though he’s come to his senses, he’s still way behind.’
The demons watching couldn’t hide their concerned expressions.
‘Will Young Master really be able to withstand the Count’s training?’
‘Even the high-ranking knights struggle with it.’
Count Khazar had previously stated that the reason he hadn’t started training his chosen heir, Teren, was because Teren was still unprepared to endure it.
That was how ruthless the Count’s training was known to be.
The demons didn’t believe that Christian, who had lived a life of indulgence until now, would be able to withstand it.
"Let’s go."
"Yes, Father."
Chris followed Count Khazar toward the secret training ground prepared within the estate.
Seeing Chris’s nonchalant expression, as if he had no idea of the harsh trials awaiting him, the demons could only shake their heads.
‘I wonder how long he’ll last.’
‘If the training is too harsh, he might give up and return to his old delinquent ways…’
Everyone was worried about Christian, who had now begun training under Count Khazar.
But there was something the demons didn’t know.
What was actually happening inside the secret training ground.
Count Khazar couldn’t close his gaping mouth.
It was a continuous series of shock.
* * *
“Is this the correct way to do it?”
A sword strike filled with ferocity unfolded.
It wasn’t the Mud Sword technique, which ensnared the opponent’s feet.
It was the Black Scythe Sword technique, which reaped the necks of cornered enemies.
Like the scythe of a reaper, it was a technique that aimed for a lethal strike in one blow—one of the core offensive techniques of the Black Swamp Knights.
“…Yes, that’s correct.”
“Bind with mud, break with a curse, and reap with the scythe. Simple.”
Simple?
If anyone else had said that, Count Khazar would have roared in outrage, calling them arrogant.
After all, executing that sequence required perfect mastery of chaining suppression, curses, and attacks.
But the Count couldn’t get angry.
Because Chris was truly performing it as if it were “simple.”
—Kiyaaaak!
The summoned beasts used for training lunged at him.
Chris used the nimble movements of the Mud Sword technique to block and counter their attacks while casting dark magic.
It was Shadow Vines, a 1-star basic curse.
Like creeping vines, the shadows coiled around the beasts’ feet, binding them.
It wasn’t a strong restraint.
A single strong stomp could break free from it.
But Chris didn’t miss that brief opening.
Each time the beasts’ movements faltered, the Black Scythe Sword technique reaped their necks.
“……”
Count Khazar remained silent.
‘Since when was he able to use dark magic so naturally?’
Naturally, wielding a sword while casting dark magic required an immense level of control. In terms of control alone, Chris was already at the level of a 2-star practitioner or higher.
And it wasn’t just his control.
‘The Black Scythe Sword technique… I only taught it to him today.’
Yet, what was that execution?
Of course, he was still inexperienced.
But the core principle was there—
Aiming for the opponent’s opening to deliver a fatal strike.
There were so many things to be astonished by that the Count didn’t even know what to be shocked about first.
And just as he was still unable to recover from his amazement, Chris did something even more unbelievable.
“But… is this really the only way to do it?”
“What?”
"I think there's a more efficient way."
Chris grinned.
"Ah, perfect timing. A suitable opponent is approaching. Watch closely."
A new training monster was summoned from the magic circle.
A 2 star Demon Beast, the Human Mushroom.
Just as swordsmen, mages, and demons were categorized into ranks, demon beasts were also classified into a system.
They were divided by Demon (star) Ranks, where creatures of the same rank possessed strength comparable to warriors of the same star Rank.
In other words, the Human Mushroom that had just been summoned was far stronger than Chris, who was only at the level of a 1 star Demon.
"I don't know what you're planning, but that's a 2 star Demon Beast. Don't let your guard down."
"I never let my guard down. I just match my opponent’s strength, so there's no reason to be careless. Anyway, just watch."
Thud, thud. The Human Mushroom charged forward.
As its name suggested, it had the body of a mushroom with elongated stalks serving as limbs.
Those stalk-like limbs were as solid as logs.
Chris launched an attack, just as before.
A probing strike—Mud Sword Technique.
It was a swift lunge and a perfect feint.
Count Khazar, watching in silence, once again felt a surge of admiration.
'But it won’t be as easy as with the previous monsters. A 2 star Demon Beast like the Human Mushroom has limbs tough enough to completely ignore the Mud Sword’s probing strikes.'
He thought to himself.
'Perhaps it wouldn’t be a bad lesson if he suffers a crushing defeat this time.'
Chris was skilled but arrogant.
If he were to be severely beaten, it might serve as an opportunity to temper that arrogance.
But that never happened.
The moment the Mud Sword struck the demon beast’s leg—
Count Khazar witnessed something completely beyond his expectations.
Slash!
Chris’s sword severed the Human Mushroom’s leg.
A limb as sturdy as a log was sliced cleanly apart.
"!!"
Count Khazar jumped to his feet in shock.
"What… How?!"
As he had said countless times before, the Mud Sword Technique was primarily a feinting and control-based technique.
Chris’s attack had been nothing more than a light leg slash.
But how could it have such power?
Did he concentrate his Demonic Energy?
If he had wielded Black Blade, a technique only available to 3 star Demons and above, then it would have been possible.
But that wasn’t the case.
Chris wasn’t capable of wielding Black Blade yet.
Then how?
'He combined the Mud Sword Technique with the Black Scythe Technique!!!'
Even as the thought formed in his mind, Count Khazar found it utterly absurd.
Combining two different sword techniques?
And yet, the attack Chris had just executed clearly contained both the probing essence of Mud Sword and the fatal striking essence of Black Scythe.
"How did you do that?"
"Oh, it's nothing special. I just adjusted my movements so that the Mud Sword Technique could generate a sudden burst of power upon contact."
"…Meaning?"
"Hmm, it's complicated to explain in words. Watch."
Chris pointed to his feet.
"First, I widened my stance slightly compared to the Mud Sword Technique and shifted my weight onto my back right foot. This allows for an explosive release of power."
"…Wouldn't that throw off your balance?"
"I compensate for the imbalance by controlling the counterweight of the sword."
"……."
"For my upper body, I followed the Mud Sword movements almost exactly. However, I contracted my upper arm muscles more and twisted my wrist slightly, like a scythe."
"……."
"And also…"
Chris continued explaining the details of his technique.
Count Khazar remained silent for a long time.
He didn’t know how to respond.
When he tried replicating it himself, he realized that it truly maintained the Mud Sword movements while generating the explosive force of the Scythe Technique!
'…Ridiculous.'
Count Khazar unconsciously swallowed a curse.
'This isn’t the Mud Sword or the Scythe Technique anymore.'
It was something new.
'Did he just create a new sword technique on the spot?'
Strictly speaking, it wasn’t a fully developed sword technique yet.
It was just a single movement, still unstable in many ways, and required significant refinement before it could be called a proper technique.
If anything, it was more of an improvised applied technique rather than a full-fledged sword style.
Even so, it was an extraordinary feat.
Unable to believe it, Count Khazar deliberately tried to dismiss Chris's achievement.
"The power has certainly increased, but wouldn't that method of channeling Demonic Energy make it difficult to use curses at the same time?"
"Would it?"
"Yes. You might not realize it, but the Mud Sword Technique is specifically designed to be used alongside curses. The Scythe Technique, on the other hand, requires full focus on channeling Demonic Energy."
Chris tilted his head.
Fwoosh.
As he executed the Scythe movement, a dark mist formed in his other hand.
"It works just fine."
"……."
"Was it supposed to be difficult?"
Count Khazar closed his mouth.
For what felt like the hundredth time that day, a single word echoed in his mind.
'Ridiculous.'
Even though he was his son, Chris was infuriating.
* * *
Time passed.
About half a month?
Chris divided his day into three parts.
The first was physical training.
His least favorite time of the day.
"Damn it, running is exhausting!"
And it wasn’t just running.
Push-ups, sit-ups—basic strength training was what Chris hated the most.
"If only I had been born as a specialist in destructive magic or curse magic, I wouldn’t have to build up my stamina like this!"
But as a member of the Dark Demonic House, he fell under the Martial Mage category, meaning physical training was mandatory.
At times, he resented the fact that he had reincarnated into the lineage of the Dark Demonic House, a combat-oriented magic using house.
The second part of his day was spent training with Count Khazar.
"Well, at least training with Count Khazar is kind of fun."
What made it fun? The count’s expressions of shock every time Chris did something unexpected.
Despite his cold and composed appearance, Count Khazar had a surprisingly expressive face when he was astonished.
"And my skills are improving fast."
Chris circulated the Demonic Energy within his body.
It flowed rapidly.
His level had risen once again.
"If I were to rank it as lower, middle, or upper, I’d say I’m at the upper level. Not that it really matters at just one star."
No, it did matter.
Even within one star, rankings were strictly divided.
- Lower : Just reaching the level.
- Middle: Proficient in the level.
- Upper : Mastery of the level and beginning to look toward the next stage.
In other words, Chris was already at the peak of one star!
And it had been less than a month since he reached this stage.
"No need to get cocky. There’s still a long way to go. But tonight, I’ll take a break and eat something delicious! I can’t drink, so… steak and strawberry juice! The privileged young master’s life!"
The last part of his schedule.
Rest.
"To go the distance, I need to rest before I burn out."
No matter what, Chris was naturally lazy. He couldn’t dedicate himself to nonstop training day and night.
So, he created a schedule: train hard during the day, rest at night.
Despite being a nation of magic users, the Magus Empire didn’t allow drinking for those under fifteen.
Thus, his way of winding down at the end of the day was with good food and snacks.
"Once I turn eighteen and can drink, I’ll try every kind of alcohol out there."
With that thought, he was heading back to the mansion—
When an unexpected figure called out to him.
"It’s been a while."
"!!"
Chris flinched.
From the darkness emerged a strikingly beautiful woman with a cold demeanor.
Black hair, blue eyes.
Her Demonic Energy suppressed aging, making her appear to be in her late twenties.
It was Melin, the Vice Captain of the Black Swamp Knights!
Chris immediately realized why she was here.
"The promised time is near."
A month ago, they had agreed to fight without holding back their Demonic Energy.
The time for their duel had come.

                
Chapter 18

                    “I’ve been watching you closely, Young Master.”
“How was it?”
“You’re impressive. Honestly, I’m in awe.”
Melin nodded briskly.
In the past month.
There was nothing that wasn’t impressive.
Not only had Chris achieved remarkable results in a short period, but what was especially impressive was how he handled the process of catching Kox.
Christian proved that he was not only a gifted warrior but also had a deep and strategic mind.
“I’m glad you think so. Does that mean I’ve passed?”
After observing him for a month, Melin had decided to make her judgment on whether she would serve him.
“No, not yet.”
Melin shook her head.
“I haven’t confirmed the most important thing yet. That is, strength.”
Melin’s blue eyes glowed eerily in the darkness.
“As a Demon, I cannot kneel before someone weaker than myself.”
Melin’s aura rose.
Indeed, 4th-star upper-level.
A Demon nearing the 5th-star—even without fully revealing her strength, Chris could feel his body tense.
It was an instinctual physical response.
“I believe the promised month hasn’t quite passed yet, though.”
“Heh, that’s true.”
Melin lowered her aura.
She licked her lips, as if somewhat regretful.
“I’m eagerly waiting for the promised time. I’m quite looking forward to it.”
Melin recalled the time when she had fought Chris.
Even though she was no match for him, he had seized victory by exploiting a brief opening. The shiver she felt when he caught her off guard still lingered vividly in her mind.
What kind of display would he show this time?
She was filled with a sharp sense of anticipation.
“If you don’t satisfy my expectations, I won’t kneel to you, Young Master.”
Chris nodded.
“I understand. But, may I make one condition?”
“What is it? Do you want to limit my strength again?”
Melin asked, her face showing slight disappointment.
However, Chris said something entirely different.
“No. What I’m saying is that during our duel, there will be no limitations.”
“!!”
“What I mean is, not just removing the restrictions on our Demonic Energy, but making it like a real battle.”
Melin’s eyes widened in surprise.
A real battle.
Using every means at their disposal.
This condition was one she would welcome, as she preferred the excitement of real combat over the structured framework of a friendly duel, but she tilted her head in confusion.
“You won’t hear any objections from me. But this will only make things more unfavorable for you, Young Master.”
“Don’t worry about that. I’ll take it as an agreement.”
Melin furrowed her brows, unsure of Chris’s true intentions, but soon chuckled.
He seemed to be plotting something, but it didn’t matter much.
After all, the difference between her and Chris was absolute, and no amount of trickery would bridge the gap.
“Do as you wish. I won’t worry about whatever methods you employ. However, I do have one request.”
Melin smiled sweetly.
It was the smile of a predator watching its prey.
“I hope you put up a good fight and entertain me.”
With those words, Melin vanished, and Chris muttered to himself.
“Really, that ignorant woman.”
Chris glanced at his arm.
Even now, his body still had goosebumps from instinctively tensing up under Melin’s aura.
It was indeed a vast difference in strength.
He wondered if he could even hold on, let alone put up a fight.
But Chris said something unexpected.
“Just putting up a fight… I don’t want to do that.”
Melin had been hoping for a good struggle to entertain her, but Chris had completely different thoughts.
Instead.
‘I’ll win.’
An absurd thought.
Defeat a 4th-star, no, a Demon close to 5th-star?
That was impossible, no matter how much of a genius Chris was.
The difference in their strength was like that of a rabbit and a lion.
Even using the hidden power of light, defeating Melin was impossible.
‘But there is a way.’
Chris smiled slyly as he thought of a solution.
‘If my ability isn’t enough, then I’ll rely on my equipment.’
Equipment.
Using weapons to enhance his abilities.
But that, too, was a strange thought.
There was a limit to how much a weapon could enhance one’s power.
However, that was only in general cases.
Chris had a method.
A method that could allow a rabbit to defeat a lion.
A method that only Chris could use.
He immediately began to prepare.
* * *
“You’re going to the castle?”
“Yes, Father.”
Count Khazar tilted his head before nodding.
“Do as you wish.”
“Aren’t you going to stop me?”
"Why would I?"
"Well... you don't know what I might do once I go to the castle, do you?"
"I trust you."
Count Khazar replied briefly.
Over the past time, he had realized that his son had undoubtedly changed.
And not just that.
The time spent with Chris had been a continuous series of wonders.
‘Unbelievable talent.’
He couldn’t count how many times he had been astonished in a single day.
How should he even describe Chris’s talent?
Like a sponge that absorbs everything? Teach him one thing, and he understands ten? It wasn’t even that simple.
It was insane.
Count Khazar had thought that countless times in his head.
It was a series of scenes that were so unbelievable, even though he was watching with his own eyes.
When he watched Chris, he wondered if he was dreaming.
‘...It’s almost awe-inspiring.’
Count Khazar was startled by the thought that suddenly popped into his mind.
Awe.
But it was true.
His son really was like a monster.
So did that mean he disliked it?
Of course not.
‘He’s my son.’
Count Khazar said quietly to himself, knowing that no one could hear him.
He, too, was a father.
What father wouldn’t be happy to see his son so exceptional?
His son, who had once been a reckless fool, now gave him great joy every single day.
Of course, he didn’t show it on the outside.
Instead, Count Khazar said,
“If you need anything, you can claim it in my name.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, anything is fine.”
Chris looked slightly surprised before smiling.
‘An open check for pocket money. He’ll regret this.’
He’d been wondering how to gather some starting funds, and now he was thinking of sneaking out a family treasure or something. This worked out perfectly.
“Then I’ll be on my way.”
“Alright.”
With light steps, Chris headed towards his room to prepare to leave.
[Young Master... I’ve finished preparing...]
Banshee smiled with a pure face while wearing a bright outing dress as a transparent spirit.
[Since this is... my first outing with the Young Master... I tried to make myself look beautiful...]
Stop decorating yourself, Banshee!
The problem was, she really did look beautiful.
If it weren’t for the fact that she was a ghost, she would have been quite cute and delicate.
"...Didn't you say you weren't coming?"
[Hoho... You're worried I might be uncomfortable? Don't worry. But... serving the Young Master is my joy... Please don't worry.]
Chris furrowed his brow.
‘That’s not what I meant... By the way, when can I get a human servant?!’
As soon as he shed the reputation of a reckless fool, he tried to get rid of that Banshee, but he heard an earth-shattering story from Count Khazar.
- A human servant? That’s not possible.
- Huh?
- Didn’t that Banshee form a master-servant contract with you, Christian?
This was from before Chris had entered this body.
It was impossible for a high-level ghost like Banshee to do maid work without reason, so they made a master-servant contract instead.
‘With Banshee around, there's no way a regular human could become my servant. Ugh! Why is this happening? Why, when I was born with a silver spoon, do I have to serve a ghost?’
At least it was a limited-time contract, so it could be terminated once the agreed-upon time had passed.
Five more years?
Chris wasn’t willing to wait that long.
‘When my dark magic level rises, I’ll just force the contract to end.’
Honestly, he had gotten used to living with Banshee to some extent, but he still couldn’t give up on the dream of having a human servant.
[It’s already... all prepared... should I not go? I was looking forward to it.]
Banshee spoke with a sulking expression.
‘Don’t act cute with that face, Banshee.’
Chris grimaced.
Still, since Banshee probably had feelings, and it seemed like she was genuinely upset, he cleared his throat.
“You can’t show yourself in front of ordinary people.”
[Young... Master?]
“You can't release your spiritual energy either. Got it?”
[Thank... you! As expected, Young Master... is so amazing!]
Banshee was so happy that she flew around joyfully in the air.
From what he overheard, it seemed like she wanted to go out for a stroll.
‘How many years has she been in that mansion? I heard she’s a ghost that’s been stuck there for decades at least.’
No doubt, after that long, she must have longed to go outside.
“Anyway, I’m about to leave... Why are you here?”
Chris frowned when he saw the unexpected visitor.
It was Teren.
“What are you planning to do at the castle?”
“Hmmm.”
“You’re not going there to do anything reckless again, are you?”
Teren began to pick a fight.
Chris crossed his arms and thought.
‘Why is he so cute?’
Chris teased Teren a bit.
“Are you perhaps worried about me?”
"Worry about what! Why would I worry about you, brother?"
Teren jumped up and retorted.
"I'm just...!! I'm worried that you'll become a disgrace to the family again!! You may seem like you're better now, but who knows when you'll change again!"
"You're right."
"Huh?"
"I'm actually going to gamble."
Teren's face froze in shock.
"Wh... What did you say?"
"Gamble."
Chris grinned.
"I even got some money from Father... Do you want to come with me?"
Of course, Count Khazar had never imagined that Chris would go gambling, so he gave him money without any hesitation, but that didn't matter.
Chris wasn’t actually going purely for gambling.
More precisely, he had something he intended to extract under the pretense of gambling.
‘This works out well. I needed a sucker to use as bait. That naive guy is perfect.’
Chris carefully lured Teren in.
"As a magician, it's only natural that you should know how to drink or gamble. Gambling, as long as it stays within legal bounds, is a healthy amusement, even the Demon Lord recommends it."
"......"
"Oh, but I guess you’re too innocent to do something like gambling. All you know is training, right? Gambling is just like card games. You've never even played a card game, have you?"
"I've... played card games. I'm better than you."
"Really? Impressive. Still, actual gambling with money would be too much for you, so I'll go to the gambling house alone."
You can stick to card games like a kid.
Gambling is an adult’s game.
Chris's provocation made the competitive Teren, only 13 years old, flare up.
"No, I’ll go."
Teren took the bait.
"I’ll go and make sure you’re not causing any trouble. And... while I'm at it, I’ll knock you down a peg. Gambling, it’s nothing! It's just like card games, isn't it?"
Chris chuckled softly.
Teren's eyes were filled with competitive spirit.
A competitive spirit directed at his older brother.
And... unlike before, his eyes now looked much more like a real younger brother.

                
Chapter 19

                    The laws of the Magus Empire were both free-spirited and strict.
Severe punishments were dealt for crossing the line, but outside of that, a considerable amount of freedom was guaranteed.
This was to efficiently control the unruly demons, and in that regard, gambling was not illegal in the Magus Empire.
In fact, it was encouraged.
Rather than letting their bloodthirst boil over into violence, they preferred for it to be released through “wholesome” amusements like gambling.
After all, card games had historically been a form of entertainment enjoyed by people of all ages.
Each major city had multiple legal gambling halls, and gambling was a pastime unrestricted by status or age.
“T-This is a gambling hall? I can’t believe such a place exists in this world.”
[Ohohoho… W-What a marvelous place.]
Teren and Banshee, who had accompanied Chris, widened their eyes like country bumpkins seeing the city's dazzling gambling hall for the first time.
Seeing Teren’s reaction (since Banshee was invisible), the gamblers chuckled.
The gambling hall had a rule: everyone had to wear a mask upon entry to conceal their identity and focus solely on the game. However, even with his face covered, it was obvious to everyone that Teren was a total novice.
“Well, it’s a nice place to have some fun. Since we’re here, what do you think, Teren? How about a little bet with me?”
Chris smirked.
“Let’s see who can win more money.”
“You mean… you and me?”
“Yeah. Didn’t you say you wanted to beat me? Gambling and card games follow the same rules, so even if it’s your first time, there’s no real disadvantage.”
As long as money was on the line, card games were gambling.
“……”
But now that he was about to gamble, Teren hesitated.
Chris dangled bait he knew Teren couldn’t resist.
“If you win, I’ll call you ‘big brother’ for a whole month.”
“…Are you serious?”
“Yeah. I swear on my late mother’s name.”
It wasn’t his own mother anyway, so swearing on her name didn’t bother him.
“But if you lose, for the same duration, you have to address me as ‘Respected King Emperor Majesty Big Brother.’”
“……”
“Well, if you’re scared, just forget it.”
Chris’s taunt made Teren hesitate, but provoked, he took the bait.
“…You better keep that promise.”
Chris grinned.
And so, the match began, drawing a large crowd.
All of them gathered—
Around Teren.
Recognizing him as an easy target, seasoned gamblers swarmed in, eager to fleece him.
‘There are quite a few professional scam gamblers here too.’
Chris observed while winning and losing just enough to stay balanced, keeping an eye on Teren’s play.
As was cliché, Teren won at first.
Initially nervous, he grew more confident with each victory and began placing bold bets.
And then—
He lost everything.
“A-Ah, no?!”
Teren's face looked like he had lost his homeland.
During a brief break, Chris approached him and whispered.
“So much for showing me what you're made of. That was nothing.”
“!!”
“How about you just go home and play some card games instead?”
Teren’s face turned red.
“You’re losing too, aren’t you?!”
“Well, I’m doing better than you. I’ve only lost 500 Lupe.”
“I’ve only lost 1,000 Lupe!”
“So, are you going to keep playing?”
“I will! Give me more money!”
The same thing kept happening.
Chris egged Teren on, making sure he kept losing money.
With clever provocations, he prevented Teren from giving up, while the professional gamblers eagerly took advantage of him.
They were so excited that they made mistakes—mistakes that true professionals should never make.
Their tricks became too obvious.
They had underestimated both Teren and Chris, assuming they were just easy prey.
‘Bingo.’
Chris watched their blunder and smiled.
They were caught.
Just then, Banshee quietly approached him and whispered.
[Young Master… I found the ones you mentioned.]
“Good job.”
[Should I take care of them?]
“Yeah, take care of it.”
Banshee grinned.
Chris silently got up from his seat.
Then, leaving behind Teren—who was now completely dazed after losing a staggering 10,000 Lupe—he slipped out of the gambling hall unnoticed.
‘He’s not a kid. He’ll figure something out. He can work it off or something.’
Chris deliberately didn’t give him any money to pay off his gambling debt.
Why?
Because the place he was headed now—
He had to go alone.
Teren would only be in the way, so Chris left him behind on purpose.
‘With 10,000 Lupe in debt, he won’t be getting out anytime soon. And knowing Teren, he’ll be too embarrassed to reveal his identity just to escape a gambling debt.’
Teren was still only thirteen, rarely left the mansion, and hardly anyone knew his real face.
Even if he removed his mask, as long as he didn’t reveal himself, no one would recognize him.
Chris could already picture Teren’s pale face, completely flustered and stuck in a dilemma.
He chuckled to himself.
[This is the place, Young Master.]
They had arrived at a mansion in the bustling part of the city.
“Yeah, open the door.”
[As you command.]
Clank.
Banshee unlocked the door using its ability.
The soldiers inside were startled and raised their guard.
“Who goes there?!”
Chris removed his mask.
“There isn’t a single person here who doesn’t know who I am, is there?”
“!!”
The faces of the mansion’s people turned pale upon seeing his face.
“Y-Young Master! We greet you!!”
Unlike Teren, who rarely left the mansion and was hardly recognized, Christian’s face was well-known throughout the castle.
“W-What brings you here?”
“Bring me your master.”
“Huh? Ah, y-yes! Right away!!”
The soldiers hurriedly brought a man before him.
A middle-aged man with the plump, round appearance of a pig-like teddy bear.
“Y-Young Master, what brings you to our merchant guild?”
“Merchant Guild Leader Grantel.”
Chris crossed his arms as he called out the man’s name.
A man who had amassed wealth through various illicit means.
“Can we speak privately for a moment?”
“Huh? For what reason?”
“If you refuse, we can talk here instead. Though, that might put you in a rather difficult position.”
The greed-ridden face of the merchant guild leader, Grantel, stiffened.
He led Chris to a quieter place.
“M-May I ask what this is about?”
“Do you have a death wish?”
“…Pardon?”
Grantel’s eyes widened.
“W-What are you suddenly talking about?”
“Are you saying you don’t know?”
“I-I have no idea what you mean.”
Chris smiled faintly.
“You dared to set up a rigged gamble against my beloved younger brother, Teren, the heir to the Khazar Count’s family… and you claim ignorance?”
“!!”
Grantel’s eyes widened in shock.
“T-That… Could it be…?! D-Don’t tell me… The sucker with the tiger mask at the gambling den was…?!”
“Yes, the heir of the Khazar Count’s family, Teren.”
Indeed.
The plump merchant guild leader before him was none other than the owner of the gambling den they had visited earlier.
And the fraudsters who had swindled Teren were his subordinates.
“Do I really need to explain in detail what kind of scam they pulled?”
“B-But…! I merely run the gambling den. What they did has nothing to do with m—”
The merchant guild leader tried to deny it, but it was a futile excuse.
["Ohoho… I saw everything. You two were scheming together, I saw it, I saw it. You're lying, you're lying."]
The merchant guild leader’s face turned pale at the ghostly voice whispering in his ear.
Banshee suddenly widened its eerie, glowing blue eyes and brought its face close to his.
["Do you want to die?"]
“Uwaaaah!!”
The merchant guild leader frantically dropped to the floor and groveled.
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Had I known it was Lord Teren and Lord Christian, I would have never done such a thing! Please, have mercy!”
Christian crossed his arms.
“Compensation?”
“You’re not thinking of getting away with just an apology, are you?”
The merchant guild leader flinched.
He understood Chris’s intentions.
He had come to extort him.
‘Did he conceal his identity at the gambling den just to set up a rigged game and take the money back?’
For a moment, he suspected that, but he shook his head. No matter how reckless the man before him was, he couldn’t be that wicked.
“N-Not at all! I will compensate you! H-How much…?”
“I’ll be merciful and settle for one million lupe.”
“…What?”
“One million lupe. Didn’t you hear me?”
The merchant guild leader’s face stiffened.
“T-That’s… far too much….”
If he paid that amount, his merchant guild would go bankrupt.
It was an enormous sum.
“If you commit a crime, you must be punished. You do know the laws on rigged gambling, don’t you?”
The Magus Empire did not prohibit gambling.
But rigged gambling was illegal. And, as expected, the punishment was severe.
“The law dictates that your wrists be severed. Healing magic to reattach them is also forbidden. Let’s see… From my investigation, you’ve done this at least five times… So, even if I cut off both your wrists and both your legs, it wouldn’t be enough. Should I take your manhood too?”
The merchant guild leader trembled like a leaf.
“B-But… I really don’t have that much money. Even if I empty everything, it won’t be enough.”
“Then let’s do this. Two hundred thousand lupe.”
“!!”
“Surely, you can at least afford that?”
The merchant guild leader gulped.
It was as if Chris had known his exact financial limit beforehand.
“…A-And one more thing.”
“W-What is it?”
Chris stated his true reason for coming here.
“Give me Grunade.”
“!!”
Chris continued.
“That treasure is far too valuable for someone like you.”
Grunade.
The name of the broken holy sword once wielded by a fallen hero in ages past.
* * *
“This… this is Grunade.”
Grunade was a faded, rusty sword.
In fact, more than half of the blade was broken and shattered.
It was completely useless as a weapon.
“E-Excuse me, but why would you want such an antique?”
Chris silently stared at the merchant guild leader instead of answering, and the merchant guild leader, realizing he had overstepped, quickly lowered his head.
“I-I'm terribly sorry for asking such a question. H-Here... 200,000 lupe. It’s cash, and it’s a check that can be issued immediately, so you can withdraw it directly at the bank.”
Merchant Guild Leader Grantel swallowed his tears inwardly.
200,000 lupe was the maximum cash his guild could mobilize. It was gone in an instant.
But he had no words left.
He had been the one to commit the first crime by engaging in rigged gambling. It was a stroke of luck that he still had his limbs and life intact.
Chris went to the bank and immediately withdrew the money.
‘200,000 lupe. This should be more than enough.’
Instead of returning to the Count’s residence, he wandered through the bustling district.
He stopped by several shops and bought various items. These were for his duel with Melin.
While he was at it, he bought a small gift for Banshee.
It wasn’t anything special. He had seen Banshee constantly staring at decorations, so he bought something for her.
‘I always wanted to try this. Becoming a wealthy young master and throwing around money to show kindness to those below me.’
Well, it wasn’t exactly generous considering it was a cheap decoration, but Banshee seemed quite touched.
[…Young master.]
“It’s a gift, so you can pass on peacefully and be free from your regrets over decorations.”
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                    […Thank you. Really….]
The Banshee smiled. For a ghost, it was almost as if she was about to shed a tear.
It wasn’t real tears, though, more like a faint afterimage.
[This is the first time… before dying, and after dying… that I’ve received such a gift.]
It was just a cheap gift given on a whim, yet she seemed so grateful that it made me feel awkward.
“So, what’s your name? You must have had one before, right?”
It felt strange to keep calling her "Banshee."
We were going to be stuck together for a while, it seemed.
[…….]
The Banshee remained silent.
She seemed troubled, and Chris realized with a start.
‘Ah, right. Being a ghost, she probably doesn’t want to remember the past.’
Ghosts are those who can’t pass on due to lingering regrets or unfinished business.
The more intense the regret, the more powerful the ghost becomes.
And the servant before him, Banshee, was a high-ranking spirit. In other words, she must have had some deep, unresolved regret.
[That is…]
“No, forget it. It’s not important what your old name was.”
Chris quickly tried to change the subject.
“You’re my servant now, so I’ll give you a new name.”
[A name…?]
“Yeah. How about Marie?”
It wasn’t a particularly meaningful name.
It was just that, in his previous life, most of the maids he met in various mansions had been named Marie, so it was the first name that came to mind.
‘Like how dogs are named Happy, butlers are named Sebastian, and servants are named Marie.’
It was a thoughtless name, but Banshee, or Marie, looked touched.
[Marie… Marie… It’s a beautiful name. Thank you, Master.]
Somewhere along the way, without Chris realizing, the form of address had changed.
From "Young Master" to "Master".
She had truly acknowledged him as her master.
[In gratitude… I’ll make even more delicious virgin’s blood juice… and offer it to you.]
“…I told you, I’m not drinking virgin’s blood juice.”
[But the strawberry juice you’ve been drinking all this time… had a virgin's blood as a topping, didn’t it?]
“…Can you stop with the awful jokes?”
Banshee, Marie, giggled.
Chris climbed into the carriage with an irritated expression.
His business here was done, so it was time to return to the mansion.
‘But… I feel like I forgot something. What was it?’
Chris tilted his head in confusion.
* * *
“Brother!!!!!”
‘Ah.’ Chris suddenly remembered what he had forgotten.
It was Teren.
The next day, he came to confront him with a red face.
“Why did you abandon me and leave?!”
From what Chris gathered, he’d gone through quite a lot of hardship.
He couldn’t reveal his true identity because he couldn’t disgrace his family’s honor, he had no money, and was on the verge of being sold into slavery. Fortunately, someone had recognized him, and he barely managed to escape.
Chris felt a bit guilty and apologized.
“I’m sorry, I forgot.”
“What—what did you just say?”
“By the way, your way of addressing me is a bit off. Didn’t we have a bet yesterday? From now on, when you call me, it’s ‘Respected King Emperor Majesty, Older Brother.’”
“……!”
Chris said it with a friendly older brother tone.
“Now, my dear younger brother. Want to try saying it?”
“…….”
Teren’s fist, clenched tightly, trembled.
“R… Respected Older Brother.”
“Exactly.”
“…Respected King Emperor Majesty, Older Brother.”
“Good, that’s it! From now on, do well and show respect to your older brother.”
“!!”
Teren shouted out with a red face.
“I… I will show you proper respect someday! Be prepared!!”
Then Teren ran off as if fleeing.
Chris chuckled to himself.
‘Why is he so cute?’
It was hard to believe that someone as adorable as him would eventually be the one to bring about my death in the original history.
‘It must have been because of that Ashid guy.’
Chris’s expression turned serious.
Ashid.
The rightful heir of the family. And the one opposing him.
In truth, Chris didn’t hold much of a grudge against Ashid. After all, he wasn’t Christian.
But.
‘Still, he must be crushed.’
Ashid was someone Chris would have to step over in order to achieve his goals.
‘And for that, the upcoming duel with Melin is crucial.’
No matter how much of a genius Ashid was, he couldn’t obtain the Dark Magus on his own.
He would need help.
Chris planned to make Melin his ally through this duel.
‘For that, I’ll need to be able to use this Grunade.’
Chris looked at the old-fashioned, antique-looking Grunade.
‘The holy sword used by the fallen hero.’
The Grunade was a very special holy sword.
Even after its original master, the hero, sacrificed his soul to the demon and fell, it had continued to be used as a holy sword.
In other words, this holy sword had an unusual history—it had been used by a demon once.
‘That’s why countless demons have targeted the Grunade. Holy swords are like natural enemies to demons.’
Who, then, was the main enemy of the demons?
Of course, the primary enemy of the demons is the forces of light, the Crusade Union.
However, battles with the Union don’t happen often.
The demons most commonly fight each other.
‘Although it’s called the Magus Empire, in reality, if you look deeper, it’s divided into many factions.’
At the top, there is the Lord of the Demon Kings—the most powerful of all demons, the Demon Emperor.
The lands directly ruled by the Demon Emperor are located at the very center of the Magus Empire.
Then, there are four Magus Kingdoms in the four cardinal directions—North, South, East, and West.
Each of these four kingdoms is ruled by a different Demon King, and the Dark Demonic House that Chris belongs to is part of the Southern Magus Kingdom.
‘The Demon Emperor is like an emperor, and the Demon Kings below him are like the monarchs of kingdoms who serve the emperor.’
By the way, the Blood-Drenched Demon King, who would later cause the Age of Ruins, was the ruler of the Eastern Magus Kingdom.
‘But that’s not now. Maybe by now, he’s the Grand Duchess of the Blood Sword Demonic House.’
The Blood Sword Demonic House.
One of the Twelve Demonic Houses, it was a prestigious family under the Eastern Magus Kingdom.
The Twelve Demonic Houses were scattered across the four Magus Kingdoms.
In any case, as can be seen from these relationships, demons fought endlessly among themselves.
Thus, the holy sword was a highly coveted weapon among demons.
It was the easiest way to inflict fatal wounds on an opponent.
‘And there’s also the allure. The romance of conquering the cursed holy sword.’
A holy sword is a symbol of a hero.
How thrilling it must be to conquer such a holy sword?
That’s why countless demons challenged the Grunade in hopes of conquering it.
‘But all of them failed.’
The rejection was the cause.
The moment a demon touched the holy sword, Grunade, it rejected them violently.
Only the original owner, the fallen hero, could wield the holy sword Grunade.
Because of this, Grunade became a worthless relic that no one wanted, eventually ending up in the hands of the merchant Grantel.
“Should I try it? Let’s see what happens.”
Chris grabbed the holy sword Grunade.
It was fine for now.
The intense sealing force on the sword was keeping its power suppressed.
However, as it was, the holy sword couldn’t unleash any of its power.
He released the seal.
And then,
“!!”
Crack!
It felt as if he had grabbed a hot branding iron with his bare hand—an intense, burning sensation made him quickly let go.
The sword rejected his magical energy.
Fortunately, he avoided a burn, but if he had been even a second slower, his hand would’ve melted.
‘As expected, it doesn’t work.’
But Chris wasn’t shaken.
He had expected this.
Even so, he had brought the sword here because he was confident that he could handle it.
"It's just a holy sword, after all. Ultimately, it's just a weapon. An artifact enchanted with magic that allows the user to harness the 'Radiant Mana,' the holy power."
The meaning of that statement was clear.
If one could analyze the principle behind the artifact engraved on the holy sword—specifically, the principle that causes a rejection of magic—it might be possible to find a flaw in the holy sword.
Of course, this was only theoretically possible, and no one had ever dared to try.
There were several reasons for this.
Even if one were to find a flaw in the holy sword, it was unlikely that it would be a convenient flaw that anyone could exploit.
If such a flaw did exist, it would likely be a minuscule crack—like the eye of a needle. If one missed the opportunity, they would fail.
It was also dangerous.
One small mistake, and the holy sword would immediately burn the user’s body.
But Chris thought to himself.
‘There must be a flaw in this holy sword. That’s why even the fallen hero was able to use it. I need to find that flaw.’
And he felt something.
‘Somehow, I think it will work.’
His instincts were usually very accurate.
Chris took something out of the bag he had retrieved from the castle.
It was a hammer imbued with magic.
Chris raised the hammer and struck the holy sword with it.
Clang!
A loud sound rang out, and the holy sword crackled as its holy energy surged.
Chris focused on the pattern of mana circuits in his mind—the ones that responded to magic and caused the holy energy to manifest—and repeated the action.
Clang! Clang!!
The hammer ruthlessly struck the holy sword.
Each time, the holy sword crackled as if it were resisting, almost as though it were saying “Stop!”
‘It doesn’t like it?’
Eventually, the hammer couldn’t withstand the holy energy and shattered into pieces.
The holy sword crackled once more, almost as if it were scoffing at Chris.
But Chris smiled to himself.
He shook out the bag, and a pile of magical tools fell to the ground.
Saws, knives, rulers, hammers, and furnaces—there were countless items.
All of them were magical tools imbued with magic to strike at the holy sword.
Was it just a feeling?
It almost seemed as though the holy sword was silent, as if it were waiting.
"Alright then, let's do this properly."
Chris said with a mocking tone.
"If you don’t like it, then just surrender to me already."
* * *
How many days had passed?
Chris had locked himself in his room, tormenting the holy sword all day long.
If the holy sword had a consciousness, it would have likely begged him to stop, desperate to comply with anything he asked, in a cruel (and perhaps) amusing form of torment.
‘Hmm, this isn’t easy.’
Chris crossed his arms, looking at the countless broken magical tools that had been shattered beside the holy sword.
As expected, it was a holy sword after all.
Even Chris found it difficult to figure out the artifact pattern of the Holy Sword.
But.
"Still, I understand."
Chris gave a sly smile.
He had discovered the Holy Sword's blind spot?!
It was an astonishing story.
'It was possible because the Holy Sword was broken. Many of the security spells were damaged.'
If not for that, even Chris wouldn't have been able to figure it out in such a short time.
'The problem is handling the Holy Sword using this blind spot.'
Here's the question.
Could the demons who had previously tried to handle Grunade not have found the blind spot Chris discovered?
It’s unlikely.
Even so, the reason they failed to subdue Grunade was that it was impossible to use that blind spot.
'A Holy Sword created by a constellation couldn't have been designed so easily.'
Chris had faced the same challenge.
"I think I can do it."
It was an unbelievable statement.
Mighty demons had probably challenged Grunade.
And yet, is it possible that such demons all failed?
'Even high-ranking demons wouldn't be able to handle Grunade, but I can.'
To be precise.
Only Chris could.
'This Holy Sword is for me.'
It was at that moment.
The door opened.
"Are you ready?"
A woman with a radiant smile.
"The promised time has come, young master."
Melin's blue eyes were gleaming with anticipation.
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                    Chris headed toward the secret training ground.
Melin walked ahead, humming a tune.
Her face was full of excitement, clearly looking forward to what was to come.
"Are you fully prepared?"
"Yes."
Chris nodded.
"You can look forward to it."
Melin glanced at Chris's hand.
He was carrying the Grunade wrapped in cloth.
"Is that what you're planning to use against me?"
"Yes."
"Hmm. I don’t know what kind of weapon it is, but weapons alone can’t bridge the gap in skill."
It was a fact that a master wielding a wooden sword was stronger than an amateur with a legendary blade.
"However, an exceptional weapon can reduce the gap in power."
It was an intriguing statement.
Melin tilted her head slightly in curiosity.
Before long, they arrived at the training ground.
Though it was an unofficial duel, Count Khazar and Teren had arrived beforehand to observe.
However, there was one more person standing there—someone Chris had never seen before within the family.
‘A woman?’
She appeared to be in her early thirties.
But outward appearance was meaningless. Those who had mastered demonic energy could greatly slow their aging.
Her face looked familiar.
Chris soon realized that the woman bore a striking resemblance to Count Khazar.
The signature traits of the Dark Demonic House—jet-black hair and blood-red eyes.
‘Ah.’
Realizing who she was, Chris lowered his head and greeted her.
"I greet the Captain of the Black Shadow Knights of the main family."
Black Shadow Knights.
They were an elite order directly under the main family.
‘A major figure.’
Chris was slightly taken aback by her unexpected presence.
The Black Shadow Knights served directly under the Lord of the Dark Demonic House.
They handled covert operations, internal investigations, and family surveillance.
In other words, this woman was one of the true powerhouses of the Dark Demonic House.
And most importantly—
She smiled gently.
"It’s been a while, nephew."
Nephew.
That meant she was directly acknowledging him as a legitimate heir of the Dark Demonic House.
She was the daughter of the Lord of the Dark Demonic House and the blood-related elder sister of Marquis Langham, the acting head currently leading the house in place of the Lord.
‘Why would such a major figure suddenly appear?’
Count Khazar provided an explanation.
"Lady Merian has come for an unofficial visit regarding Butler Kox."
For reference, Count Khazar was also of the Lord’s bloodline.
He was the youngest son of the Lord, who had branched off to establish a cadet family.
Merian, the Captain of the Black Shadow Knights, added an explanation.
"The Lord has taken an interest in what you’ve been up to."
It was unexpected news.
‘But I thought the Lord had completely withdrawn from family affairs?’
Sensing his doubt, Merian clarified.
"Wouldn't you say your actions were quite audacious?"
"……."
"So the Lord gave me a special command."
"To conduct a thorough investigation on this matter?"
Chris looked slightly troubled.
If the Lord got involved, there was no telling how things with Ashid would escalate. Unexpected variables were never welcome.
But Merian shook her head.
"No, the Lord wouldn’t concern himself with the trivial affairs of you youngsters. What he commanded me to do was simply to see you in person."
"!!"
"He’s curious about you."
Chris swallowed hard.
This was something he hadn't anticipated.
But it wasn’t a bad thing.
‘This is an opportunity—to catch the Lord’s eye.’
The Lord.
Duke Nordian, a Demon Lord.
If the Demon Emperor was the ruler of the empire and the Demon Kings were sovereigns of the vassal kingdoms, then the Demon Lords were the grand dukes.
Duke Nordian was both the head of the Dark Demonic House and the overlord governing the eastern territories of the Southern Magus Empire.
An 8-star demon who had lived for over a century—an absolute monster.
Though he had relinquished full authority to his son, Marquis Langham, and no longer interfered in family matters, his presence within the Dark Demonic House remained undeniable.
"And since I heard there was a duel, I decided to observe."
Merian tilted her head slightly.
"Are you sure about this? From what I can see, you’re still only 1-star. Am I correct?"
"Yes, that’s right."
"You haven’t even reached 2-star, yet you’re dueling Melin?"
Merian continued.
"And it’s not even a spar for instruction—it’s a full-power, real battle, from what I’ve heard. There’s no way you stand a chance. On top of that, I hear you’re the one who proposed this duel?"
She clearly didn’t approve of it.
Many demons despised the weak overstepping their place and acting arrogantly against the strong.
‘Especially Merian—she was known for her authoritative nature.’
Chris looked at Merian’s face.
Outwardly, she wore a gentle expression. But he knew better.
That woman was anything but lenient.
‘She’s ruthlessly cold and calculating. That’s why she oversees the Black Shadow Knights, the ones who monitor the family from within. More than anything, once you fall out of her favor, she never looks back.’
In that sense, today was not a good day.
If Chris showed an unsightly performance in the duel, Merian would judge him harshly.
That bad impression would reach the Lord’s ears, and it could create problems for his plan to seize control of the Dark Demonic House.
"How about it? Will you call off the duel even now?"
Merian gave Chris an opportunity.
Chris smirked.
‘She’d look down on me either way.’
If he backed down now, that alone would be a mark against him.
The die had already been cast.
"No, I’ll go through with it."
Chris turned to Melin.
Srrk. The cloth in his hand slipped off.
And when the object wrapped in the cloth was revealed, everyone’s eyes widened to the extreme.
"I have my own thoughts on the matter."
The broken Holy Sword Grunade was now in full view.
* * *
"That… no way."
"Grunade?"
Everyone recognized it. Only the young Teren blinked, unaware of what Grunade was.
Merian asked,
"Boy, don’t tell me you intend to use Grunade against Melin?"
"Yes, that’s correct."
"Hah."
Merian let out a hollow laugh.
"I knew you were reckless, but I didn’t expect this level. Lidan."
"…Yes, Sister."
Lidan was the name of Count Khazar.
His full name was Lidan von Baron Khazar.
"What is going on here? You’ve nearly deafened me bragging about how Christian has shed his past as a fool and become an outstanding man."
Count Khazar’s eyebrow twitched.
Unbeknownst to Chris, his father had boasted endlessly about him to his sister.
"…He has changed. Christian is no longer the same fool he once was."
"And yet he’s using a Holy Sword in a duel? Even ignorant young demons wouldn’t do something so foolish."
"……."
Count Khazar fell silent.
There was nothing to say.
What kind of demon would go around boasting about wielding a Holy Sword?
‘Why is that damn boy pulling such a stunt at a time like this?’
Count Khazar sighed inwardly.
He knew his son had changed.
He also knew just how unbelievable Chris’s talent was.
That was why he had eagerly bragged to his sister after seeing him for the first time in a long while.
But she didn’t seem convinced at all.
Sister, to the main family, Christian was nothing more than a fool.
— If only he had changed even half as much as you claimed.
Despite his sister’s sarcasm, Count Khazar remained unfazed.
He believed that once she witnessed today’s duel firsthand, she would realize just how exceptional Chris was.
Of course, that didn’t mean Count Khazar thought Chris could defeat Melin.
That was an impossible task.
However, even if he lost, he was certain that Chris would display an extraordinary performance thanks to his unbelievable talent.
But then…
‘To bring a Holy Sword… What kind of nonsense is this?’
Count Khazar’s expression twisted into a deep frown.
At that moment, Chris’s puzzled voice rang out.
"Am I not allowed to use a Holy Sword in a duel? As far as I know, there’s no rule against it."
"Are you seriously asking because you don’t know?"
Merian shook her head.
"Handling a Holy Sword is impossible. No, not just impossible—it’s dangerous."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, the sword’s divine power will burn you to ashes."
Merian clicked her tongue.
‘Challenging a 4-star demon was already reckless, and now he’s brought a Holy Sword?’
She decided there was no point in watching further.
‘I shouldn’t have come all this way.’
"Even Lord Nordian, the Duke of the Demon Lords, failed to wield that broken Holy Sword. So stop this absurdity."
That was an unexpected revelation.
Even Duke Nordian, a Demon Lord, had attempted to wield this sword?
But he had failed.
"I see. I understand what you’re saying. But then, what is this?"
Clank.
Chris released the binding that sealed the sword’s divine power.
Then, as he held the Holy Sword in his hand, everyone shouted in alarm.
"W-Wait! That’s dangerous!!"
"Drop it at once!"
The divine power was about to be unleashed.
"Christian!! You fool!!!"
Count Khazar rushed forward in a panic.
He intended to pry the sword away before it could injure his son.
But he was too far away.
‘No…!!’
As the divine power was about to manifest, Count Khazar’s face turned pale.
But then—
Nothing happened.
"……."
"……."
"……."
The arena fell into silence.
Count Khazar stood frozen in place.
By now… the divine power should have erupted… Yet, everything remained calm.
Chris swung the Holy Sword a few times.
“It feels fine to me.”
Merian was so stunned that she remained silent for a long while before finally speaking.
“That Holy Sword… is it broken?”
“I’m not sure. Want to check for yourself?”
Chris casually tossed Grunade to Merian.
As soon as she caught it, her eyes widened.
Flash!
The divine power activated.
Of course, Merian wasn’t harmed.
As a 6-star high-ranking demon, she quickly summoned demonic energy to counter the divine force.
Crackle!
Like fire meeting water, the opposing energies clashed violently. Merian hastily threw the sword to the ground.
“It doesn’t seem broken to me.”
“This is… What in the world…?”
Merian stared at Chris in disbelief.
And she wasn’t the only one.
Count Khazar, Melin, and even Teren were all staring at Chris with eyes wide as if they might tear apart.
Chris picked up the Holy Sword from the ground.
Yet, in his hand, the sword remained calm.
“How are you doing that?”
“Well? It just works for me.”
“…What? That’s ridiculous!”
“Of course, that was a lie. It’s a trade secret—I can’t just reveal it, can I? But I’ll give you one hint. Aunt, do you know why I became a fool?”
“…Was it not because you became arrogant due to your talent?”
“Bingo. Then, how do you think I’m able to wield the Holy Sword?”
Understanding his implication, Merian fell silent.
Unbelievable.
That brat was outright saying that he could wield the Holy Sword simply because he was a genius!
“…Even Lord Nordian, one of the greatest prodigies in the history of the Dark Demonic House, failed to subdue Grunade.”
It was a warning not to get cocky.
But Chris took it a step further.
“Is that so? How strange. It works for me. Perhaps… I’m an even greater genius than Lord Nordian?”
“…What?”
Chris smirked.
“In any case, there’s only one thing I can say—In the Magus Empire, I, Christian, am the only one who can wield Grunade.”
He pointed the Holy Sword at Melin.
“The introduction dragged on too long. Let’s begin.”
The duel commenced.
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                    Only Chris could subdue the Holy Sword.
That was the truth.
Not even the Demon Emperor could do it, given the inherent flaw in the Holy Sword’s nature.
But did he actually subdue it?
Not exactly.
The reason Chris could wield the Holy Sword—or more precisely, the reason he could hold it without suffering any adverse effects—was because he exploited a loophole in the way the sword rejected demonic energy.
In other words, a trick.
Far from subduing it, he was merely handling it carefully through a workaround.
But it didn’t matter.
Whether he had truly subdued it or was simply using a trick, the important thing was that the Holy Sword was in his hands.
"Impressive. To think you could subdue the Holy Sword. But… did you really subdue it?"
Melin, standing in the training grounds, spoke.
"Not completely. More like… halfway?"
In reality, not even a quarter—he was just treading lightly around it. But he stated it boldly.
"If you’re feeling admiration, you’re welcome to pledge your loyalty to me."
Melin smiled.
"You're quite amusing, Young Master. This is fun."
With those words—
Flash!
Melin lunged.
Fast.
A speed incomparable to when she had previously used 1-star demonic energy.
I can’t keep up with her speed.
Chris admitted it.
The difference in skill—no, the difference in class—was too vast.
The physical abilities they could wield, the demonic energy they could command—there was no comparison.
But that didn’t matter.
Why had he gone through so much trouble to obtain the Holy Sword?
Above… a downward slash!
He couldn’t match her speed, but he could predict her movements.
And with that, even slow reactions could keep up.
Ordinarily, reacting alone wouldn’t be enough—she could simply crush him with overwhelming strength.
But in Chris’s hands was the Holy Sword.
A weapon that was the natural enemy of demonic energy.
Clang!
Melin’s descending blade clashed with the broken Holy Sword.
The demonic energy enveloping Melin’s sword was neutralized by the Holy Sword’s effect.
Just like fire and water meeting, both forces canceled each other out.
At that moment, Melin realized why Chris had said what he did earlier.
— A powerful weapon can narrow the gap in strength.
Chris had brought the Holy Sword as a countermeasure against demonic energy.
No matter how talented he was, he had no chance if she simply overwhelmed him with sheer demonic energy.
"So, you think as long as you can block my demonic energy, you can take me on?"
Melin let out a smirk.
Demonic energy was merely one of the many powers at her disposal.
A demonkin who specialized in martial combat—their true strength lay in the extreme mastery of martial arts.
Melin began pressing Chris in earnest.
Her specialty, a series of powerful and relentless sword strikes, rained down on him.
Clang! Clang!
Chris was pushed back.
It was clear he was no match for her.
At any moment, it looked as though he would be forced to his knees.
However, as time passed, Melin’s expression grew increasingly puzzled.
'He's blocking all my attacks? Every single one?'
It was obvious he was outmatched, yet he had not allowed a single clean hit.
Melin soon realized why.
'He's reading my attacks in advance.'
'In advance.'
That was the key.
Before she could even extend her hand, Chris was already moving—as if he had caught a glimpse of the future and knew exactly how her attacks would unfold.
At first, she thought it was coincidence.
It wasn’t.
If it were mere chance, the same thing wouldn’t keep happening over and over again.
'How in the world…?'
Melin’s expression twisted in confusion.
Of course, predicting an opponent’s movements wasn’t impossible.
The higher one’s martial attainment, the greater their understanding of combat, making it easier to anticipate an opponent’s next move.
Melin herself could easily see through the actions of weaker opponents.
But that wasn’t the case with Chris, was it?
In reality, Chris was predicting her movements using an entirely different method.
'I’ve got a pretty sharp eye, after all.'
Swordsmanship had fundamental patterns.
For example, certain preparatory stances were unavoidable for specific techniques—like how one had to raise their hand before executing a downward slash.
And before raising the hand, there was yet another necessary movement—activating the muscles in the shoulder and upper arm.
This applied to both masters and novices alike.
Chris, having acquired extensive knowledge in the past, possessed a deep understanding of human movement.
With his keen observational skills, he picked up on minute motions, allowing him to anticipate the next attack.
Meanwhile, the spectators observing their duel remained silent.
They were shocked.
“…What do you think, Sister? Was I right?”
“……”
“He may be my son, but he is truly a genius.”
“…Are you seriously saying that?”
“…Huh?”
Count Khazar frowned.
Merian had never liked Christian.
Because of all the disgraceful acts he had committed.
But even so—wasn’t it undeniable that he was exceptional?
Who could possibly display such a feat?
There wasn’t a single noble heir in the main family who could block a 4-Star Demonkin’s sword with just 1-Star power.
“At this rate, he might even be—”
“He might? You idiot, that’s not the point!”
“…What did you just say?”
“Can’t you see it? Look at how Christian is manipulating his demonic energy!”
At Merian’s outburst, Count Khazar widened his eyes.
Only then did he notice it.
Christian’s demonic energy—it was moving in a bizarre manner.
The flow was unnatural, and the energy within his core was trembling erratically.
“Why…?”
Count Khazar frowned in confusion.
The son he knew possessed exceptional control over demonic energy—so much so that it was hard to believe he was only 1-Star.
During training, his energy flow was always stable, never showing the slightest fluctuation.
Is there something wrong with Christian’s core?
But no—this wasn’t the case.
Count Khazar soon realized—Christian was controlling his energy like this on purpose.
But why?
Wouldn’t that be like performing acrobatics with his own demonic energy in the middle of a fight?
“I have no idea why he’s doing that.”
“…Ha, of course you don’t. Of course you wouldn’t understand.”
“Sister?”
“He’s doing it to avoid the Holy Sword’s rejection!”
“!!”
Merian shut her mouth tightly.
Insane… Is it really possible for a person to pull something like that off?
She was the daughter of Duke Nordian, a Demon Lord.
Among her many siblings, she was the one most favored by Nordian.
That was why she had been present when her father attempted to subjugate Grunade.
— I refuse.
— Even you can’t do it, my lord?
— No, it’s not that I can’t. I just won’t. It’s filthy and underhanded.
The Demon Lord had muttered those words while looking at the Broken Holy Sword.
— It’s possible… but only for someone with an utterly insane level of sensitivity in controlling demonic energy.
— But hasn’t Father already reached the pinnacle of energy control?
— It’s not simply about mastery. This requires an innate, almost instinctual ability to control demonic energy—like breathing. And on top of that, you’d need the brainpower of two people at once.
— ??
The Demon Lord had explained it to her in detail.
— What is demonic energy?
— It’s vital energy converted into dark energy. Just like how mana converts vital energy into light energy.
— Then what exactly is darkness? And what is light?
— …
Merian couldn’t answer right away.
She knew, yet at the same time, she didn’t.
Such was the mystery of darkness and light—a concept far too complex to define easily.
- Even you, a high-ranking demonkin, can't easily answer this question. Then how would this fool, the Holy Sword, distinguish between darkness and radiance? It is merely an inanimate object, after all.
- …….
- It’s a matter of characteristics. Demonic energy has a unique characteristic that differs from mana. The Holy Sword uses various magical methods to detect these characteristics. Normally, it compares the waves to detect them, as demonic energy and mana have fundamentally different wavelengths.
Duke Nordian flicked Grunade with his finger.
Despite the contact, surprisingly, the Holy Sword didn’t react.
- However, this one is damaged, and part of its ability to sense those waves is lost.
- Then?
- If you manipulate demonic energy with a wavelength that it can’t sense, it becomes possible to deceive it. That’s likely why the corrupted hero could use it. Their wavelength matched.
Duke Nordian continued to flick the Holy Sword playfully.
The Holy Sword continued to not respond.
 Then, isn’t it possible for Father to handle it too? If it's just about beating the demonic energy’s wavelength, Father would have no trouble.
- In actual combat?
- …….
Merian couldn’t respond.
Duke Nordian, with an almost mocking gesture, flicked the Holy Sword forcefully.
Zing. The Holy Sword shook as if it felt pain.
- For a moment, perhaps. But as you know, demonic energy constantly changes its wavelength as it moves. In other words, whenever you move the demonic energy, you’d have to continuously shift it into wavelengths that this sword cannot sense.
- …That would be impossible.
- Right. If someone could do it, they would be someone born with an innate ability to handle demonic energy as naturally as breathing.
Duke Nordian continued.
- That’s not all, though. To fight while manipulating demonic energy like an acrobat—you’d need to be able to manage that balance in battle. One mistake, and you’d fall into a trance, unable to act. It’s not something a human can do.
Duke Nordian added one more comment.
- That fool would be a crazy monster born with the ability to manipulate demonic energy as easily as breathing, with the added gift of having two brains. Such a person wouldn’t exist in this world. Perhaps demons from Gehenna or Dragon Lords could manage it, though.
That kind of person wouldn't exist in the world.
Merian agreed with his statement.
Changing the wavelength of demonic energy was a matter of innate perception.
It was only possible if one was born with the natural sense to move demonic energy as effortlessly as breathing.
But even those born with such ability couldn’t handle the Holy Sword.
As Duke Nordian had said, to do this while fighting an opponent—being able to control the demonic energy in that acrobatic manner and fight simultaneously—was an impossible task unless someone’s brain was split into two.
Yet, such an impossible feat was unfolding before them.
‘It’s not even just fighting. He’s manipulating the demonic energy in that acrobatic way, fighting while predicting Melin’s movements?’
To do even one of these things was already shocking, but Chris was performing several of them at once, in the most unbelievable way.
“…Impressive.”
Unable to defeat Chris quickly, Melin took a small step back and began to invoke dark magic.
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                    [Curse of Exhaustion]
A curse that drained the opponent's energy, leaving them utterly exhausted.
It was a basic 1-star curse-type dark magic, but she cast it using 3-star demonic energy.
Naturally, the difference in power was incomparable.
Yet, Chris remained completely unaffected.
Then, something astonishing happened.
Crack!
A black barrier unfurled, repelling the dark magic.
It was Dark Shield, a 3-star defensive dark magic.
However, he hadn’t cast it himself.
Darkness was flowing out from Chris’s necklace.
"An artifact?"
"Yes. I stole it from the family vault. It blocks all dark magic 3-star and below."
Count Khazar’s face stiffened in shock.
It was an artifact he had securely hidden in his vault—yet he had no idea when it had been taken.
'Well, I do have a knack for thievery. Your vault’s security was way too lax.'
Chris grinned slyly.
"Well, this should be fine, right? We agreed to fight as if it were real combat. And in real combat, gear matters just as much as skill."
Melin let out a dry chuckle.
It was a twisted argument, but not entirely wrong.
If this were an actual battle, complaining about the enemy using such artifacts would be meaningless.
However, Melin didn’t know.
This wasn’t all that Chris had prepared.
'Now, let me show you the true power of gear abuse!'
To be precise, the power of money.
Using the money he had extorted from a corrupt merchant guild leader, Chris had obtained multiple artifacts.
He pulled out a murky-colored orb from his coat and hurled it forward.
Crack!
The orb shattered midair, releasing a thick, black smoke.
It was Deadly Poison—a toxic dark magic specialty of the Poison Demonic House!
Melin quickly retreated, avoiding the poison’s range.
But Chris’s cash-fueled assault didn’t stop there.
Predicting Melin’s movement, he pulled out another orb and threw it in that direction.
This time, it was Dark Flame, a destruction-type dark magic.
It was similar to the Fireball spell in white magic, but with a key difference—it exploded around the target and shrouded their vision in darkness.
True to its dark magic nature, it had an eerie, oppressive effect.
For a brief moment, Melin’s entire vision was engulfed in darkness.
And Chris didn’t stop there—he threw one last orb.
This time, it was a sinister red color.
It was Rusting Blade’s Decay, a 2-star curse-type dark magic.
"!!"
Rusting Blade’s Decay weakened the durability of weapons, ultimately causing them to break.
The problem was that her vision was darkened, causing her reaction to be half a step too slow.
This dark magic was an area-of-effect spell—once within its range, dodging was impossible.
Zzt!
The sword in Melin’s hand instantly began to corrode.
'Cheap tricks!'
But Melin remained unfazed.
She channeled her demonic energy, resisting the dark magic.
At most, it was only a 2-star curse—she could dispel it with ease.
However, an unexpected turn of events occurred.
Chris suddenly emerged from the Dark Flame’s smoke and swung his holy sword!
Clang!
She blocked it without much difficulty, but there was a problem.
The demonic energy she had been using to resist Rusting Blade’s Decay scattered due to the holy sword.
As her demonic energy dispersed, the curse corroded her sword.
'Damn it!'
Melin’s face hardened.
Her sword was made of high-quality material, so it didn’t break immediately, but its durability had undeniably weakened.
And with a weakened sword, she couldn’t block the holy sword.
Crack!!
Chris’s sword struck Melin’s blade once more.
With that, her sword snapped.
'Got it!'
Melin’s expression turned troubled.
Her greatest strength was swordsmanship.
She had learned martial arts, but compared to her sword skills, it was far inferior.
Her other specialty, curse magic, was ineffective due to the defensive artifact Chris was wearing.
In an instant, her combat ability had plummeted.
'Both of her hands are tied—at best, she’s fighting at a 3-star level. Nowhere close to 4-star.'
That meant victory was within reach.
'This is my win.'
Chris’s eyes gleamed with fierce competitiveness.
His sword relentlessly pressed Melin.
It was an unusual sight.
Melin was a powerful demonkin.
Even with her combat power restricted, her physical abilities and demonic energy were still far superior to Chris’s.
Yet, she was the one being pushed back.
Her faster, stronger attacks were repeatedly blocked by Chris’s sword.
Meanwhile, his slower, weaker attacks continuously found openings in her defense.
"!!"
Melin quickly twisted her shoulder away.
Had she reacted a moment later, she would have been cut.
In truth, with her level of power, even if she took a hit, it wouldn’t cause any real damage—she could defend with demonic energy.
But that sword was a holy sword.
It would pierce through her demonic energy and inflict a fatal wound.
'I'm… getting pushed back?'
Melin’s eyes wavered.
No, it was more than that.
Unbelievable as it seemed… she might actually lose.
The moment that thought crossed her mind—thump—her heart pounded.
'Crazy… this is amazing.'
Melin was a pure battle maniac, someone who found pleasure in fighting strong opponents.
Chris’s insane talent sent shivers through her body.
'I’ll definitely crush him.'
Her gaze sharpened.
Overwhelmed with excitement, she forgot he was the young master.
She wanted to defeat this genius and make him kneel.
That thought consumed her entirely, and her attacks became far more intense than before.
Unlike earlier, when she had been holding back to avoid dealing a fatal blow, she was now attacking with her full strength.
"!!"
"D-Dangerous!!"
The spectators watching from the sidelines shouted in alarm.
Merian furrowed her brows.
'Melin’s lost herself. I need to stop her.'
Melin was from the main family of demonkin.
Naturally, Merian knew her personality well.
When excited, she lost all restraint—no, calling her a battle maniac would be more accurate.
If this continued, something bad was bound to happen.
"I’ll intervene."
"…Please do."
Count Khazar nodded in agreement, but Merian hesitated.
Chris was smiling faintly.
Even as he was being pushed back by her relentless assault.
It was the smile of a victor.
'What is this? Is he trying to exploit her excitement and find an opening?'
But that was a miscalculation.
Melin wasn’t the type to be caught by such a simple trap.
Even in her excitement, she maintained a sharp and calculating mind.
Chris knew that as well.
However—
He met her gaze.
Those ferocious, gleaming eyes.
The eyes of a predator, waiting for the slightest opening to tear into its prey.
That meant there was only one way to bring Melin down.
He had to make her overcommit.
'A half-baked trap won’t work. I have to show her a real opening.'
Chris acted immediately.
He deliberately misstepped.
For a moment, his stance wavered.
He hurried to regain his stance, but it was too late.
Melin didn’t miss the brief opening.
For a battle-hardened demonkin, such an opportunity was impossible to overlook.
Her fist, cloaked in demonic energy, shot forward.
She was certain—it was over.
In such a disrupted stance, no one could properly respond.
And everyone in the audience shared that same thought.
However, Chris’s combat instincts far surpassed their expectations.
What happened next defied all logic.
Even with his twisted posture from the misstep, Chris still managed to counter her attack.
He extended his empty hand toward her incoming fist.
‘What is he trying to do?’
Melin was puzzled.
Her fist was wrapped in demonic energy. If he blocked it with his bare hand instead of the holy sword, he would suffer serious injuries.
Not just Melin—the entire audience had the same question.
Then, at the very moment her fist met Chris’s palm—
Chris’s hand slid forward, his open palm grazing past her demonic energy with perfect precision.
Then, with that same hand, he lightly tapped her wrist.
With just that simple motion, the trajectory of her punch wavered.
Her attack barely missed, brushing past Chris’s side.
‘A parry!’
Melin’s eyes widened, as did everyone else's.
Even after losing his footing and having his stance broken, he had pulled off an unbelievable maneuver!
And that was the end of it.
The situation had reversed.
Chris had fully regained his posture, while Melin’s stance had collapsed.
Chris didn’t miss the opening.
The match was decided.
Tap.
The holy sword rested against Melin’s neck.
“……”
Silence filled the arena.
No one could find the words to speak.
All eyes were locked on the sight of Chris’s blade pointing at Melin’s throat, their expressions filled with disbelief.
For a moment, they thought they were hallucinating.
But they weren’t.
It was reality.
A mere one-star novice had forced a four-star warrior—one at the upper peak—to her knees!
Even with all the artifacts he had equipped and every trick he had used, it was still an unbelievable feat.
Chris shrugged.
His calm voice echoed throughout the hall.
“I won, didn’t I?”
“!!”
Then, he spoke to Melin, who still wore a blank expression.
“Was this duel to your satisfaction?”
“!!”
Melin pressed her lips together.
Satisfied?
Was that even a question?
She glanced at her forearm.
Goosebumps had risen from the sheer exhilaration.
The sensation she had just felt—the overwhelming talent Chris had displayed throughout the fight—kept her excitement from settling.
“Judging by your reaction, it seems this duel was satisfying for you. As for the proposal I made earlier, please give it proper thought and provide an answer soon. Though I won, I will still respect your decision.”
He was asking her to decide whether to pledge her loyalty to him.
Despite his victory, he wasn’t using it as leverage to force her into submission.
Loyalty wasn’t something that could be taken by force. He wanted Melin to stand by his side of her own will.
‘Not that it matters—she already seems to be leaning that way.’
Chris observed the wavering look in Melin’s eyes.
Sure enough, she spoke up.
“No, I’ll answer now.”
Melin stared at Chris for a moment.
“If I serve under you… will I be able to have more duels like this in the future?”
There was a reason behind her decision.
A question had taken root in her mind.
‘Just how strong will he become?’
Even at just one-star, he had sent shivers down her spine.
If Chris continued to grow—if he became even stronger—just how exhilarating would it be to fight him then?
That thought led her to the only conclusion.
None of the other noble scions could ever provide her with such excitement.
“As much as you want.”
Chris’s lips curled into a smirk.
“But there’s one thing you need to keep in mind.”
“What is it?”
“I’m going to surpass you soon.”
“!!”
“And as time goes on, the gap between us will only grow wider. You won’t be able to match me. But if you can endure that despair, I’ll be more than happy to face you anytime.”
Melin nearly burst into laughter.
Chris was just a mere one-star novice.
And yet, he had the audacity to say such ridiculous words to her—a four-star demonkin.
The problem was… it didn’t sound absurd at all.
Even now, he was proving to be far beyond what anyone expected.
It wouldn’t be long before he soared past her, reaching heights she couldn’t even see.
‘That in itself should be fun.’
Melin let out a quiet chuckle.
Then, with a refreshed heart, she gave her answer.
“Come find me after you officially become a noble. I can only serve under you once you’ve earned that title.”
It was acceptance!
Chris then turned his gaze toward Merian, who was now looking at him in complete shock—something completely different from her initial reaction.
“And what about you, Aunt?”
“!!”
Chris grinned.
“Do I pass in your eyes as well?”
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                    Merian did not respond.
But her face said it all. She was too shocked to say anything.
There was no need for words—it was an undeniable pass.
‘Good.’
Chris cheered inwardly as he returned to his room.
Not only had he won over Melin, but he had also unexpectedly left a strong impression on Merian, the true power of the main family.
More importantly, this event would be relayed to the family head, leaving him with a favorable impression—making this an incredibly significant achievement.
‘But this isn’t enough.’
A mere impression?
That wasn’t nearly enough.
‘I need to use this opportunity to bring Merian to my side.’
Merian was the power among powers in the main family.
She was the commander of the Black Shadow Knights, one of the most elite knight orders under the Dark Demonic House.
Most crucially, she was the beloved daughter of the family head.
If he could bring her to his side, the benefits would be immeasurable.
‘It’s more than possible.’
Chris's face twisted into a sly grin.
Without delay, he sought out Count Khazar and asked him a question.
“Why are you asking about your sister?”
“I need the information for something.”
“Is that so?”
Count Khazar tilted his head but still answered Chris’s question.
“As for my sister’s tastes…”
Upon hearing the response, Chris immediately set to work preparing.
* * *
“Screech, y-young master, why are you in the kitchen? Screech.”
“Oh, there’s something I want to try. I can use the kitchen for a bit, right?”
“Screech, o-of course! As long as you don’t burn down the mansion, screech!”
The head chef hurriedly stepped aside.
Chris silently stared at him for a moment.
‘…So the head chef is an orc. And not just any orc—a high orc, known for their ferocity. To think the whipped cream strawberry cake I’ve been eating was made by an orc.’
If banshees could work as maids, it made sense that an orc could be a head chef.
But an orc specializing in desserts?
That was beyond imagination.
Especially considering how often Chris had been impressed by the mansion’s desserts—it made the revelation even more surreal.
‘…He wouldn’t have mixed blood into the strawberry juice, would he? No, assuming orcs are inherently barbaric is just prejudice… right?’
“Screech, what would you like me to help with?”
“I’m going to bake cookies. Bring me the ingredients.”
“Screech, cookies?”
“…I need them for something. Just bring the ingredients.”
“Screech, screech. Here you go. But I must say, my cookies are exceptional, screech, screech.”
“……”
Hearing the chef constantly screech made Chris already lose his appetite for future desserts.
Chris shook his head, vowing not to imagine it.
“No, the sincerity of making it myself is what matters.”
“Screech?”
“And also—”
Chris grinned and rolled up his sleeves.
“I happen to be quite good at making cookies.”
It had been a while since he put his cooking skills to use.
* * *
Chris was once part of the Hero’s Party.
However, he was a non-combatant.
Though he had managed to reach the 4-star level in combat skills through observation, he had virtually no combat ability when he first joined.
So, what role did he play while traveling with them?
‘Everything except fighting.’
Like all heroes before them, the Hero’s Party consisted of the finest combat specialists.
And, like all past heroes, they were complete idiots when it came to anything other than battle.
Chris used his versatile and flawless skills to support the foolish Hero’s Party.
He treated the wounded with medical expertise, guided them on the right path with his navigation skills, ensured they weren’t swindled with his eloquence, picked locks and avoided traps with his thief skills, deciphered encrypted texts, and even formulated strategies as their tactician.
The Hero’s Party was able to rack up countless achievements against the Magus Empire, thanks to Chris’s hidden efforts behind the scenes.
If not for Chris, they would have stumbled over countless obstacles.
‘And I had one more critical role.’
Cooking.
‘The entire Hero’s Party had disastrously bad cooking skills.’
Of course, it was only natural that Chris excelled at cooking. Why? Because Chris was good at everything.
Every time the Hero’s Party ate his food, they were overwhelmed with gratitude.
— "Chris, you are the guiding light of our party."
— "Thanks to you, we can endure this filthy hero’s journey."
…Honestly, there was a chance they only liked Chris because of his cooking.
That was how exceptional his culinary skills were.
And that was exactly why—
Chris was confident that his plan to win over Merian had a high chance of success.
‘This should be enough.’
With a satisfied expression, Chris gazed at the cookies he had made.
Beside him, the high orc head chef was staring at him in a trance.
“Screech, screech… Young Master. H-how could you make cookies like this…? Screech, this… it tastes like… a mother’s soul…?”
“…Who said you could steal a bite?!”
“Screech, well, stealing food is the real perk of being a head chef, screech.”
“……”
Did that mean all the desserts he had eaten so far had been taste-tested behind his back?
Chris was bewildered, but arguing with an orc seemed pointless. He packed the cookies and left the kitchen.
He silently vowed that when he rose to power, he would replace every servant—including the head chef—with humans.
“Brother?”
Right then, he ran into Teren in the hallway.
“Title.”
“…Honorable King Emperor Majesty, Brother.”
“What about Lady Merian?”
“She is leaving the estate. Something urgent came up at her family’s main house, so she’s returning immediately.”
Already?
That was unexpected.
He needed to stop Merian before she departed.
But just then, Teren frowned and spoke in a determined voice.
“Brother.”
“Title.”
“…Honorable King Emperor Majesty, Brother, there’s something I need to tell you. Up until now, I’ve—”
“Sorry, I’m busy.”
“B-Brother?”
It sounded like Teren had mustered a lot of courage to say something, but Chris didn’t have time to listen.
He completely ignored Teren and headed straight for the mansion’s main gate.
“Lady Merian!”
Merian was just about to mount her horse.
Her black hair fluttered in the wind, matching beautifully with the massive black steed beneath her. The only one standing beside her was Count Khazar.
“Chris?”
Merian’s eyes widened slightly.
“What is it?”
“I heard you were leaving, so I came to see you off.”
“I was trying to leave quietly since it’s late.”
Merian smiled.
“But I appreciate you coming out. You must be tired after that duel earlier.”
Her tone had grown noticeably warmer compared to before.
Of course—
She had witnessed something extraordinary.
And after asking the estate’s staff, she had confirmed that Chris had genuinely changed.
‘Good, the atmosphere is perfect.’
Chris thought to himself before speaking.
“I have something prepared for you, Lady Merian.”
“Prepared?”
“Yes.”
Chris handed her a small package, carefully wrapped.
It was the cookies he had baked earlier in the kitchen.
“What is this?”
“I heard from my father that you enjoy cookies, so I tried baking some. My skills may be lacking, but I did my best.”
Merian’s expression wavered.
She did like cookies.
No—she was obsessed with them.
It was a preference she had held since childhood, to the point where even her stoic younger brother, Count Khazar, knew about it.
But she had never expected to receive a gift like this.
“This is… actually quite nice.”
“It’s nothing. I was just happy to see my aunt after such a long time, so please accept it gladly.”
At those words, Merian felt a small tremor in her heart.
Now that she thought about it—
They were family.
Aunt and nephew.
Realizing this made her feel a pang of guilt.
‘I was incredibly cold to him at first.’
She had only ever evaluated Chris from the perspective of a superior of the main family.
She had viewed him solely as a disgrace who brought shame to their bloodline.
And yet, despite that, this boy had given her a heartfelt gift as her nephew.
“…I see. Thank you.”
It was a short response, but it carried a great deal of meaning.
Chris noticed the wavering in Merian’s heart and allowed himself a faint smile inwardly.
Just as planned.
“But… you made these yourself?”
“Yes. It may not be much, but I put in my best effort, thinking of you. Please, have a taste.”
Without much thought, Merian took a bite of the cookie—
And immediately flinched.
It was delicious.
No—this wasn’t just good.
‘A cookie like this exists?’
As a devoted cookie lover, Merian had tasted all kinds. She had even sampled the famous cookies from the Southern Magus Kingdom.
Her standards were exceptionally high—and yet, these cookies were nothing short of extraordinary.
Before she realized it, she had already eaten two, then three. It was only when she suddenly caught herself that she stopped, feeling it was improper.
“You may have more.”
“Ahem… No, that’s enough. Since you’ve given me such a fine gift, I should offer something in return. Is there anything you desire?”
Merian spoke in a noticeably gentler tone.
“I will give you a gift as well.”
At those words, Chris clenched his fist.
She was almost there.
‘What should I ask for?’
There were plenty of options.
He could request to be taught the swordsmanship or magic unique to the main family. He could ask for a rare treasure or a powerful weapon.
Or, since she was the leader of the Black Shadow Knights and the most beloved daughter of Lord Nordian, he could demand her political backing in the succession battle.
But Chris made an unexpected request.
“Please become my aunt from now on.”
“Hmm?”
Merian furrowed her brows in confusion.
“You are already my nephew. I am your aunt.”
“No, what I mean is—I want you to be my real aunt, Lady Merian.”
Chris spoke slowly.
“Like a true family member.”
Merian’s expression stiffened slightly.
Chris's words had been understood.
She and Chris were blood relatives.
But were they truly family in the real sense?
Absolutely not.
They were bound by the Dark Demonic House's influence, thoroughly formal, and perhaps even closer to strangers than family.
This was the way it worked in any prestigious bloodline built on lineage.
But now, Chris was asking her to become his real family.
‘No, it’s not just some naive request.’
Merian shook her head.
What he was asking was for her to be on his side.
In the Demonic Houses, that's what family meant: the only ones you could rely on, the ones who would stand by you within a house full of enemies.
“Do you understand what you’re asking for? It’s impossible. I can’t grant that request.”
Merian continued.
“The ‘elders’ of the main family must remain fair to the young heirs. That’s the rule.”
Although it was a rule no one actually followed.
She swallowed those words.
Here, ‘elders’ referred to the senior members of the main family’s bloodline who had the power to influence the decision of the next successor.
‘Noble heirs’ had to earn the recognition of the ‘elders’ purely based on their ability.
But that was only nominal, as the ‘noble heirs’ each had their own ‘patronizing’ elders who favored them.
It was especially well-known that Lord Langham, the acting head of the family, openly favored Ashid.
But that wasn’t something that was supposed to happen according to the rules.
“Sorry, but I must decline your request…”
“You’ve misunderstood something.”
“Hmm?”
Chris smiled faintly.
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                    "I sincerely asked you to be like family to me, Aunt. It wasn’t some calculated request for you to be my strength or anything like that."
"!!"
Merian's expression showed she was caught off guard.
"How bold of you. Are you saying your request was purely out of such an innocent intention?"
Chris spoke honestly.
"Of course, if you cherish me as family and end up helping me in ways I didn't ask for… I wouldn’t be able to refuse."
"What? Hah! You sly little—"
Merian burst into laughter at Chris’s audacious words.
If Chris had outright asked her to take his side, she would have refused.
If he had hidden his ambition completely and made a fake, overly pure request, she would have refused just the same.
But by not concealing his desire while still being cunning about it, he made it difficult for her to say no.
"This isn’t something I should agree to, but…."
Merian took another cookie and bit into it with her red lips.
As expected, the taste was exquisite.
"If my nephew makes such delicious cookies and gifts them to me… of course, I should cherish him."
'Yes!' Chris cheered inwardly.
She took the bait.
"In return, can I… have more of these cookies?"
"That depends on what you do for me, Aunt."
"What?"
"If you disappoint me, I might sulk, and the taste might not turn out as good."
Hearing his subtle request for her to treat him well, Merian laughed again.
The conversation felt enjoyable.
"Alright. Then, as your real aunt, can I give you some advice?"
"Please do."
"What do you think about joining the Black Shadow Knights?"
"!!"
Chris’s face stiffened.
"That’s…."
"I know. You’re aiming for the position of Young Lord? Hoping to become the master of the Dark Demonic House?"
"Yes, that’s correct."
Merian continued, her gaze heavy.
"During your duel with Melin, the way you fought was outstanding. I’ve never seen someone with talent like yours. Perhaps… you might even possess the ability to surpass the House Leader."
"……."
"But your competitors aren’t ones to be taken lightly. I fear you’ll fall before your talents can fully blossom."
To fall—
It meant death.
In any noble house, dying due to an 'unfortunate accident' during the succession battle was nothing unusual.
'It’s not an unfounded concern.'
He had won against Melin today, but it hadn’t been a decisive victory.
Without the treasure that protected him from the Holy Sword and the curse, the fight would have ended in an instant.
The Young Lords of the main family were by no means inferior to Melin, whom he had faced today.
'Especially at their level, they wouldn’t be lacking in equipment compared to me either.'
Magic swords capable of countering a holy sword, as well as various auxiliary artifacts, would be on an entirely different level.
In other words, if Chris were to fight against the Young Lords of the main family now, it would be a guaranteed defeat.
That is, for now.
"So, Aunt, you're worried about me."
"Yes. If you join the Black Shadow Knights, I will protect you. You could easily become the next commander. No, perhaps even more than that. Though, of course, you wouldn't be able to become the House Leader."
Count Khazar, who had been listening to their conversation, nodded in agreement.
It seemed he, too, was inwardly concerned.
Becoming the Young Lord meant stepping into a battlefield of power struggles.
And as someone from a branch family, Chris would be everyone's target.
However—
"If I claim to seek the Dark Demonic House yet can’t overcome mere obstacles like this, then I may as well just die."
"!!"
"And more importantly, Aunt, it seems you haven't truly seen my worth today."
Chris smirked confidently.
"I don't think I will lose."
Merian fell silent.
That absurd confidence—
Now that she thought about it, he had been like this before fighting Melin as well.
And then, he had pulled off an unbelievable victory.
'…I can't understand him.'
She should have laughed at such ridiculous confidence.
But instead, she found herself thinking that perhaps he really could do it, and let out a small, amused sigh.
"…Fine, I understand. You are a demon, after all. I have no right to stop you from walking the path of blood you've chosen."
"Thank you."
"Still, let me give you one last piece of advice, out of concern."
Merian fully mounted her horse.
She was preparing to leave.
"Beware of the First Young Lady."
"The First Young Lady?"
Chris looked puzzled.
There were five Young Lords in the main family.
Among them, three were men, and two were women.
The First Young Lady was the third eldest among them, the younger sister of Ashid, the Second Young Lord and most widely regarded successor.
"Yes. People see Ashid as the strongest candidate. It’s not an incorrect assumption, but…"
Merian spoke in a low voice.
"In my opinion, the truly terrifying one among the five… is the First Young Lady, Yulian."
Chris listened carefully.
Merian was part of the Black Shadow Knights, the ones who oversaw internal surveillance of the family.
Her words were bound to be accurate.
Yulian, the First Young Lady, was hiding claws that no one else knew about.
Moreover, what stood out to him was that Merian had used the word terrifying to describe her.
There must have been a reason she used such an ominous word.
"Thank you. I will keep it in mind."
He had just learned of yet another formidable opponent, but it didn't matter.
He planned to crush them all, no matter who they were.
"I will see you at the main family."
Merian nodded at his farewell before spurring her horse and disappearing.
"……."
Chris watched her silhouette vanish into the darkness for a moment.
'Strong.'
Count Khazar was strong, and so was Merian.
A full 6-star.
In the Light Faction, they would be considered national-level powerhouses.
Yet, during the Great War, Chris had never even heard their names.
Just how many powerful individuals like them existed in the Magus Empire?
'There was a reason the Light Faction lost. They were completely outmatched in terms of strength.'
Chris thought to himself.
'I need to become even stronger.'
He was undeniably a genius, but he still had a long way to go.
To stand at the peak of the Magus Empire and prevent the impending catastrophe.
And—
'To enjoy the greatest wealth and glory!'
Chris returned to his room.
On the way, Tern tried to say something to him again, but he found it bothersome and ignored him.
For now, his plan was to reach 2-star.
* * *
Several days later.
"Huuh."
Chris let out a long breath.
From the hand he extended, dark energy flared up.
It was Demonic Energy.
The stage where he could emit demonic energy outside his body—he had reached 2-star!
'So, it took just over a month since reaching 1-star.'
Exactly one month and five days.
An unbelievable speed.
Anyone who heard it would think it was impossible.
Yet, Chris was not satisfied.
'It took slightly longer than expected. I originally planned to cut it down to within a month.'
It was because he had been simultaneously training in swordsmanship and various dark magic techniques.
Thanks to that, he had mastered Count Khazar’s swordsmanship to perfection, including Mud Cleaving Swordsmanship and Black Scythe Swordsmanship.
— …Insane.
That was Count Khazar’s reaction upon witnessing Chris's swordsmanship.
In terms of form, which determined the proficiency of swordsmanship, it was flawless.
Even compared to Count Khazar, who had trained for decades, he was not lacking.
And that wasn’t all.
'I've gotten used to dark magic as well.'
Chris had mastered all the dark magic stored in the archives of the Khazar household.
Most of it consisted of curses, but he also learned destructive, illusion, summoning, and blood-related dark magic.
As for dark magic above 1-star, he had memorized everything. Since he had fully understood it, he would be able to use it once his rank increased.
'The amount of demonic energy is the problem. Even though I'm a genius, accumulating it quickly is difficult.'
There were two things even his talent couldn’t overcome.
The first was physical training.
Of course, he gained stamina with much less effort than others, but he still had to train consistently.
The second was demonic energy.
The only way to accumulate demonic energy was through breathing techniques.
His exceptional senses allowed him to gather far more energy than others with minimal effort, but even so, there was a limit.
The amount of demonic energy one possessed was heavily influenced by the time spent training.
'Unless I take an elixir, that won’t change.'
Chris thought to himself.
Unlike stamina, at least there was an alternative solution.
'If I take an elixir, I’ll be able to advance to the next star rank even faster.'
Raising one's star rank required several conditions.
Enlightenment, proficiency—
And the accumulation of demonic energy.
Taking an elixir significantly reduced the time needed for that accumulation.
'Many elite families use elixirs to help their talents rise quickly. Since I also have the blood of a prestigious magic family, will I get a chance to take one? Among the well-known elixirs of the Dark Demonic House… there was Black Pill.'
Each prestigious magic family had its own elixir for enhancing demonic energy.
The problem was that only the direct lineage had access to them.
The truly valuable elixirs were monopolized by the main bloodline, while he would only receive the leftovers.
'I’ll probably end up with something like Ash Pill, a cheap imitation with not even a quarter of the effect. Isn't there a way to get Black Pill?'
Chris narrowed his eyes.
Obtaining it through normal means was impossible.
He needed to find a loophole.
He recalled the process of making Black Pill.
There was a specific period when its main ingredient was regularly harvested.
'That time is coming up soon. Is there a way I can take advantage of it?'
Just then, Mari approached, swaying her ghostly tail.
[Congratulations… on reaching a new rank. To celebrate… how about a glass of virgin's blood juice?]
"…I'm good, thanks."
[Then, how about a sirloin steak… drenched in blood? Beef is… always the best choice, isn't it?]
That was tempting.
After all, nothing topped beef.
As someone with outstanding cooking skills, Chris firmly believed there was no dish in the world that could surpass a well-prepared beef steak.
'Somehow, beef cooked by an orc feels like it would taste even better.'
It might have been a bias, but an orc chef definitely suited barbecue more than desserts.
"Yeah, beef is the best."
[Oh ho ho… I’ll make sure it’s as bloody as possible.]
Just as Chris was happily waiting for his steak, an unexpected call came.
"Young Master, the Count is requesting your presence."
"My father?"
"Yes."
Chris went to see Count Khazar.
"Father, it’s me."
"Yes, come in. There’s something I need to discuss with you."
Chris tilted his head.
Count Khazar's expression was grim.
Something had happened.
"What’s wrong?"
"I sent word to the main family about the Sacred Dark Ceremony. I informed them that you and Teren would be participating this time."
"And?"
"Teren was approved. You were not."
"…Why?"
Count Khazar let out a sigh.
"They said they cannot allow someone who has tarnished the family’s honor to take part in the Sacred Dark Ceremony."
Chris furrowed his brows.
"Whose decision was this? Was it the acting family head, Marquis Langham?"
If it was, resolving this wouldn’t be easy.
However, Count Khazar said something unexpected.
"No. Given what was recently revealed about what Ashid did to you, Marquis Langham didn’t raise any objections."
"Then who?"
"Those who are set to undergo the Sacred Dark Ceremony alongside you opposed it."
"Those participating… you mean Loin de Baron?"
Loin de Baron.
The ‘de’ in his name signified that he was of the main family's direct bloodline.
The central figure of this Sacred Dark Ceremony.
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                    Everyone in the family expected Loin de Baron to monopolize the blessing of the Sacred Dark Baptism.
The blessing of the Sacred Dark Baptism followed a strict survival-of-the-fittest rule—those who were stronger among the participants would receive the greatest blessings.
‘After receiving the blessing of the Sacred Dark Baptism, he’s set to become the Sixth Young Lord.’
In other words, Loin de Baron would be his enemy during the ceremony.
"Yes. Loin opposed your participation. What he said was…"
"It’s fine. Please tell me exactly as it was."
"…Chris, he said that he cannot participate in the Sacred Dark Baptism alongside a scoundrel like you. The other collateral bloodlines attending also agreed with him."
"Hmm."
Chris crossed his arms.
Count Khazar shook his head in frustration.
"I will speak with the main family again. You are not the failure you once were. If I explain things properly, they may reconsider. If all else fails, I will even ask your sister for help."
His sister—meaning Merian.
Since she was fond of Chris, she would likely offer her support.
However, Chris shook his head.
‘There’s no way I’m asking for help over something this petty.’
"No, don’t do that. I will handle this myself."
"Chris?"
"Among the collateral bloodlines attending the Sacred Dark Baptism, is the Tyramin County one of them?"
Tyramin County.
One of the three collateral families that supported the Dark Demonic House, just like House Khazar.
"Yes, the third son of Count Tyramin is set to participate. He was the one who raised his voice the loudest alongside Loin. Damn brat."
Count Khazar spoke with an irritated tone.
Despite his stern demeanor, he had a surprising soft spot for his son.
"Don’t be upset."
"How can I not be?! That pathetic Tyramin family, only good for playing tricks with their damn demonic beasts, dares to act so arrogantly. Even their name is as ridiculous as a dessert like ‘tiramisu’!"
As expected from Count Khazar, the collateral families were rivals.
House Khazar specialized in curses.
House Tyramin specialized in a dark magic that controlled demonic beasts, known as Demonic Training.
‘Well, tiramisu is definitely bland. Cakes should always have fresh cream and strawberries. Just like how steak should always be sirloin.’
Chris momentarily lost himself in a random thought but then shook his head.
"It’s fine. Don’t worry about it."
"Don’t worry? You might not be allowed to participate in the Sacred Dark Baptism!"
"That won’t happen. I have a way."
"What do you mean?"
"If they claim I am unworthy, the solution is simple—I just have to prove that I am."
"!!"
Chris smirked.
"As it happens, I know that House Tyramin is about to start hunting the raw materials for Black Pill. Is that correct?"
"…Yes, that’s right."
Black Pill.
It was one of the spiritual elixirs that the Dark Demonic House prided itself on.
Using a special method exclusive to House Tyramin, they hunted a demonic beast known as Karazov to obtain the raw materials. This annual event was called the Black Pill Hunt.
One peculiar aspect of this hunt was that it was carried out by the young heirs of the house.
It was a kind of coming-of-age ceremony.
"Please contact House Tyramin and ask them to allow me to participate in the Black Pill Hunt as a drivemaster."
"!!"
"The drivemaster, who rounds up the demonic beasts, doesn’t necessarily have to be from House Tyramin, correct?"
Count Khazar gave him a puzzled look.
"That’s true. Usually, they assign the role to their subordinates. But why do you want to do this?"
"Didn’t I tell you? I will prove my worth. And conveniently, the one leading this year’s hunt is the same third son who opposed my participation in the Sacred Dark Baptism."
Chris smirked.
"I will teach him a lesson."
And there was one more reason.
Chris intended to obtain the Black Pill during this opportunity.
How? By using a secret technique that only he could perform.
For that nameless third son, it would be a nightmare of a hunt.
* * *
The Magus Empire, located in the central-northern part of the continent.
In the south, there was a region known as the Southern Magus Kingdom.
This land was ruled by the 7th-ranked Demon, the Demon King of Clear Flow.
And to the east of the Southern Magus Kingdom, a massive family stood tall.
A vast, sprawling estate.
A grand mansion, whose splendor could rival that of most royal palaces.
The Dark Demonic House.
A prestigious and renowned family, not just within the Magus Empire, but across the entire continent.
Deep within this estate was a forbidden place, where no ordinary person could set foot.
The Lion’s Nest.
The residence of the Patriarch.
Was it just a feeling?
Even though it was merely an ordinary annex, its presence alone exuded an overwhelming aura.
"Patriarch."
A woman stepped inside.
It was Merian, the Black Shadow Knights’ Commander, and the aunt who had recently met Chris.
"May I enter?"
"Yes, come in."
A surprisingly gentle voice responded.
Merian took a brief breath.
She was the most favored of the Patriarch’s bloodline. But no matter how many times she met him, she could not help but feel nervous.
Steadying herself, Merian opened the door.
"I greet the Patriarch."
She bowed her head.
Inside, an elderly man with streaks of graying hair sat.
Deep wrinkles.
Age spots covering his skin.
He was an elderly man, so frail that it wouldn’t be surprising if he were to enter a coffin at any moment.
Yet, Merian wouldn’t dare look down on him.
Demon Lord Nordian.
A demon who had reached the realm of 8 stars.
That was the truth of the old man before her.
Merian couldn’t even begin to imagine how such an immense power resided within that withered body.
"So, you have seen him?"
Nordian spoke with a gentle smile.
"Yes, Patriarch. I met Christian, just as you ordered."
"What did you think? Did he seem at least somewhat decent?"
"No."
Merian shook her head.
The Patriarch’s face showed a hint of disappointment, but Merian continued.
"He wasn’t just decent—he was far beyond my expectations."
"!!"
"A genius. No, more than that."
The Patriarch looked slightly surprised.
It was the first time Merian had ever spoken so highly of someone.
"Is that really true? How does he compare to the other young ones?"
"There is no comparison."
Merian answered firmly.
The main family’s heirs were all exceptional individuals.
Yet, the talent she had witnessed in Christian was on an entirely different level.
'The problem is that he bloomed far too late.'
Merian's face showed a trace of regret.
The gap was too wide.
But—
"I don’t think I’ll lose to them."
Those were Christian’s words.
A faint smile crossed Merian’s lips.
That statement hadn’t sounded like boastful arrogance.
After what she had witnessed that day, it felt entirely possible.
"Hmm."
The Patriarch rested his chin on the back of his hand and tilted his head slightly.
"It’s hard to believe. The Christian I once saw was nothing more than a foolish brat who only thought himself a genius."
Though Christian had split off as a branch family, he was still Nordian’s direct bloodline.
To be precise, he was his grandson.
Count Khazar was the youngest son of Duke Nordian.
Naturally, they were acquainted.
‘He was a pathetic one. No exceptional talent, yet arrogant enough to believe himself great.’
The Patriarch thought coldly.
His gentle demeanor was nothing but a façade.
At his core, he was colder than anyone else.
No matter the blood relation, if someone was deemed worthless, he wouldn’t even spare them a glance.
"I thought the same. But I was wrong."
"Wrong?"
"Yes, he was clearly different from before."
Nordian’s expression turned puzzled.
He trusted Merian’s eyes.
If she was speaking so decisively, then that insignificant brat must have truly changed.
"Then, do you believe that child can fulfill my lifelong ambition?"
"……."
Merian couldn’t answer that question.
The Patriarch’s ambition—
The reason he continued his life through the forbidden demonic path of defying the heavens.
"…I don’t know."
Merian replied, lacking confidence.
The Patriarch’s ambition wasn’t something that could be achieved by mere talent alone.
However—
"I do think he might be the closest to fulfilling your wish."
At those words, the Patriarch fell silent for a moment.
Then, he let out a low, chilling laugh.
A sharp, oppressive aura spread through the air. It was as if the very atmosphere screamed in terror.
"I see. If you say so, then I should take a closer look at him. But I heard he won’t be able to participate in the Dark Baptism?"
"As of now, that seems to be the prevailing opinion within the family."
"Hmm."
The Patriarch crossed his arms.
"Will you intervene?"
"No, that would go against principle. I won’t step in for something so trivial."
The Patriarch had already handed over full authority to his son, Marquis Langham.
For now, he was merely watching from the sidelines.
"More importantly, if he can’t even overcome this kind of obstacle, then he’s not the one I’ve been hoping for."
Merian nodded in agreement.
With just one word from the Patriarch, Christian wouldn’t only be allowed to participate in the Dark Baptism, but he would also be treated as an equal to the other heirs.
But that would be meaningless.
"The one I seek isn’t some hothouse flower nurtured under everyone's protection. I want a born predator, one who will stand above all on his own strength."
Mere talent was not enough.
Regardless of what obstacles stood in his way, he had to be capable of forcing even the entire Dark Demonic House to submit to him alone.
"However, if he doesn’t participate in the Dark Baptism, he won’t even have the opportunity. Without receiving its blessing, he won’t be able to properly inherit the Demonic Energy of the main family."
Was this the effect of Christian’s cookie tribute?
It was a subtle attempt to nudge things in his favor.
In truth, the strength of the blessing received during the Dark Baptism had a significant impact on one’s Demonic Energy.
If he missed the ceremony and received no blessing at all, then no matter how gifted he was, he wouldn’t be able to master it properly.
Merian wanted to at least give Chris a chance.
"Hmm. It seems you’ve taken quite a liking to that boy."
"…My apologies."
Nordian spoke in a playful tone.
"Christian… I’ll have to watch closely how he handles this situation. If he’s as you say, he won’t submit so easily to a mere setback."
Rather than helping him, Nordian intended to evaluate how Christian would face this obstacle.
Merian held her tongue.
'That’s just the kind of person he is.'
The Patriarch—
The more someone impressed him, the more promising he found them—
The harsher he became.
Like a lion tossing its cubs off a cliff, he wanted them to endure adversity and emerge even stronger.
If Christian overcame everything, he would earn the Patriarch’s favor.
But if he failed along the way, Nordian wouldn’t even look back.
"Fijenga."
At the Patriarch’s call, a figure suddenly emerged.
No presence.
As if he had risen from the shadows themselves.
A well-groomed, handsome man stepped forward and offered a bow.
"You summoned me, my lord."
"Heh, indeed."
"It has been a while, Lady Merian."
Merian’s expression stiffened.
As the man smiled, his fangs glinted like those of a predator.
A High Vampire of the Trueblood Demonic House—
A crimson sword tattoo was engraved on his temple.
It was the mark that only appeared when one had mastered Bloodline Arts to a high degree—
A secret technique of the Bloodsword Demonic House.
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                    “You’ve heard the story, right?”
“Yes. Should I observe the young master, Christian?”
“That’s right. Watch how he prepares for the Dark Baptism.”
“Understood. I will follow your orders.”
The man bowed respectfully.
Then, as if something came to mind, he smirked mischievously.
“Oh, while I’m at it, would it be alright to play a little prank?”
“A prank? What kind?”
“Just observing would be too dull. For a proper assessment… let’s call it a test.”
The estate lord frowned.
“Nothing excessive.”
That meant as long as it wasn’t too much, it was fine.
The man’s grin deepened before he disappeared into the shadows as if melting away.
At the sudden vanishing presence, Merian let out a quiet sigh.
‘Chris… I can only hope that kid does well.’
* * *
House of Count Khazar.
Chris was preparing to set out for the Black Pill Hunt.
‘I need to be ready if I want to get my hands on the Black Pill.’
This time, he intended to prove his worth and claim the Black Pill for himself.
Of course, some might find it strange—since the Black Pill already had a designated owner.
‘I’ll just take it for myself.’
Chris whistled, thinking to himself.
‘It just so happens that this batch of Black Pill was assigned to that bastard Roine, the one who opposed me? Perfect. I’ll kill two birds with one stone and mess with him, too.’
Roine was a competitor in this Dark Baptism.
He was also the one who had led public opinion against Chris’ participation. If Chris snatched the Black Pill meant for him, it would be all the more satisfying.
‘A perfect crime requires proper preparation.’
With that thought, Chris headed toward the castle.
His destination was already decided.
The mansion of Grantel, the merchant lord who had stolen the Holy Sword Grunade.
“Y-Young master! Welcome!!”
Merchant Lord Grantel turned pale as he greeted Chris.
“It’s been a while.”
“W-What brings you here…?”
“You don’t seem too happy to see me. Do you not like my visit?”
Merchant Lord Grantel gritted his teeth inwardly.
‘What do you think, you bastard?!’
Inside, he cursed in ways that couldn’t be put into words. But on the surface, he maintained a servile smile.
“Not at all. It is a great honor to see you again, young master. I was simply overwhelmed by the honor.”
“Hm.”
“P-Please, don’t just stand there—come in! Servants, bring out the table! I know it’s lacking, but please grant me the honor of serving you, young master.”
Chris didn’t refuse.
Soon, an array of lavish dishes was brought out.
They were delicacies no less splendid than those served in the House of Count Khazar.
“D-Do they suit your taste?”
“Yes, not bad.”
As the mood seemed decent, the merchant lord discreetly signaled to his subordinate.
The servant left the room and soon returned with a silk pouch.
“What’s this?”
“I-It’s a token of my sincerity for you, young master.”
When Chris opened the pouch, a golden cat figurine lay inside.
In other words, it was a bribe.
‘Of course he came to squeeze money out of me again. Damn bastard.’
The merchant lord swallowed tears internally.
But he decided to think positively.
Nothing in this world comes free.
Once a bribe is accepted, something must be returned in kind—that’s how the world works.
‘A dirty connection, sure, but still a chance! If someone with Dark Demonic House blood watches my back, I can soar to the top!’
With his bloated face, Merchant Lord Grantel forced his most servile expression and bowed his head.
“Hehe, please accept it. It’s nothing much.”
“Yeah, it really is nothing.”
“…Pardon?”
“You’re offering this cheap thing as a gift? What a disappointment.”
Clatter!
Chris dropped the pouch on the floor.
The atmosphere instantly turned cold.
The merchant lord hastily bowed again and again.
“M-My deepest apologies! I merely wanted to express my heart…!! It seems it didn’t meet your standards, young master.”
‘Damn bastard! Even when I give him a gift, he says something! Being powerless really is a sin.’
Chris crossed his arms.
“Such a cheap gift. You clearly don’t understand your own situation.”
“Pardon…?”
“Because of what happened last time, I had you looked into. Seems like you’ve been involved in quite a few illegal dealings.”
“T-That’s…”
“Of course, in business, some level of illegality is expected. I get it. If we nitpicked over every little thing, there wouldn’t be a single merchant left in this world. But still.”
Chris gave a light smile.
“There are limits. And you’ve crossed the line on more than one occasion. I’m sure you know exactly what I’m referring to.”
The merchant lord gulped hard.
He was a corrupt merchant.
True, he hadn’t committed crimes as grave as murder.
But it was also true that he’d done more than his share of dirty deeds.
Some of those sins were things that absolutely couldn’t be exposed.
Chris tapped the merchant lord’s shoulder lightly with his finger.
“Greed always invites disaster.”
“M-My apologies. P-Please, have mercy….”
Merchant Lord Grantel trembled uncontrollably.
Chris let out a short laugh.
“But since there’s still the matter from last time, I’ll make an exception and help you out. I’ll give you a deadline—clean up all the affairs where you crossed the line. And make proper restitution to everyone who suffered because of you.”
Restitution.
Grantel’s face turned pale.
It meant he’d have to dip into the merchant guild’s assets again.
But even that was an incredible mercy.
Grantel hurriedly bowed his head.
“Th-Thank you!”
“And there’s a condition.”
Chris got to the point.
“Get me Grey Pill.”
“!!”
“You have three days.”
Grantel’s complexion turned ghostly white.
Grey Pill.
A rare medicinal essence produced from the body of the Karazov, a type of magical beast.
‘The composition is the same as Black Pill.’
If the Karazov is processed using a special refinement method, it produces the raw essence used to make genuine Black Pill.
However, if the beast is simply killed without following that secret process, it yields a lesser substitute—Grey Pill.
In short, Chris planned to use the Grey Pill to swap out the real Black Pill.
“B-But… that’s….”
The merchant lord looked completely cornered.
“G-Grey Pill… isn’t something easily obtained….”
Chris may have called it a knockoff, but Grey Pill was still incredibly rare and valuable.
“I hear you have ties to the Dark Auction.”
“!!”
“Use that connection. Arrange a direct deal.”
“B-But to get something meant for auction in a private deal… the cost would skyrocket….”
“That’s your problem to solve. Do I look like someone who cares about your wallet?”
Chris spoke indifferently.
“Seems like you don’t need my help all that much. If you’re not interested, fine by me. Forget everything I said earlier. Prepare to pay for your crimes.”
Chris was openly threatening him now.
If Grantel didn’t bring him the Grey Pill, Chris would expose all his past illegal dealings and bring his merchant guild to ruin.
“N-No! Please!”
The merchant lord desperately clung to Chris.
‘Damn it, you bastard! You devil!’
Tears welled up, but he had no choice.
Once again, he would have to dig into the merchant guild’s fortune to secure the Grey Pill.
“I’ll get the Grey Pill you asked for, no matter what.”
“Three days.”
The merchant lord’s face turned pale.
It was an absurdly short deadline.
But he had no choice but to hurriedly bow his head.
“Y-Yes. I’ll bring it within three days.”
“Oh, and also get a small dagger. One sharp enough to cut through armor would be nice.”
A dagger sharp enough to slice through armor.
It would fall under the category of a short sword.
The price would no doubt be outrageous, but the merchant lord couldn’t even squeak a complaint.
Chris looked satisfied.
“I’ll be waiting. Oh, and may I say one last thing—for your own sake?”
“P-Please do.”
“From now on, try living an honest life.”
“!!”
Chris gave a slow, amused smile.
“That way, you won’t have to meet another crusader of justice like me, right?”
After leaving the merchant lord’s estate, Chris stopped by a bustling district and bought all sorts of miscellaneous goods.
[Young Master… why are you buying things like that?]
“I need them for something.”
[…Do you mean the aphrodisiac?]
“……”
Chris fell silent.
An aphrodisiac.
A blessing in pill form for men who hang their heads in shame before their wives at night.
[Oh ho ho… Young Master… could it be, already?]
“No, it’s not.”
[It’s fine… I understand completely… Oh ho ho.]
“I said it’s not!”
Even the shopkeeper looked at him with a curious expression.
Chris cleared his throat.
“It’s not for me. It’s for something else.”
[Then… could it be for the Count?]
“…Right. I’m a good son, aren’t I? With Father’s age and all, I thought I should look out for him. He’s been looking rather troubled lately.”
To keep things under wraps, Chris shamelessly made Count Khazar the scapegoat—implying he was the man with bedroom troubles.
“For the Count’s honor, you mustn’t tell anyone I bought an aphrodisiac.”
“Understood! I’ll keep it secret!”
The shopkeeper responded with a determined look.
After purchasing a few more items, Chris shut himself in his room.
A few days later—
“It’s done.”
Chris grinned.
A clear liquid swirled inside the glass beaker he held.
It was his secret weapon, created by mixing aphrodisiac and various reagents.
Just in time, Merchant Lord Grantel had also delivered the Grey Pill. Preparations were complete.
Chris, fully prepared, headed down beneath the estate.
A horse was already waiting.
It was time to depart.
“I’ll be back.”
Count Khazar gave a nod.
Then he looked Chris straight in the eye.
“Make sure to give them a solid blow.”
Count Khazar added one more thing.
“You’re my proud son.”
A small smile tugged at Chris’s lips.
He wasn’t Count Khazar’s real son.
But he didn’t dislike the man.
If his real father had even resembled Count Khazar in the slightest, his previous life—his fate—might’ve turned out very differently.
“Please wait for me.”
So Chris said,
“I’ll return with news that’ll make you proud.”
Next came Teren.
“…Brother.”
“Address.”
“…Honorable King Emperor Majesty Brother.”
Teren clenched his fists in frustration.
Chris chuckled and said,
“Take good care of Father while I’m gone.”
“!!”
Why?
Teren tightly shut his mouth.
A flicker of complicated emotion passed over his face, and he said,
“…When you return, please duel me.”
“Hm? Didn’t we already do that last time? I seem to remember you getting your butt kicked.”
“Not like that! A proper duel!”
Teren huffed.
“I’ll definitely defeat you this time.”
“Sure. Well, if getting beaten up again is your wish, then go for it.”
“Brother!!”
Chris chuckled and extended his fist toward Teren.
“I’ll be off.”
Teren hesitated at the offered fist for a moment, then let out a snort and bumped his own fist against it.
“I hear Black Pill hunting is dangerous. Don’t get yourself hurt for nothing.”
“Oh? That worry I hear?”
“I just don’t want to miss out on a proper duel!”
“Right. You want me back in one piece so you can lose fair and square. I didn’t know you were into that sort of thing…”
“Ugh, come on!”

                
Chapter 28

                    Teren stomped off in a huff, and the mages assigned to escort Chris to the Tyramin County approached him.
“We should depart.”
“Right.”
Chris mounted his horse.
A few days later—
They arrived at the Tyramin County.
* * *
“Quite noisy, isn’t it.”
Chris remarked as he looked upon the county's castle.
It was even larger in scale than the one in the Khazar territory.
‘In terms of prestige among branch families, Tyramin is admittedly a step above.’
The three branch families.
Among them, the Khazar family was the youngest.
It had only gained independence in this generation.
In contrast, the other two had long established their autonomy, with history and tradition backing them.
“So… do we just wait here?”
“Well… someone from House Tyramin was supposed to come out and receive you.”
The mages accompanying him looked flustered.
Normally, when a noble announced a visit, it was standard courtesy for someone to come out and greet them.
Yet, no one had come. They were left standing awkwardly at the castle gates.
Time passed.
Still, no one appeared.
The mages’ expressions gradually darkened.
This was clearly an intentional slight aimed at Chris.
“Such insolence…”
“They’re probably looking down on me because of my reputation as a scoundrel. Relax.”
Chris yawned, unfazed.
‘So predictable. But this works out.’
He thought to himself, meaningfully.
‘This behavior from House Tyramin plays right into my plan.’
The plan.
He hadn’t come just to show off his skills.
He had to prove he was qualified to participate in the Black Pill Ceremony—and steal away the black pills.
‘It won’t be easy.’
He had prepared for it.
And for that plan, the more hostile House Tyramin was toward him, the better it worked in his favor.
After a long wait, someone finally appeared to receive them.
Sniff sniff. “Would you happen to be Young Master Christian of House Khazar?”
A pitiful-looking dwarf with a grotesquely bent nose.
A hobgoblin!
“And you are?”
Sniff sniff. 
“I am a servant of House Tyramin. Sniff sniff. I’ve come to receive you, Young Master.”
The mages who had come with Chris all scowled deeply.
The Magus Empire does not discriminate against non-human races. Even monsters are trained and used as laborers.
However, even within such a Magus Empire, hobgoblins are considered the absolute lowest class.
To send a hobgoblin, of all things—
It was an outrageous insult.
“Th-this is…”
“…Unforgivable.”
The mages who had followed Chris flushed with anger.
By now, Chris had already won over the hearts of the Khazar family’s mages.
That’s why they were furious, feeling the insult as if it had been directed at themselves.
And as if that wasn’t enough, the disrespect from House Tyramin didn’t end there.
“Lead us to the manor.”
Sniff sniff. “There’s no need to come to the manor.”
“What?”
“You can find your own lodging within the castle grounds. I just came to inform you, since it seemed you were waiting pointlessly.”
“!!”
The mages’ faces burned red, about to burst.
They were guests—yet told to find their own place to stay outside?
There was no harsher way to be treated.
“How dare they!!”
“This kind of insult—!!”
Chris raised his hand.
“Calm down.”
“But, Young Master! We can’t let this go!”
“We’ll deal with that goblin bastard first!!”
As the attendants failed to calm their rage, Chris spoke in a low voice.
“Did I not tell you to calm down?”
“!!”
They fell silent.
His tone was flat, without a hint of intensity—but why?
The attendants froze, unable to utter a word.
They had unconsciously felt pressure emanating from Chris.
The mages looked at Chris with wide eyes.
‘How does the Young Master have such presence…?’
‘No, it’s not just presence. This is… oppressive force?’
Powerful mages can release their presence upon others—an externalization of magical energy. It’s a feat only possible for those of at least 4-star rank.
But what they felt from Chris was something else entirely. It wasn’t magical energy being released.
It was a pressure that radiated from his very existence.
“…….”
Silence fell over the scene, and Chris turned his indifferent gaze toward the hobgoblin.
The hobgoblin froze stiff.
At that crushing gaze, the hobgoblin’s face turned pale—
And then Chris smirked.
As if it had all been an illusion, the pressure that had been weighing down the hobgoblin vanished.
“So you’re saying I should arrange my own lodging?”
“Y-yes? Yes? Yes!! That’s correct!!!”
The oppressive pressure Chris had exuded still lingered like a shiver down the spine, and the hobgoblin answered in a flustered panic.
“Is this Count Tyramin’s opinion?”
“N-no, it’s not! Count Tyramin is currently away. The third young master gave the order.”
Chris nodded.
The third son of House Tyramin.
He was the one set to take the lead in this Black Pill Hunt, and also the one who had opposed Chris’s participation in the Grey Pill Ceremony.
And now, just like before, he had resorted to petty tricks.
‘Just as expected. How adorable. This works out well.’
It really did.
Chris smiled subtly to himself.
The hobgoblin spoke cautiously.
“I-if… it would be too inconvenient, I can escort you to the manor.”
“No need. I wouldn’t impose like that. Instead, House Tyramin is covering the lodging cost, right?”
“Y-yes!! Of course. You may bill House Tyramin directly!!!”
Chris shrugged.
“Understood. That’ll be all.”
As Chris turned and left without protest, the hobgoblin let out a deep sigh of relief.
He stared at Chris’s back with a hint of surprise in his eyes.
‘I thought he’d throw a tantrum like a proper troublemaker, but… he’s nothing like the rumors?’
No, it was far beyond just being different from the rumors.
The hobgoblin thought back.
‘That oppressive force from earlier…’
The memory of it still lingered like a chill, making him shiver again.
In truth, he wasn’t an ordinary hobgoblin.
He was a Hobgoblin Lord.
A high-ranking goblin race with exceptional intelligence and great strength.
Even within Count Tyramin’s Monster Beast Unit, his rank was not low.
Yet he had been overwhelmed by the gaze of a mere boy—who looked no older than fifteen.
‘Has he changed?’
The hobgoblin tilted his head.
He began to wonder if Christian might show a side completely different from his infamous reputation.
However—
That very evening—
Chris caused an incident right away.
House Tyramin was thrown into chaos.
The ‘lodging fee’ billed by Chris had arrived.
100,000 Rupees.
…For reference, 100,000 rupees was enough to purchase a small hotel in the countryside.
The reason for such an absurd amount being charged as lodging was simple.
Chris had purchased an entire luxury estate within the castle as his temporary lodging—
and then billed the entire cost to House Tyramin.
It was all part of Chris’s prepared plan.
It was the beginning of the “Wretched Brat” plan.
* * *
Chris was leisurely resting in the newly purchased luxury estate.
The mages who had followed him looked flustered and stammered as they spoke.
“Y-young Master…”
“Yeah? What is it?”
“Is… is this really okay?”
“What’s wrong with it? They told me to take care of my own lodging, didn’t they?”
Chris gave a wide grin.
“As the eldest son of House Decazhar, how could someone like me stay in some random hotel? At the very least, it has to be a luxury estate like this for me to stretch out properly.”
“……”
“Don’t just stand there looking stiff—relax. Actually, I’m thirsty. Go out to town and bring back some liquor.”
“L-liquor, sir? But you’re still underage…”
“This isn’t home, is it? So what’s the problem? Just keep your mouths shut. And make sure you get the finest stuff. Preferably Belrut Mountain Whiskey. You know to charge it to House Tyramin, right?”
Belrut Mountain Whiskey.
An absurdly expensive whiskey that cost at least 1,000 Rupees per bottle.
“Get some for yourselves too. They said House Tyramin’s covering the bill anyway, so might as well go all out while we can.”
Chris’s voice was full of excitement.
And in truth, he was excited.
‘It’s not every day you get a chance to blow someone else’s money like this, is it? Might as well enjoy it to the fullest.’
Besides, the Tyramin County was already known for its indulgence and luxury.
It was at that moment—when Chris resolved to squeeze every coin out of House Tyramin—
Bang!!!
The front door of the estate was flung open violently.
“Who goes there?!”
The mages immediately went on alert.
“Hah. Who goes there, you say?”
The one who entered was a young boy.
He looked about the same age as Chris.
Blonde hair, red eyes, and a sharp, irritable expression stood out.
“I am Alros von Baron Tyramin, the third son of House Tyramin.”
Alros.
The lead figure of this Black Pill Hunt—
and the one who had worked behind the scenes to undermine Chris—had arrived.
“Where is that bastard Christian, that damn wretch?”
“Mind your words.”
“Mind my words?”
Alros snarled viciously.
“He spends 100,000 Rupees for lodging, and I’m the one being too harsh?!”
For reference, the estate Chris had bought?
The bill had been sent straight to Alros.
Now suddenly saddled with a 100,000 Rupees invoice, Alros’s voice boiled with rage.
“Christian, that rotten bastard—bring him out this instant—”
“I’m right here.”
Christian spoke as he came down the stairs to the upper floor, where the bedroom was located.
“You… bastard…”
Chris’s gaze briefly scanned Alros.
‘He definitely hates me with a passion.’
The way Alros glared at Chris was fierce.
It wasn’t just dislike; it was hatred, contempt.
‘Good. I can step on him without hesitation now.’
For the moment, Chris decided to greet him.
“Been a few years, huh? It’s nice to see you after so long.”
House Khazar.
House Tyramin.
Both were branch families of the Dark Demonic House, meaning they shared the same bloodline.
Naturally, Chris had expected they’d already know each other, so he intentionally spoke in a friendly tone.
“Nice to see me? Is that really what you’re saying?!”
“Hm, even though we’re family, you don’t seem very happy to see me. I’m actually glad to see you. Did you get upset over just some money?”
“What? What?”
“I never imagined the honorable House Tyramin would get so petty over a few coins. Especially over a family member who was kicked out and never even offered a place to stay.”
Alros was momentarily at a loss for words.
Chris was a guest of House Tyramin and, just like him, was family. The fact that they had refused to let him into the estate and had driven him away was clearly a breach of etiquette on House Tyramin’s part. No matter how infamous Chris was, that didn’t justify it.
Having made the first mistake, Alros found himself in an awkward position.
“You don’t even know how to treat your guests. It seems House Tyramin’s upbringing is lacking.”
“You… you…”
“Am I wrong? Even if I hated someone, I would never do something so unrefined. What kind of education did you receive?”
Alros gritted his teeth.
His pale skin was visibly flushed with anger.
“…Shut your mouth before you regret it.”
The atmosphere became charged with tension.
It felt like things could escalate into something dangerous at any moment.
But Chris didn’t stop.
Instead, he smirked, crossed his arms, and spoke with a mocking tone.

                
Chapter 29

                    “You're the one who should apologize if you want forgiveness.”
“…What?”
“The discourtesy you showed me—if you kneel and apologize, I’ll consider forgiving you.”
The guy didn’t get angry; instead, he looked dazed.
As if he was questioning whether he heard correctly.
Chris twisted his lips and delivered the finishing blow.
“Oh, right. I guess a blond bastard born of stolen seed wouldn’t even know what honor is? Oops, was I not supposed to say that?”
“You son of a bitch!!!”
The Dark Demonic House is characterized by black hair and bloodshot eyes.
In contrast, that guy had blond hair.
Occasionally, kids were born with different hair colors like that, and people would point fingers, asking if they came from an outsider’s seed.
‘Was that jab too much?’
Still, provocation is meant to be harsh and without mercy.
“Getting all riled up like that—so you really are a seed thief? Brought in from outside, huh? No wonder you know nothing about honor.”
“GRAAAAHH!! YOU BASTARD!!”
The effect was immediate.
The guy lost all reason and charged at him.
“Master Chris!”
“Watch out…!!”
Even the demons flinched at Alros’s ferocity.
A blind charge, consumed by rage.
“I’LL KILL YOU!!!”
His murderous intent was laced with demonic energy.
But Chris just smirked.
“Pathetic.”
Chris stepped forward with his right foot.
His shoulder twisted, and with just that, Alros’s attack completely missed.
A clean dodge.
‘How did that bastard manage to—?’
Alros belatedly realized he’d moved too wildly in his excitement. He was full of openings.
That’s why that bastard was able to dodge.
But he wasn’t too worried.
His opponent was Chris, after all.
The disgrace of the Dark Demonic House.
A piece of trash he could beat down anytime with his own strength…
That’s when it hit him.
“You think that'll work?”
A cold chill ran down Alros’s spine.
Chris’s icy gaze was locked on him.
Only then did Alros realize—Chris had already closed the distance.
Chris’s arm was already drawn back.
At this angle, at this distance—no matter what he tried, he wouldn’t be able to dodge the attack.
It was a late realization.
‘W-wait…?’
Thud!!
Stars exploded in Alros’s vision.
It felt like getting smashed in the head with a hammer.
A groan escaped from him instinctively.
Chris’s chilling voice followed.
“The offense you committed against me—if you want forgiveness, just kneel and apologize anytime.”
He spoke curtly.
“I’m generous, after all.”
And with that—
It wasn’t a duel… it was a beating that began.
* * *
The so-called duel ended quickly.
Alros, beaten to a pulp, was carried away unconscious.
‘Well, that was easy enough.’
Chris thought to himself.
Alros was around his age.
At best, a 2-star demon.
What’s more, the Tyramin Count Family’s specialty was the Beast Manipulation Art, a magic that controlled demonic beasts.
For a demon who trained in Beast Manipulation to fight barehanded was like a swordsman fighting with fists instead of a sword.
Normally, he would never get into a fistfight—but he underestimated Chris and made a mistake.
“…Will you be alright, sir?”
The demons asked cautiously.
Though the other side was clearly at fault first, they still looked concerned. After all, Chris had thoroughly beaten up the young master of Count Tyramin’s household.
Chris answered calmly.
“I only fought for my honor.”
“!!”
The demons inhaled sharply.
It was a righteous statement.
But life rarely worked in such a straightforward way.
“There’s a high chance Count Tyramin won’t take this lightly.”
Chris fell silent for a moment.
‘He probably won’t.’
In truth, Count Tyramin never liked Chris to begin with.
More precisely, he despised the Khazar family.
The Khazar and Tyramin Counts were long-standing rivals.
It was routine for them to snap at each other whenever they crossed paths—this incident wouldn’t be brushed off easily.
“It’s fine.”
“Young master?”
“I have it all planned. Don’t worry.”
It wasn’t just an empty reassurance.
Even Count Tyramin’s fury was already within Chris’s calculations.
[Ohoho. As expected, our young master is truly amazing. This girl’s heart is fluttering once again today at the sight of your dazzling presence.]
“Wha—?!”
“A g-ghost?!”
The sudden appearance of a graceful, smiling ghost girl—clearly a banshee—startled the demons.
Chris was just as surprised.
“Marie, when did you—?”
[I snuck in with your luggage, my lord. I’m your maid who vowed eternity with you. I must attend to your needs.]
“…I don’t need that.”
[Ohoho. Your bashfulness is absolutely adorable. I know you’ve been longing for a girl to keep your bed warm.]
Marie gleefully swished her ghost tail as she floated around in the air.
[You must be hungry. I’ll fetch some virgin’s blood juice.]
“…Forget it. Alcohol.”
[Alcohol… you say?]
Marie tilted her head, and the demons also looked shocked.
They’d assumed that now that Chris had properly put Alros in his place, he’d drop the whole delinquent act.
But Chris thought to himself—
‘It’s still far from over.’
The Great Delinquent Plan.
And for Alros, the nightmare was only just beginning.
Until the day Chris left Count Tyramin’s territory, Alros’s torment would not end.
[Ohoho… then what shall we toast to?]
Marie fetched top-grade liquor, and everyone filled their glasses.
It cost a whopping 1,000 Rupees, and naturally, it was charged to Alros.
The demons looked a little unsure about whether this was really okay, but got swept up in the mood.
Except, Chris had ginger ale.
Marie and the demons had protested.
“Young master is underage. Absolutely no alcohol.”
Demons and ghosts, yet oddly strict in unexpected areas.
‘Damn it, I want to drink too. I hate ginger.’
But there was no helping it.
[Shall we toast… to our future together, master?]
“Pass.”
Chris lifted his ginger ale.
“To wealth and glory!”
And so, the gathering grew livelier, and after a long night of drinking (Chris with ginger ale), the news he’d been waiting for arrived.
An invitation had come from the Count’s estate.
But the sender was not Alros.
It was Count Tyramin himself.
The head of the Tyramin family—and the “Second Spear” of the Dark Demonic House’s branch family—had directly invited Chris.
* * *
Chris formally visited the Count’s estate.
The moment he stepped through the front gates, piercing stares zeroed in on him.
They were demons of the Tyramin family.
Under the fierce, hostile gazes, the demons accompanying Chris stiffened.
But Chris spoke nonchalantly.
“Must be because I’m too handsome. The way they’re staring, it’s like I’m a masterpiece. Well, I am good-looking.”
“……”
He meant it.
Christian’s appearance was the very picture of a noble-born young master. The only flaw was his haughty, smug impression.
With a slight chuckle, Chris said,
“Lead me to the Count.”
His unshaken demeanor left the demons of the Tyramin family looking slightly surprised.
But then, smirks crept onto their faces.
‘All bluster.’
‘Let’s see if he can keep his head held high in front of the Count.’
The demons of the Tyramin family were certain—this arrogant brat was about to get what he deserved.
Eventually, Chris stood before Count Tyramin.
Alongside him were the Count’s retainers—and the still bruised and swollen Alros from the day before.
Grit.
Alros ground his teeth, his puffy face twitching with rage.
‘Still got that fire in your eyes, huh.’
Chris gave a quiet laugh, then bowed his head.
“I greet Count Tyramin.”
“Yes, it’s been a while.”
Count Tyramin rose from his seat.
His massive frame cast a towering shadow.
A man like a giant beast.
Tiger-like, piercing eyes locked onto Chris.
“I heard what happened. You fought with Alros?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
Chris didn’t deny it.
“And why did it come to that? Even if Alros made a slight ‘mistake’ in receiving you, your response was excessive.”
A mistake.
Blatant favoritism.
Chris quietly chuckled to himself.
‘He’s known for being like this.’
A petty man in a big body.
That was Count Khazar’s assessment of Count Tyramin.
“I’ll give you a chance. Apologize for what happened yesterday and leave this place immediately. If you do, I won’t press the matter further.”
Chris looked straight at Count Tyramin.
Then he spoke, voice full of arrogant energy.
“I don’t quite understand what you mean. All I did was crush a bug that didn’t know its place.”
“!!”
“And apology? The only thing the strong owe the weak is tolerance and mercy. Why should I apologize? Rather—”
Chris let out a thick, mocking laugh.
“Alros—he's the one who should be bowing his head and begging for forgiveness. Bowing to the strong—that's the proper duty of the weak, isn’t it?”
“!!”
At those arrogant words, everyone in the hall drew in a sharp breath.
The demons of the Tyramin family glared at Chris like they were ready to kill him.
A hair-trigger tension filled the air, like thin ice ready to shatter.
The demons who had come with Chris looked deeply worried.
At that moment, Count Tyramin’s brow twitched.
At the same time, a fierce, formless pressure surged toward Chris. He had released his demonic energy.
It was a heavy force that no low-level demon could endure without falling to their knees.
But Chris was different.
‘This? Pathetic.’
He didn’t so much as flinch, let alone kneel.
Back in the Age of Ruins, he’d experienced countless pressures like this.
His willpower alone was more than enough to withstand it.
More importantly, Chris knew well—
Count Tyramin might be petty, but he wouldn’t dare lay a hand on a fellow blood relative over something so trivial.
So there was no need to be afraid.
Surprised by Chris’s unexpected reaction, Count Tyramin’s eyes slightly widened.
“You’ve changed.”
“…….”
“But you’re arrogant. The arrogance of a demon without qualifications is a disgrace. Do you have the qualifications to act like this?”
Chris shrugged his shoulders and replied casually.
“At the very least, I’d say I’m more qualified than Alros.”
“!!”
Alros, who had been listening nearby, flushed bright red.
“Shut up, you bastard! I only lost yesterday because I couldn’t use my Beast Art!”
Count Tyramin also nodded in agreement.
“I agree with Alros. You know as well as I do that yesterday’s duel wasn’t fair, don’t you? How about settling this properly today?”
Chris let out a dry chuckle.
‘Just as expected.’
This was Count Tyramin’s aim all along.
To defeat Chris using Alros’s Beast Art in front of everyone.
A way to put the arrogant Chris in his place, and at the same time, humiliate Count Khazar—his rival.
“Of course, I understand that dueling a demonic beast might seem burdensome. So, to keep things fair, I’ll give Alros a penalty.”
The Beast Art was a secret technique for controlling demonic beasts.
So in a duel, one would have to face both the demon and their beast at once—an inherently unfair fight.
“No need for that. Instead, if I win the duel, I’d like you to grant me a request.”

                
Chapter 30

                    “What is it?”
“If I win the duel, allow me to participate in the Black Pill Hunt not as a beater, but as a guard demon.”
Count Tyramin frowned.
A guard demon refers to the one who stands guard during the final ritual of the Black Pill Hunt.
It’s a role as important as the main figure who presides over the ritual.
“You do understand how important the role of a guard demon is, don’t you?”
“I do. But attending as a mere beater would be an insult to my pride. Even if I don’t look it, I’m the eldest son of the Great Count Khazar’s family. Shouldn’t I at least be the second most important figure?”
“What? Ha! You’re truly arrogant.”
Count Tyramin burst into laughter, as if he couldn’t believe what he just heard.
But only for a moment.
His tone turned cold.
“If your strength were even half your arrogance, that would be nice.”
Chris shrugged.
“You’ll see for yourself.”
And so, the second duel began.
* * *
Fitting for a family known for handling demonic beasts, there was a large dueling arena.
As the news spread, the demons of the Tyramin family flocked in.
“The Khazar brat and Young Master Alros are dueling? How long do you think the brat can last? A minute? Two?”
“Last? That guy’s a well-known brat and scum. If he doesn’t wet himself in fear at the sight of a demonic beast, it’ll be a miracle.”
“If he does wet himself, let’s make the Khazar family bastards clean it up.”
The Tyramin family demons chuckled among themselves.
Not a single one of them considered the possibility of Alros losing.
Naturally so.
It was Chris, after all.
A good-for-nothing so infamous that his name was known across the entire Magus Empire, beyond even the Dark Demonic House.
While those close to Chris now knew he had changed, outsiders did not.
To those outside, Chris was still the same pathetic scoundrel.
Though he had defeated Alros yesterday, they believed it was only because Alros had been caught off guard.
If Alros used his Beast Art properly, there was no way he could lose.
That was what everyone in the Tyramin household believed, and they all prepared to watch the duel with relaxed confidence.
Some even began picking fights with the demons who had come with Chris.
“Hey, Khazar dogs. Shouldn’t you be stopping your young master?”
“You know demonic beasts don’t go easy on noble brats, right? What if he pisses himself?”
But the ones who had come with Chris responded strangely.
They didn’t get angry.
Nor did they agree.
Instead—
“You blind, idiot bastards.”
“…What?”
“Shut up, and keep your eyes wide open.”
They mocked the demons of the Tyramin family.
“So you can see which of the two ends up wetting themselves.”
At those words, the Tyramin family’s demons wore expressions of disbelief.
At that moment, Chris and Alros stepped onto the dueling grounds.
Alros wasn’t alone.
He was accompanied by a massive demonic beast.
“The beast I’ll be handling is the ‘Dark Horse.’”
True to its name, it closely resembled a horse—but with notable differences.
Its build was nearly twice the size of a regular horse, and rather than sleek, it gave the impression of a wild boar.
Alros leapt up and landed atop the Dark Horse.
He intended to fight mounted on the demonic beast.
“I’ll say this in advance—because of the nature of the Beast Art, once the duel begins, I won’t be able to go easy on you. If you kneel now and apologize, I’ll consider forgiving you.”
Instead of replying, Chris twirled his staff around in different directions.
For this duel, Chris had chosen not to use a sword, but a wooden staff.
There were several reasons.
First, the staff had a wide attack range, making it advantageous against demonic beasts.
“Mind if I say something too?”
“…What?”
“If you get beat down and start bawling, don’t expect any mercy. Even if you cry.”
“!!”
Alros’s face flushed red with rage.
“You arrogant bastard! You’ll regret this!!”
Neigh!!
The black beast charged forward.
Despite its hulking frame, it was fast.
A charge attack combining both speed and mass!
The force of the impact was enough to shatter bones in a single blow.
At the moment Alros smiled viciously, sure of his victory—
‘Huh?’
Chris’s figure vanished from sight.
Alros panicked.
He had clearly been in front of him—yet now, he wasn’t.
And then—
Whack!
“Gaaah!”
Alros’s head snapped back.
A sharp pain exploded across his face.
It felt like stars were flickering in and out of his vision.
Only then did Alros realize he’d been struck by Chris’s staff.
Through his blurry, pain-filled vision, he could see Chris casually tilting the staff in his direction.
“Does it hurt?”
Chris gave a mocking smile.
“But don’t cry or give up, okay? We’re just getting started.”
Another reason Chris chose the staff—
Because it was perfect for beating someone down.
* * *
The dueling ground fell silent.
The demons of the Tyramin family couldn’t say a word, eyes wide open.
It was shocking—no, an unbelievable scene was unfolding.
Whack!
“Y-You bastard?!”
Whack!!
“Gaaah!”
Alros was getting beaten down relentlessly.
It was practically a mockery.
‘Am I hallucinating right now?’
‘How is that wastrel…?’
It wasn’t that Alros’s Beast Art was lacking.
If anything, he had come out grinding his teeth in full focus, and his techniques were in peak condition.
But it wasn’t working at all against Chris.
The Dark Horse charged at Chris with force.
But Chris blocked or dodged its attacks with such ease it was almost absurd, and he kept striking Alros.
That scene repeated over and over.
“H-How…?”
Alros stuttered.
He couldn’t comprehend what was happening.
If it were anyone else, maybe.
But this was Chris!
The trashy wastrel!
‘How is that bastard…?’
Chris slung the staff over his shoulder and answered with an infuriating smirk.
“Because I’m a genius.”
“!!”
“Dealing with a dullard like you is easy.”
“You bastard!!”
Alros once again aggressively urged the Dark Horse forward.
But the result didn’t change.
Whack!
Stars burst in Alros’s vision again.
This time, he didn’t even see the hit coming.
A deathly silence fell over the arena.
“Is this really all you’ve got?”
Chris let out a faint chuckle and threw aside the staff.
Clack!
Everyone looked puzzled at the sudden move.
“I don’t think this is even a fight anymore. From here on, I’ll take you on barehanded. Oh, and if you so much as touch my collar, I’ll count it as your win.”
An utterly insulting provocation.
“Y-You…!!”
Alros’s face flushed with rage once more.
To surrender after suffering such humiliation—he’d have no right to call himself a demon.
“I’ll kill you without fail!!”
Alros’s attacks grew even more intense.
As if responding to its master’s fury, the Dark Horse’s movements also became more ferocious.
Chris weaved around the attacks and thought to himself.
‘Good. Just as I planned.’
He had a purpose in this duel.
To become a guard demon?
To show off his strength in front of everyone?
Those were part of it, but there was something more important.
‘I need to steal and learn the Tyramin family’s Beast Art.’
His ultimate goal was to seize the Black Pill.
To do that, he needed to steal and learn the Tyramin family’s secret technique, and he had deliberately provoked this duel to make it happen.
It wasn’t enough yet.
To completely dissect Alros’s Beast Art, his gaze quietly sank deeper without anyone noticing.
‘The movement of demonic energy that governs the beast.’
He could see threads of demonic energy flowing out from Alros toward the beast.
It was black magic of binding and domination.
The Magus Empire’s Beast Art was different from the Hero Party’s similar ability, Taming.
Taming is a communion that turns monsters into allies.
In contrast, the Magus Empire’s Beast Art is about domination and coercion through power.
‘The higher the level of Beast Art, the more efficiently one can dominate using less demonic energy.’
The Magus Empire’s highest-grade Beast Art belonged to one of the Twelve Demonic Houses—the Beast Demonic House.
While the Tyramin family’s Beast Art didn’t reach that level, it was still a high-level technique.
‘Reinforcing control by weaving in black magic spells—that’s the essence of the Tyramin family’s Beast Art. Enchantments like hypnosis, fear, and excitement are subtly mixed in to paralyze the beast’s rationality. I think I’m getting a grasp on it.’
To understand this much in such a short time?
To others, it would sound like madness—no, outright nonsense.
But it was true.
What Chris just grasped was the very core principle of the Tyramin family’s Beast Art.
‘Of course, it’s hard to figure out the finer details. But getting the core is enough for now.’
Chris thought to himself.
‘Now I just need to master the secret technique necessary to extract the Black Pill from here.’
The Black Pill comes from the body of the Karazov Beast.
If it’s just killed normally, only a basic potion, the Grey Pill, is produced. To extract the Black Pill, a specific ritual must be performed before killing it.
To carry out that ritual, the Tyramin family’s secret technique was essential.
“Ecstasy of Hell.”
A secret art that forcefully compels ‘death’ upon the beast.
Chris decided it was time to bring this duel to an end.
“I expected more, but you’re pathetic. You couldn’t even touch the hem of my clothes. Is this all you’ve got?”
“Y-You…”
“How about giving up now? Seems like it’s not going to work no matter how much you try.”
Chris spoke with a laid-back tone.
“If you kneel and beg for forgiveness even now, I might show some mercy. No—I'll even do you the honor of making you my little brother.”
“You bastard!”
Alros ground his teeth.
“I’ll… I’ll definitely… kill you!!”
‘Bingo.’ The provocation worked.
Alros moved the Dark Horse with everything he had.
Every last movement of the demonic energy controlling the Dark Horse was etched into Chris’s mind through his retinas.
‘Not yet. A little more.’
Hiiiiiihng!!
The Dark Horse charged at Chris with terrifying force, then reared up high.
It was about to slam its forelegs down.
The densely packed spikes embedded in its hooves gleamed menacingly like needles.
Battle frenzy.
And the demonic energy clouding its mind—its bloodshot eyes glowing red—Chris could see it all.
At that moment, Chris realized Alros’s beast control had reached its peak.
‘Now!’
Chris didn’t dodge.
Instead, he cast black magic.
[Fear of Death]
As if a blade were dropping onto one’s neck, followed by a fountain of blood—
The fear of death pierced the beast’s mind like a dagger.
The Dark Horse froze in terror, its movements stiffened.
“Wh-What…?”
“It’s the Fear of Death.”
Chris deliberately revealed the black magic’s nature.
“With your crude Beast Art, overcoming the fear of death is impossible.”
“!!”
“Just give up. Admit your defeat.”
“Shut up!!”
Alros squeezed out the last of his strength.
A powerful thread of demonic energy reached toward the beast.
He was trying to use the secret art—to force death upon the beast.
Exactly what Chris wanted.
Chris focused his gaze on the moment.
How the demonic energy moved—what principles were behind the spell.
What pattern the spells formed.
The density and frequency of the demonic energy.
How it dominated the beast’s mind.
How each spell acted upon the beast, and how it led to the enforcement of death.
Greater fear.
Followed by ecstasy.
Submission.
And so, the Tyramin family’s secret technique—“Ecstasy of Hell”—was fully imprinted into Chris’s mind without a single detail missed.
“That’s enough! Prepare yourself!!”
Just as the beast overcame the Fear of Death—or rather, just as death was being forced upon it—
Smack!
Chris’s fist, appearing out of nowhere, struck Alros’s face like lightning.
Thud.
Alros lost consciousness and collapsed in vain.
“…….”
Complete defeat.
Chris shrugged as he looked at the people of the Tyramin family, frozen in shock and disbelief.
“Then, I’ll see you at the Black Pill hunt.”
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                    There were still a few days left until the Black Pill Hunt.
Chris spent that time fruitfully.
That is to say… he spent it indulging in pleasure without restraint.
“Go!”
“Drop!”
The demons who had followed him looked puzzled as they watched Chris engrossed in a card game at the arcade.
“Y-Young Master?”
“What?”
“Uh… Is this really okay?”
“Why not? We’ve got time anyway. Gotta rest when I can.”
“…This isn’t just resting, is it?”
Card games, various pleasures—Chris’s version of rest was far too excessive to be called mere rest.
Except for alcohol.
No one would serve alcohol to Chris since he was underage. In the end, he ended up holding a ginger ale while playing cards.
‘Damn it, why are all these demons so uptight? I hate ginger!’
At least card games weren’t illegal—that was a relief.
Historically, card games had always been a form of entertainment enjoyed by people of all ages.
“What’s the problem? I’m a scoundrel, aren’t I? What’s wrong with a scoundrel acting like one?”
The demons looked bewildered.
Right after showing such a cool and impressive side at the House of Count Tyramin, he was back to acting like a scoundrel again.
He was impossible to pin down.
Of course, Chris wasn’t doing this just to enjoy himself.
‘I have to make them let their guard down.’
Chris could feel the eyes watching him from all over.
It was the gaze of surveillance sent by the House of Count Tyramin, worried that he might be plotting something again.
Now that the final plan to steal the Black Pill was about to be set in motion, he had to make those watchful eyes relax.
‘Might as well have fun while I’m at it. Man, how long has it been since I’ve played like this?’
As he always said, Chris wasn’t the hardworking genius type.
He’d always been lazy by nature, and he absolutely loved having fun.
Since he was trying to make them let their guard down anyway, he went all in on enjoying himself.
Not as an act—but sincerely.
A scoundrel through and through, for anyone to see!
Sure enough, those who had been watching him shook their heads.
[Thought he’d changed, but he’s exactly the same.]
[Still a scoundrel.]
[To think Young Master Allos lost to someone like that.]
Of course, Chris’s skills were acknowledged.
No one could deny what he had shown in that duel.
But a scoundrel was still a scoundrel.
[He may have talent, but in the end, he’s just a scoundrel.]
[Not even worth monitoring. Let’s just write up a brief report.]
The watchful eyes didn’t completely disappear.
But they loosened.
And the moment he sensed that looseness—
Chris’s eyes snapped open.
It was time to move.
His destination was the Tyramin Count Family’s Forbidden Zone.
It was the place where the Black Pill Hunt ritual would take place.
* * *
The Tyramin Count Family specialized in controlling demonic beasts through beast-binding magic.
Accordingly, they had a vast demonic domain at their disposal.
The Kython Mountain Range, located in the southeast of their territory where the Dark Demonic Energy was dense, served as the main area of activity for the Tyramin family.
The demons of the Tyramin household roamed the Kython Mountains like it was their own front yard, hunting and dominating demonic beasts.
And at the entrance of the Kython Mountains was the Forbidden Zone.
A place where no one’s steps were allowed.
It only opened when the ritual of the Black Pill Hunt was held.
‘Guards are stationed.’
Chris observed from a distance.
The Forbidden Zone was a large cave, and there were sentries guarding it.
They were all demons who had mastered demonic energy, and the strongest among them appeared to be of 3-star rank.
An opponent still too difficult for Chris to defeat with his current demonic power.
‘But if it’s just about slipping past them, that’s a different story.’
Chris invoked dark magic using his demonic energy.
Veil of Secrecy.
A stealth-based dark spell that concealed one’s presence.
In addition to that, Chris used several more techniques.
First, he retracted his demonic energy inward.
Just hiding his form wasn’t enough—if his energy leaked out, those sensitive to auras could still detect him.
Suppressing demonic energy while using dark magic was a skill only mid-tier or higher demons could manage, but for Chris—
It was a simple trick.
To perfect it even further, he erased all traces of his presence.
He blended into the surroundings, leaving no sound or trace of movement.
It was a secret technique from the most prestigious swordsmanship clan outside the Magus Empire—he had stolen and learned it from a Hero.
Since similar techniques existed among demons, there was no worry someone might recognize it.
‘Let’s go.’
Amazingly, the demons guarding the entrance didn’t notice Chris at all.
Once he entered the cave, an empty chamber appeared.
There were no guards inside.
It was due to the nature of the Forbidden Zone.
‘An energy inside.’
Chris’s gaze turned sharp.
A chilling energy was flowing from deep within the chamber.
It was similar to demonic energy, yet different.
Even more ominous and malevolent.
It felt like a thick malice was surging forth.
And that was only natural.
“The Rift of Gehenna.”
This place was connected to Gehenna—
A rift linked to the Shadow Dimension, the world of demons.
‘A spot like this exists in a mere domain?’
Chris shook his head in disbelief.
This world was made up of multiple dimensions.
Among them, the one where humans and other races lived was called the Middle Realm.
As the name implied, the Middle Realm was connected to various other dimensions, with the most representative ones being the Heavenly Realm and Gehenna.
The Heavenly Realm—home to the Celestial Race and the Star Thrones.
And Gehenna—the world of demons and devilkin.
A Spot referred to a rift in the Middle Realm that connected to such other dimensions.
They were usually managed and protected at a national level.
‘Isn’t this being way too poorly guarded?’
Chris frowned in disbelief.
Of course, that wasn’t actually the case.
Complex magic circles had been inscribed all around the rift.
Even at a glance, it was clear they were made with top-tier dark magic.
They functioned as a barrier to prevent malicious entities from Gehenna from crossing over, and if anyone tampered with the magic circle, it would immediately trigger an alert to both the Tyramin Count Family—who oversaw the Forbidden Zone—and the main Dark Demonic House.
‘Anyway, let’s do what I came here for and leave quickly.’
The aura of Gehenna was making him feel sick.
Chris pulled out a bottle he had prepared in advance and scattered its contents around the chamber.
“Pheromone agent, applied.”
Chris grinned with a wicked smirk.
It was his trump card, set to be the grand finale of the Black Pill Hunt.
After carefully setting the trap, Chris once again cast the Veil of Secrecy and slipped out of the cave.
Silence returned to the interior of the cavern.
But some time after Chris left—
A quiet voice echoed from deep within the chamber.
“Oh? How remarkable. Fascinating.”
Amazingly—it was a bat!
The bat giggled like a human, then transformed into a man amid a cloud of blood-colored mist.
Sharp fangs. A crimson sword crest engraved on his temple.
He was the vampire tasked by Duke Nordian to observe Chris!
“To think the young master cub would be this interesting.”
The vampire, Simon, let out a low chuckle.
“More than I expected.”
He hadn’t thought the boy would be ordinary—
After all, even the picky Merian had spoken highly of him.
But this wasn’t on that level.
Simon recalled everything Chris had done since arriving.
He provoked the Tyramin Count Family and shattered Alros.
Not only that, he acted like a mad dog to lower the watchers’ guard, then secretly came to the Forbidden Zone and pulled this stunt?
Isn’t this basically toying with the entire Tyramin Count Family in the palm of his hand?
“That little punk of a young master is this capable? This is troublesome.”
Simon grinned, revealing his fangs.
“Makes me want to play an even nastier prank.”
Originally, he had only intended a small prank—
To assess Chris’s abilities.
Of course, whether Chris would have considered that prank “small” was questionable, but at the very least, Simon hadn’t intended to cross any lines.
However, what Chris had shown stirred Simon’s curiosity far too much.
“Ahh, this is quite the dilemma. Young master, this is your fault, you know.”
Humming a tune, Simon made his way toward the rift with light steps.
The closer he got, the more Gehenna’s vile malevolence pricked at his skin, but instead of recoiling, he smiled as if savoring it.
Simon extended his hand toward the rift. The skin on the tip of his finger split open, and blood began to drip.
Drip. Drip.
His blood fell past the magic circle and into the rift. As the number of drops increased, the Blood Sword engraved on his temple glowed deeper red.
[De…generate… what is it you seek?]
A terrifying voice echoed as if from a deep abyss. Simon’s lips curled upward.
It was the beginning of the prank.
* * *
At last, the Black Pill Hunt had begun.
The high trumpet of the Tyramin Count Family rang out.
“Is everyone ready?!”
“Yes, my lord!!”
“The beaters will drive Karazov into the Forbidden Zone! Begin!!”
“Understood!”
The demon soldiers dispersed with precise coordination.
Now, they would guide Karazov into the Forbidden Zone.
“We’ll wait there,” Chris said to Alros.
As the centerpiece of the ritual, Alros and the escorting demon soldiers had to remain on standby in the Forbidden Zone.
Alros didn’t respond. He simply clenched his teeth and glared at Chris before turning on his heel and marching ahead.
The other escorting demons also shot daggers at Chris.
For the record, all of them were around the same age.
This Black Pill Hunt itself was like a coming-of-age ceremony for the Tyramin Count Family, so veteran demons with experience didn’t participate.
Perhaps because they were all young and full of hot blood, they didn’t bother hiding their hostility toward Chris.
“Keep this in mind. This Black Pill Hunt is a matter of the Tyramin Count Family.”
“We’ll handle it ourselves, so don’t overstep your bounds.”
Chris simply shrugged in response.
When they arrived at the Forbidden Zone, the rejection became even more blatant.
“This is where Lord Christian will be stationed.”
“Hm? Isn’t this spot too far from the altar where the ritual is being held?”
The role of an escort is to respond to any unforeseen incidents during the ritual.
Chris’s assigned spot was at the far end of the chamber.
Practically the opposite side of the rift where the altar was located—hardly a place from which he could respond to emergencies.
It was clearly an intentional snub.
“Don’t worry. There won’t be any need for you to step in, Lord Christian.”
“Do not leave your post unless we give the order.”
It was pure containment—filled with wariness and hostility.
It was obvious they were trying to prevent Chris from gaining any merit during this Black Pill Hunt.
But Chris casually nodded as if it didn’t matter.
‘They all look like beasts, but they’re petty as hell. Not that I care.’
Since he’d already been pushed aside, Chris just made himself comfortable and laid down.
He got so relaxed, he even dozed off for a bit, snoring lightly.
Tsk. That punk really is...
If I get the chance, I’ll show him what’s what.
Snide remarks like that floated around now and then, but Chris ignored them.
The climax was approaching soon anyway.
‘It should be about time.’
As he yawned groggily—
A sharp shout rang out from outside.
“We’ve driven Karazov here!!”
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                    “!!”
The previously relaxed escorting demons instantly straightened up, their auras sharpening.
Alros stepped forward.
“Drive it into the cave.”
Now, Alros just had to use the Preparation Spell on Karazov to carry out the ritual.
Soon, a massive shadow loomed within the cave.
Karazov was a beast that resembled a peacock.
Except it was grotesque rather than beautiful.
Its body was twice as large, and its wings were covered in blotchy patterns that looked like stains of filth.
Its neck was as thick as a log, squirming like a serpent.
It had three pairs of monstrous eyes, and its head was massive—shaped like a solid iron mace. Getting rammed by that head wouldn’t result in mere light injuries.
But the most dangerous part was the poison.
Every time Karazov moved its wings, a puff of ashen-white powder fell from them.
A toxin that clouded consciousness—anyone exposed would fall into an incapacitated state without resistance.
A beast with both a powerful body and deadly poison.
‘Class-wise, it’s considered a 4-star beast, but it’s not actually that threatening.’
Karazov, despite its strength, was timid.
Even the slightest show of aggression would usually send it fleeing.
That’s why neither Alros nor the escorting demons looked particularly tense.
“Young Master Alros. Karazov is a coward. It never attacks first, so just calmly use the Preparation Spell.”
Alros nodded and stepped toward Karazov.
But Karazov’s response was strange.
Grrr!
It let out a low growl.
A rough, guttural sound.
But Alros didn’t think much of it.
He assumed it was just whimpering out of fear.
Before casting the Preparation Spell, Alros even threw a glance at Chris.
As if to say, Watch closely how it’s done.
And then—
Just as he reached out to activate the spell—
An unexpected turn!
KIIIIAAAAAAHHHH!!!
With a monstrous screech, Karazov launched a headbutt.
Alros, caught completely off guard, failed to dodge the attack.
Thwack!
Struck head-on, he was sent flying through the air.
“Young master?!”
“Are you all right?!”
The escorting demons, shocked, rushed to Alros.
Grrr.
Flap!
Karazov flapped its wings.
The demons’ faces stiffened.
“Poison!!”
“Take it down before the poison spreads!”
Fortunately, all the demons had taken the antidote in advance.
But even with the antidote, they couldn’t completely resist the poison.
The longer they were exposed, the more the poison would overpower the antidote—and that would be the end.
They had to subdue it before that happened.
The demons rushed in.
Thud!
Karazov easily blocked their attacks. The second victim was sent flying, spraying blood.
“W-why?”
The demons were shaken.
Karazov had never shown this level of aggression before.
Normally, even a slight threat from a sword would make it freeze in fear.
That’s why, despite being a 4-star beast, only young demons went out to hunt it.
But now, Karazov wasn’t frightened at all—it was rampaging like a wild beast. Its three pairs of green eyes glowed fiercely.
There’s a reason.
The only one who remained calm in that moment—Chris—thought nonchalantly.
Because I did this.
The arousal agent Chris had spread the night before wasn’t ordinary.
Using alchemical techniques, it heightened the beast’s aggression to an extreme. That’s why Karazov was acting so wildly.
On top of that, I secretly placed a curse too.
The curse Chris used was Forgetting of Fear.
Just like its name, it was a black magic curse that erased fear. Thanks to it, Karazov now fought with the fury of a berserker.
“Call for backup from outside!”
“It’s too late! We have to handle this ourselves!”
But they were no match.
All the escorting demons were barely adults—young and inexperienced.
Their achievements were, at best, 2-star level.
They were brought down one by one by Karazov’s crazed bird-like rampage.
More than anything, the poison was the problem.
Every flap of its wings released poison that clouded their minds.
N-no...
At this rate, we’ll all die...
Despair began to creep across the demons’ faces.
Then—step.
A quiet footstep echoed in their ears.
A sound that rang in everyone’s mind.
“!!”
Startled, they turned their heads to see the elegant young noble, Christian, wearing an irritatingly smug smile.
“House Tyramin really is useless. Do you need my help?”
It was time for the hero to step forward.
* * * 
“……”
Alros and the escorting demons looked dumbfounded.
What the hell is this lunatic saying now?
How was Chris going to save them?
They were all 2-star level.
Chris was just another 2-star demon like them.
And yet, Christian spoke arrogantly, as if he could actually defeat Karazov.
“If you agree to treat me as your elder brother from now on, I’ll help you—just this once.”
“You crazy bastard.”
Alros spat out a curse.
But why? Was it because of that infuriating, baseless confidence?
He actually felt like Christian might really be able to resolve this mess.
“Well? Hurry up. Not like we’ve got time to waste.”
Just then, Karazov opened its jaws wide toward a fallen demon.
If nothing was done, that demon would die.
In the end, Alros couldn’t hold back and shouted:
“You crazy bastard!! Help, you son of a bitch!!”
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
“From now on, treat me as your elder brother.”
And at that moment—
Flash!
Chris threw a dagger.
Flying in a straight line like drawing a line in the air, the dagger struck its target—crack, hitting Karazov in the head.
It was an incredibly precise throwing technique, but it didn’t inflict any damage.
Its armor-like hide deflected the blade effortlessly.
But it succeeded in drawing attention.
Karazov turned its gaze to Chris.
Screech!!
With a shriek, it charged!
Chris spun his body halfway to the side, dodging the attack, and as they passed, his sword slashed at Karazov’s wing.
Clang!
As expected, it didn’t work.
It bounced off like striking steel.
To injure Karazov, he’d need to use a Black Sword infused with demonic energy.
That kind of weapon required at least 3-star ability.
In other words, only a 3-star demon or higher could land a proper hit on Karazov.
It might work if I used group tactics, but that’s not feasible right now.
An opponent he couldn’t beat through a head-on fight.
But it was fine.
There was another way.
“You’re showing off like some hotshot and now acting like a damn idiot?! Just run away while you still can!”
Alros yelled furiously.
The demons, including Alros, were already paralyzed by the poison—escape was no longer an option.
“This is a matter for House Tyramin! It has nothing to do with you, so get lost while you still can!!”
Chris showed a slightly surprised expression.
Though laced with curses, it was, in its own way, a sign of concern for him.
Did we bond a little after getting our asses handed to us together?
Same with Teren—nothing forges brotherhood like fists flying back and forth.
“I appreciate the concern, but…”
Clang!
Chris’s sword struck Karazov once more.
Chris dodged Karazov’s attacks, blocked them, and struck back at every opening.
Seemingly meaningless counterattacks.
No—not meaningless.
Amid the exchange of blows, Chris was preparing a trick.
“I told you. I have a way.”
Clang!
Chris dropped his sword.
Everyone’s eyes widened in shock.
“W-Wait, that’s dangerous…!!”
At that moment, Chris stretched out his hands.
One hand toward Karazov.
The other pressed against his own body.
An incomprehensible action.
And then—something unbelievable happened.
Clunk!
Karazov stopped moving!
Frrr.
As if resisting, Karazov’s wing feathers trembled.
Then, Chris spoke in a firm voice.
“Fold your wings.”
“?!”
Amazingly, Karazov obeyed.
Its flapping wings folded in.
The demons of House Tyramin shouted in shock.
“Control Arts?!”
“How?!”
Chris thought to himself with ease.
How? I showed you during our duel, didn’t I?
Of course, it wasn’t as if Chris had fully mastered the Control Arts in that single moment.
He had already learned the fundamentals from House Khazar, and even after his duel with Alros, he had secretly continued practicing whenever he could.
I couldn’t copy it perfectly, so I made my own modifications.
Since he hadn’t learned it through formal instruction but had stolen glimpses during a fight, there were still many gaps.
Like a magic formula with missing pieces in between.
The gaps were filled in Chris’s own way.
‘So, I guess you could say it’s Chris’s version of Tyramin’s Control Arts? They say imitation is the mother of creation after all.’
One hand controlled the monster's movements, while the other cast a curse dark magic, subduing the beast’s spirit.
“Now, head to that altar.”
Chris ordered.
Karazov resisted, but Chris’s other hand emitted a dark light.
With the fear curse dark magic, Chris broke Karazov’s will to fight.
“Th-This is insane. How is this happening?”
Control Arts was an extremely difficult technique, one that could not be used unless one had spent a long time training to control monsters.
That wasn’t all.
What was even more shocking was this:
How could someone cast curse dark magic while using Control Arts at the same time?
They were completely different forms of power!
Even Tyramin’s Control Arts blended curses with it, but it was impossible to use each power separately like this.
Amid the demons’ astonishment, Karazov climbed onto the altar he had prepared.
The altar was placed before the rift of Gehenna.
Kiaaaak!!
Karazov screamed in terror from the malicious energy spilling from Gehenna.
Chris focused his mind.
‘I need even greater fear to overwhelm the malice of Gehenna.’
Chris’s other hand darkened even further.
A greater wave of fear filled Karazov’s mind.
When that fear overwhelmed even the evil flowing from Gehenna, the ritual Chris was performing changed.
Ecstasy joined the fear.
A ray of light, like a hymn of joy, shined through the fear. Joy.
This was the process of the Ebony Rite.
When Karazov overcame even the fear of Gehenna and, in joy, gave his life for the caster, the ashen orb within his body would transform into a Black Pill.
The pure crystal of darkness that had overcome even the malice of Gehenna.
‘Now!’
Chris’s hand flashed.
In his hand was a dagger.
A dagger brought back by the wicked merchant Grantel, now fitting into the category of a rare item.
The dagger cut through Karazov’s armor-like skin.
Pah!
Green blood splattered, and Chris reached inside.
When he pulled his hand out, there was a small orb in his palm.
A spirit orb.
“Black Pill?!”
“No, it’s Grey Pill!”
The demons of House Tyramin cried out.
The orb in Chris’s hand was not black, but gray.
Chris visibly frowned.
“It’s not a Black Pill. Did the ritual fail?”
It was a lie.
The Black Pill was currently inside Chris’s pocket.
How did that happen?
‘I switched it.’
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                    The moment he stabbed with the dagger earlier—
At that moment, Chris had hidden the Restorative Pill he had procured in advance inside the palm of the hand holding the dagger.
And when he pulled out the Black Pill, he had switched them.
A sleight of hand like magic.
He had once made a name for himself as the greatest pickpocket, so a trick like this was simple for him.
‘Heh heh. If I consume this Black Pill, the shortage of demonic energy should be resolved to some extent.’
Chris had a satisfied look on his face.
Meanwhile, Alros and the other demons stared at Chris in stunned silence.
Even having seen it with their own eyes, they couldn’t believe what Chris had just done.
“You’re so moved you can’t even open your mouth, I see.”
“!!”
“Well then, Alros. Do you still think I’m unqualified to attend the Dark Baptism?”
Alros’s face turned red.
Alros had denounced Chris, calling him an unworthy scoundrel for the ceremony.
In truth, it wasn’t Alros’s own opinion, but an order from Loin de Baron, a direct descendant of the Dark Demonic House, yet he couldn’t say anything in response.
Chris raised the corner of his lips at the speechless Alros.
“Come on, now. Try calling me big brother.”
“What?”
“You promised earlier, didn’t you? If I helped, you’d serve me as your big brother.”
“What nonsense is this?!”
“Wow, making a promise and then denying it? The Count of Tyramin’s house seems light on integrity.”
“When did I ever make such a promise?! And I’m two years older than you!”
“What does age matter when it comes to big brother and little brother? The weaker one is the younger.”
As Chris shrugged his shoulders, the cavern suddenly fell silent.
Everyone clamped their mouths shut.
No one told them to.
They had suddenly sensed a murderous intent.
A chilling—
No, an eerie energy as if dragging them into an abyss began to rise within the cavern.
‘What the—?’
Chris’s eyes widened.
The direction of the killing intent was clear.
The altar.
No, the rift of Gehenna.
Beyond the seal plugging the rift, a suffocating malice was surging upward.
As if it would explode at any moment.
‘Shit.’
Chris swallowed hard.
Cold sweat formed on his tightly clenched fist without him realizing it.
He knew this phenomenon all too well.
‘Something from beyond the rift in Gehenna is trying to break through!’
It was a phenomenon he had experienced countless times during the Age of Ruins.
‘Why? There’s nothing wrong with the magic circle…’
Chris had a look of disbelief.
And then...
Boom.
A tremor, as if an earthquake had occurred, vibrated through his pupils.
Energy erupted from the rift, distorting space, and everyone's vision shook as if it were a chaotic mess.
Evil Energy
A malicious energy distinct from that of the Hellspawns.
A suffocating, viscous malevolence began to fill his pupils, and along with a smoke-like mist, a terrifying presence descended.
A towering figure.
Three pairs of horns on its forehead.
Four arms.
It was a Hellspawn, a servant of the devils.
* * *
“Insane, a Hellspawn?”
There were two types of transcendent beings in this world.
The "Constellations" of the Celestial Realm and the "Devils" of Gehenna.
Each symbolized justice and evil, respectively.
Hellspawns were the servants of the devils.
“Damn it. Why the hell did a Hellspawn appear here all of a sudden?”
Chris paled at the unexpected crisis.
And yet, weren’t Hellspawns allied with the Demons?
That was a misunderstanding.
Demons from the Magus Empire pursued the power of darkness. The values they revered were strength and the survival of the fittest. They were clearly different from evil.
Of course, there were some Demons who worshipped devils.
But just like not all humans outside worship the Constellations, not all Demons worshipped devils.
The worship of devils always led to horrific destruction, which is why most Demons also kept their distance from devils.
“What’s going on here? Did someone tamper with the magic circle?”
He didn’t know.
There was no time to leisurely figure out the cause.
The Hellspawn turned its head and looked down at them.
[You filthy humans…]
“!!”
Chris gritted his teeth.
The energy of the Hellspawn was filled with an evil that corrupted the mind, and those with weak mental fortitude couldn’t withstand it.
In fact, most of the guards couldn’t endure the energy emanating from the Hellspawn and were trembling in fear.
The only one still standing relatively unaffected was Alros, the most skilled among them.
Chris spoke firmly, trying to keep his composure.
“What’s the meaning of this presence from Gehenna? Aren’t you afraid of the pact with the Celestial Realm? Return to Gehenna at once!”
The Hellspawn's eyes briefly flickered with interest.
[Do you know the pact that was made between Gehenna and the Celestial Realm?]
“……”
Chris closed his mouth.
He knew.
The pact where the demons and the constellations agreed not to directly intervene in the mortal realm.
But Chris also knew.
How hollow that pact truly was.
The Hellspawn mentioned it.
[Then you must know. There is no problem for me to take the lives of your filthy kind.]
“!!”
[This much fun should be fine.]
The pact existed, but it wasn’t strictly adhered to.
If a Hellspawn crossed the gap and killed a few humans, it wasn’t even considered a violation of the pact.
‘Damn it. What should I do?’
Chris clenched his fist tightly.
The Hellspawn was not someone whose simple tricks would work.
[Though it’s a low-ranking Hellspawn, still, it’s not someone I can handle at my current level.]
Having seen countless Hellspawn during the Age of Ruin, Chris could gauge his opponent’s strength.
Even a low-ranking Hellspawn possessed power equivalent to at least a 5-star human level.
While considering his options, the Hellspawn spoke unexpectedly.
[But killing you all just seems like it wouldn’t be much fun.]
“What?”
[Opportunities for fun like this don’t come around often.]
The Hellspawn grinned cruelly as he spoke.
[How about making a deal with me?]
“!!”
The Hellspawn raised one of his arms and pointed at Chris.
[With your own hands, kill all the other humans and offer them as a tribute to me. Then, not only will I spare your life, but I will also grant you my blessing.]
“!!”
The demons from the Tyramin family widened their eyes in surprise.
Chris let out a bitter laugh.
‘This bastard.’
It was obvious why the Hellspawn made such a suggestion.
Because it was fun.
That’s how the Hellspawns were.
Pure embodiments of evil.
The more others suffered, the more pain they endured, the greater the joy they felt.
Chris looked at Alros and the demons of the Tyramin family.
They all wore faces full of despair, without any hope.
They thought Chris would accept the Hellspawn’s offer.
Because there was no other way to survive the Hellspawn’s grasp.
However.
‘I don’t particularly like the demons of the Tyramin family, though.’
He didn’t care if they lived or died.
But Chris spat on the ground.
“Shut up.”
[…What?]
“I said shut your filthy mouth. I’m not doing that kind of thing.”
The demons from the Tyramin family widened their eyes.
Alros shouted with great difficulty.
“What… what are you doing?! Do you think we’ll be grateful if you do that?!”
“Then should I just offer my neck to that Hellspawn?”
Alros fell silent, unable to respond.
Chris chuckled.
“It’s not really for your sake. No matter how much I value my life, I have a firm belief never to associate with the kin of Gehenna.”
It was sincere.
Chris vividly remembered how the lands had been turned into a horrific hell because of the Gehenna kin.
There was absolutely no room for compromise.
Above all.
‘There is one way.’
“Instead, let’s make a different wager.”
[Hmm?]
The Hellspawn looked intrigued.
It was the ease of someone with absolute power.
No matter what plans an ant makes, it can’t defeat a lion.
[What kind of wager are you suggesting?]
“Before that, just a moment.”
Chris reached out toward the demons.
The curse of black magic manifested.
[Curse of Slumber]
The demons, already half-conscious from the influence of the evil energy, quickly fell into a deep sleep.
Except for one. Alros was the only one who, startled, shouted.
His resistance to magic was strong enough that the curse of slumber didn’t affect him.
“W-what?”
Chris furrowed his brow.
For his plan to succeed, he needed to knock them all unconscious first.
“…If you stay awake, you’ll be negatively affected by the evil energy, so just sleep.”
“T-that’s not… possible…”
“Just sleep.”
Thud!
Chris punched Alros square in the face, causing him to faint and collapse.
Chris didn’t stop there.
He drew a dagger from his sleeve and threw it like lightning toward a certain spot.
Thwack!
A bat sitting in the corner of the room was pierced by the dagger.
Surprisingly, the bat turned into a mist of blood and disappeared.
It wasn’t an ordinary bat!
‘I knew there were watchful eyes.’
Chris had a rough idea of where the surveillance was coming from, so he intentionally left it alone.
But it couldn’t be allowed anymore.
From now on, the method Chris would use had to remain undetected by others.
[Interesting. What’s your game here?]
The Hellspawn looked at Chris as though he were a toy being played with.
“I, Christian, propose a wager with my soul on the line. Take just one of my attacks. If you manage to withstand it, I will acknowledge defeat and offer you my soul.”
[What? Hahaha. Are you out of your mind?]
The Hellspawn burst into loud laughter.
[Fine. I accept your proposal. I won’t retaliate, so go ahead and attack me.]
The Hellspawn's eyes glimmered with greed.
[However, your soul will be mine. Even after you die, you will never find peace and will become my toy, suffering for eternity.]
A chilling tale.
But that was the end for those who sold their souls to demons and Hellspawn.
It was a condition that should never have been made, even if death were preferable, yet Chris inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.
‘Bingo.’
Did the Hellspawn know?
Did it realize it had walked into a trap?
Chris had a way.
A single strike would be enough to defeat that Hellspawn.
[Whatever your game is, it’s truly foolish.]
“Well, I guess we’ll see who’s foolish after this.”
Chris pulled an item from his spatial pocket.
It was the trump card to reverse the situation.
The Hellspawn’s eyes widened.
[That...?]
It was a voice filled with confusion.
Naturally.
A rusted sword with the middle snapped off.
What Chris had taken out was the broken Holy Sword Grunade.
A weapon with an absolute affinity against evil beings.
* * *
“Damn it!”
In a forest far from the Forbidden Zone, Vampire Simon rose from his seat with a confused tone.
‘I didn’t think he could see through my concealment.’
Earlier, the bat that was pierced by the dagger Chris threw in the cave was a clone made by Simon using Blood Art.
The bat had no way of returning to the cave.
‘Damn. I was trying to stop the Hellspawn at a suitable point.’
It was Simon who had summoned the Hellspawn.
But of course, he never intended to have Chris killed.
It was just a ‘game.’
He was curious to see how Christian would react when pushed to the extreme, and he intended to step in before things escalated. But the plan had gone awry.
At this rate, Christian, along with everyone present, would die at the hands of the Hellspawn.
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                    “This is troublesome.”
Simon, unlike his usual relaxed demeanor, had a nervous expression on his face.
‘Even if I use Blood Arts to the extreme to move, it will still take at least five minutes.’
Five minutes.
It wasn’t a long time, but would Christian last until then?
Considering the gap in power, the Hellspawn would have enough time to strike Christian’s neck ten times over.
‘Please, just stay alive.’
Even though Simon was a trusted subordinate of the Nordian, it would be troublesome to let the bloodline of the Dark Demonic House die.
Simon used the Blood Arts, hoping the reckless young master would cause a miracle and stay alive, not dying at the hands of the Hellspawn. His body turned into a blood-colored mist and disappeared.
* * *
[The Holy Sword? Good idea, but you’ve misunderstood.]
The Hellspawn laughed leisurely.
[A Holy Sword without the Radiant Mana cannot possibly inflict a fatal wound on us, beings of evil.]
The Holy Sword has a lethal power against the evil beings of Gehenna.
But as the Hellspawn said, a Holy Sword without Radiant Mana was just a half-version.
The energy of nature transformed into dark power was magic, and the energy of light transformed into mana.
Magic and mana are divided into several attributes, with Radiant Mana being the highest among them.
The power of a hero.
Only when the Holy Sword combines with Radiant Mana can it truly unleash its power.
“Right, without Radiant Mana, no matter how much of a Holy Sword it is, I can’t defeat you.”
Christian agreed with the Hellspawn’s words.
However.
“Why do you think I can’t use Radiant Mana?”
[...What?]
Christian paused and reflected inwardly.
He looked beneath his navel, where his mana hole was.
His mana hole was double-layered.
Like an outer core and inner core, the outer ‘magic’ surrounded the inner ‘mana.’
He moved the ‘mana’ deep within.
‘This feeling, it’s been a while.’
Unlike the rough and violent magic, the pure and clear mana energy spread through his body.
As if changing clothes, Christian’s aura completely shifted.
He felt a refreshing sensation and took a step forward.
[W-What…?! This is impossible…?!]
The Hellspawn, realizing what had happened to Christian, screamed in shock.
[How can a demon like you use Radiant Mana?!]
“Because I’m a genius.”
Christian grinned with a bitter smile.
The broken Holy Sword began to quietly scream.
GooOOO.
It sounded like a cheer of joy, the sound of the sword.
The brilliant light that gathered on the Holy Sword.
The power of the Holy Constellation embedded in the Holy Sword manifested through the Radiant Mana.
It was the Shine Blade.
‘There’s only one chance.’
Christian held back the surging blood within him.
With his current strength, it was still impossible to fully manifest the blessing of the Holy Constellation that resided in the Holy Sword.
It was a struggle, but he managed to force it just once.
The overwhelming force beyond his capacity made his mind dizzy, but he endured.
It was a single chance, but that was enough.
[Ugh… Impossible…!]
The Hellspawn recoiled in fear.
It sensed it.
The moment it was hit by that power, it knew what would become of it.
“We made a promise not to dodge, didn’t we?”
Christian raised his sword.
He took a step forward.
With each step he took, astonishingly, the Hellspawn took a step back.
An unbelievable sight.
It was useless.
A promise made with one’s soul to Hellspawns and demons holds an absolute compulsion.
There could be no evasion or retaliation.
Christian narrowed his eyes.
His right foot stepped back.
His left foot stretched forward as he assumed a stance.
A line of light connected from his sword to the Hellspawn.
It wasn’t the swordsmanship of the Dark Mage.
It was a secret technique used by heroes.
The sword technique passed down only to the direct heirs of the "Swordsmanship Family."
Death Sea Flash.
A single streak of light that splits the dead sea.
Christian’s swordsmanship, beyond his limits, surged blood within him again, but he held it in and thrust the sword forward.
The majestic beam of light from the sword crashed into the Hellspawn’s chest.
The brilliant Radiant Mana pierced through the evil.
Fwoooosh.
Light burst from within the Hellspawn's body.
Though the amount of light was limited due to insufficient power, it was enough to prevent it from spilling out of the Hellspawn’s body.
But it was more radiant than any light.
Enough to obliterate low-level Hellspawns.
[T-This… How…?]
The Hellspawn raised its trembling hand.
That was the last act.
Its fingertips began to disintegrate into dust, and in an instant, it vanished.
It had been obliterated.
“Ghh!”
Christian coughed up blood.
His condition was a mess.
‘Luckily, it worked. It was almost a gamble.’
As a member of the alliance, his strength was at 3 stars.
Using the Shine Blade, as well as the advanced sword technique, Death Sea Flash from the Swordsmanship Family, was all beyond his capabilities, but he barely managed to succeed.
‘This is tough.’
Christian’s vision started to fade gradually.
The effects of the dark magic from the Hellspawn and his overuse of power were causing his consciousness to slip away.
‘I can probably rest for a bit.’
He sensed the rapid approach of someone from far away.
It wasn’t an enemy.
It seemed someone had noticed the disturbance and was coming to help.
Just as he was about to close his eyes in relief...
Suddenly, Christian felt a chill run down his entire body.
‘Someone’ was watching him.
Beyond the gap in Gehenna.
He couldn’t see them with his eyes. But he could clearly feel it.
An immense presence, beyond even the Hellspawn, was intently observing him.
[Hmph… how interesting.]
“!!”
Christian’s fingertips trembled violently.
It wasn’t his will.
His body was reacting reflexively.
A deep, piercing malevolence filled his skin.
No, this malevolence wasn’t evil at all, but so pure that it felt more like a law that governs the balance of the world.
[My name is Mefina. I am one of the seven lords of Gehenna.]
In his fading consciousness, a damp, whispering voice reached his ears.
[From now on... I will watch over you.]
It was a distant voice, as if sinking into a swamp, seductively alluring.
[Look forward to it.]
* * *
That day caused a great stir within the Tyramin family.
Karazov’s rampage!
And the subsequent appearance of the Hellspawn!
Both were completely unexpected events.
Normally, it would have been an incident where the young demon children participating in the Black Pill Ritual would have been slaughtered.
But there wasn’t a single death.
It was all thanks to Christian.
The demons of the Tyramin family, who had been scolding him as a reckless young master, were now worried.
“Is young master Christian still not awake?”
“Yeah, they say he’s still unconscious.”
“…I’m worried.”
“…Yeah.”
The demons of the Tyramin family spoke heavily.
“If it weren’t for young master Christian, we would have all been slaughtered by Karazov, right?”
“Karazov isn’t the problem. Young master Christian faced the Hellspawn as well. He fought to protect us.”
They didn’t know how Christian faced the Hellspawn.
By the time they arrived, the Hellspawn had already disappeared.
Probably a reverse summoning.
They assumed it had returned to Gehenna.
Originally, Hellspawn had to return to Gehenna after a certain period due to restrictions.
Anyway, if Christian hadn’t faced the Hellspawn, everyone there would have died at that moment.
Christian was a benefactor to the Tyramin family.
The demons of the Tyramin family, recalling how they had once disregarded him, wore heavy expressions.
* * *
Some time later.
Christian slowly opened his eyes.
It was the bed in the mansion.
‘Where am I? The Tyramin family, I guess?’
It seemed so.
The Tyramin family’s crest was painted on the inside of the room.
He must have been brought here while unconscious.
‘My head hurts a bit from the dark magic’s influence, but my body seems fine. The Black Pill is safely here too.’
Christian quickly checked his condition and let out a sigh of relief.
Considering he unexpectedly ran into Hellspawn, things had ended well.
‘And Mefina… Now I’ve gotten unnecessary attention.’
The interest of the devils.
In truth, this wasn’t a rare occurrence.
Demons or figures from the alliance who quickly stand out often attract the attention of Devils and the Celestial Thrones.
If they become a ‘Contractor,’ they can receive blessings and grow rapidly, but that didn’t apply to Christian.
‘I’m not going to make a contract with a Devil.’
He had no intention of associating with Devils due to his personal beliefs.
Most importantly, Christian didn’t really need a Devil’s blessing.
‘That’s something only weaklings seek.’
He was confident that, without such things, he could reach the pinnacle of the Magus Empire solely on his own talent.
‘Well, it’s not something to worry about. Devils can’t directly affect me.’
The most they could do was try to tempt him into making a contract or offer blessings.
‘A Devil from the 7th realm isn’t even a high-level Devil.’
Christian brushed off the matter of Devils casually.
‘But… is no one coming? I’m hungry. How do I call a servant?’
Just then, the door opened.
It wasn’t a servant.
It was a huge, mountain-like figure.
On the other hand, it gave off a slightly nerdy impression.
It was Count Tyramin!
Christian was slightly surprised and lifted himself up from the bed.
“I greet you, Count.”
“No, it’s fine. Stay lying down.”
Count Tyramin gently pressed Christian’s shoulder with a hand as large as a pot lid, urging him back down onto the bed.
Then, with eyes as large as a tiger’s, he blinked and looked down at Christian.
“??”
At the moment Christian gave a puzzled look, Count Tyramin did something unexpected.
He lowered his head to Christian!
“Thank you.”
“!!”
“I heard the story. You saved Alros and our Tyramin family’s demons. We owe you a great debt.”
Count Tyramin spoke words of apology and gratitude at the same time.
“We oppressed you, but you ended up helping us. Truly, we are ashamed and thankful.”
Christian inwardly felt awkward.
‘The one who saved you from Karazov was actually my own scheme, though.’
Well, there was no need to reveal the truth.
At times like this, it was enough to just take advantage of the situation.
“It was nothing. I just did what anyone would do.”
“Just what anyone would do?”
“Yes, we’re family, aren’t we? Helping each other in times of crisis is only natural.”
Count Tyramin made a face as if he had been struck.
“Family, huh? Well, yes. I suppose we are family.”
Though distantly related, the Khazar family and the Tyramin family were of the same bloodline.
Count Tyramin felt even more ashamed.
‘I was petty towards someone like this.’
“Is there something you desire? If there’s anything you want, I will grant it within my means.”
Christian thought for a moment.
‘What kind of reward would be good?’
He actually had something in mind.
It was the Grey Pill.
He had swapped out the Black Pill for the Grey Pill, and he thought it might be a good idea to take the Grey Pill as a reward.
However, Christian thought of something else.
He stared intently at Count Tyramin’s face.
Although he had a petty, nerdy side, seeing him humbly lower his head made Christian think he wasn’t completely bad after all.
Then it might be better to gain something else.
Something much more important than the Grey Pill.
‘I can always get the Grey Pill again later.’
Christian opened his mouth.
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                    “I hope that the House of Tyramin will put aside its resentment toward our House of Khazar moving forward.”
“!!”
“Rather than being like enemies baring their fangs at each other, I hope we can foster a relationship of proper growth through competition and reconciliation. As befits kin.”
Count Tyramin couldn’t respond—Chris’s words had clearly caught him off guard.
The two count houses.
Their relationship had been strained for a long time.
At first, it had been typical rivalry between branch families, but now it had escalated far beyond that.
They had become something close to mortal enemies.
And there was a reason for that.
“Isn’t this feud between our two houses only beneficial to the main house?”
“What do you mean by that?”
“You must know, don’t you? That the reason our two houses came into conflict was due to the main house’s covert meddling. They didn’t want the branch families joining forces, since that would pose a threat to their position—so they manipulated us.”
Count Tyramin drew in a breath.
Chris was speaking the truth.
It was a common tactic.
To solidify control, powers often pit their subordinates against each other.
Both counts had come to realize it.
They had belatedly understood that they had been dragged into the main house’s scheme—but by then, the rift between the two families had already grown too wide.
“…Are you saying you intend to rebel against the main house?”
“Of course not. I have no such intention. I’m just saying there’s no need to let ourselves be manipulated by the main house’s schemes when we know they’re wrong. I pledged my loyalty, but that doesn’t mean I’ve become some wretched dog.”
“…You’ve changed.”
Chris responded with a smile instead of words.
A confident smile.
A smile that said more than a hundred words could—a clear sign of how much Chris had changed.
‘Just what…’
Count Tyramin fell silent.
He knew the old Chris well.
How could a worthless delinquent have changed so completely?
His abilities were astonishing, and even his character was admirable.
To think he was trying to unite two feuding houses through this opportunity.
He was only fifteen years old, but he was no ordinary boy.
“Very well, we’ll do as you say. I’ll contact Count Khazar separately soon. As you said, there’s no reason to keep feuding when we both know it’s based on something wrong.”
“Thank you.”
“So, is that all?”
Count Tyramin looked directly at Chris.
“I get the feeling there’s something else you want from me.”
As expected, despite his size, he was a sly old snake.
He’d seen right through Chris.
“Yes, you’re right. I do have something else I wish to ask of you, Uncle.”
Chris subtly changed how he addressed him—calling him “Uncle.”
Count Tyramin noticed it, but didn’t point it out.
“I wish to become a Noble Heir. Please support me.”
“!!”
Count Tyramin’s eyes widened.
“Noble Heir? Are you serious? You’re from a branch family.”
“As far as I know, there’s no house law that says a branch family member can’t become Noble Heir.”
“Do you think that’s a valid argument? Even without a written law, not once in the history of the Dark Demonic House has a branch family member become Noble Heir.”
Count Tyramin was right.
It wasn’t explicitly forbidden by the house laws.
But that didn’t mean it was possible.
The fact that it had never happened in history proved how difficult it was.
However—
“So, do you think it’s impossible?”
“!!”
“I believe I can do it.”
Count Tyramin couldn’t say a word in response.
Of course, Chris had shown remarkable merit within the House of Tyramin this time.
He had seen how exceptional Chris was after shedding his former self.
But a branch family member becoming Noble Heir?
No—being Noble Heir wasn’t even the real issue.
To declare oneself Noble Heir meant to challenge for the position of next head of house.
It was an impossible task.
Yet—
“I don’t believe I’m chasing a vain dream. In fact, I believe I have a very real chance.”
“…Why is that?”
“Because I’m far more capable than the other Noble Heir candidates.”
Absurd confidence.
But it was Chris’s honest truth.
Born into a branch family?
An unfair starting point?
The pressure from the main family?
What did any of that matter?
He would overcome it all with ability.
Above all, his final goal was the summit of the Magus Empire.
The competition to become Noble Heir was nothing more than the starting line.
“Hah.”
Count Tyramin let out a hollow laugh.
It was the kind of talk that anyone else would mock—but strangely, he couldn’t bring himself to laugh at it.
There was something oddly compelling in Chris’s confidence.
An unshakable belief that he would succeed.
No—looking at the arrogant certainty in Chris’s expression, it made one wonder if, perhaps, it really was possible.
As Count Tyramin remained silent, unable to answer easily, Chris delivered the final blow.
“More than anything… doesn’t it anger you, Uncle?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m talking about the Marquess of Langham.”
“!!”
Count Tyramin’s expression hardened.
The Marquess of Langham.
The one currently leading the Dark Demonic House on behalf of the absent Patriarch Nordion.
It was the Marquess of Langham who manipulated events to drive a wedge between the Tyramin and Khazar families.
“He must’ve seen us branch families as nothing more than watchdogs guarding the gate, which is why he pulled such tricks. Of course, it’s not something we can formally protest.”
Chris spoke with a weighty undertone.
“If I take the heir’s seat, that’ll be revenge enough.”
“!!”
The current most promising candidate for succession, the Second Noble Heir, Ashid de Baron, was the son of the Marquess of Langham.
Not just him— the First Noble Heir, the First Noble Daughter, and the Third Noble Heir were all children of the Marquess. Knocking them out and becoming the next Head of House would indeed be sufficient revenge.
“…An absurd notion.”
“Is that so?”
“But it’s strange. I’m sure it’s impossible, yet I find myself wanting to root for you.”
Count Tyramin shook his head, then looked at Chris with piercing eyes.
“Here’s my answer. For now, it’s a no. Your words sound nice, but you haven’t proven anything yet. You’re not qualified to receive the support of House Tyramin.”
Chris read between the lines.
That wasn’t a “no.”
“You’re telling me to prove my worth.”
“That’s right. If you demonstrate that you’re truly worthy of becoming the noble heir, then House Tyramin will stand behind you.”
Chris grinned.
“It won’t take long. Please wait for it.”
It was a conditional acceptance, but that didn’t matter.
He would prove his qualifications with ease.
With that, their conversation came to a close — and Count Tyramin offered an unexpected additional reward.
“Take the Grey Pill.”
“Uncle?”
It was the item Chris had originally planned to request as compensation!
“You earned it, so it’s only right that you take it. Consider it a gift from your uncle to his nephew.”
Chris didn’t refuse.
“I’ll gratefully accept. And if you have any more gifts to give, I’ll gladly take them.”
“What? Hahaha!”
Count Tyramin laughed heartily — and actually gave him one more gift.
A beast summoning stone.
An artifact that allows one to store a magical beast and summon it at will.
Since it was difficult to keep a beast by one’s side at all times, magi who had mastered summoning arts would often store them in stones like this.
“It can store a beast of up to 4-star.”
“Thank you very much.”
Chris said it with genuine gratitude.
The higher the grade of a summoning stone, the more its price increases exponentially.
A 4-star summoning stone was certainly worthy of being called a treasure.
‘I can’t handle a 4-star beast just yet, but it’ll be useful later.’
Chris had managed to control Karazov, but that was only temporary — it wasn’t feasible to use him in actual combat.
To control a beast in battle, one had to be able to command its every move as if it were an extension of one’s own body.
In time, that would become possible.
Count Tyramin brought up another topic.
“By the way, how did you fight the hellspawn?”
“……”
Count Tyramin tilted his head.
“It should’ve been impossible for you to stand against a hellspawn with your current strength. How did you hold out until it was reverse-summoned?”
Count Tyramin clearly couldn’t even imagine that Chris might have erased the hellspawn.
Naturally so. It was supposed to be impossible.
He simply assumed Chris had held out and fought until the hellspawn was pulled back to Gehenna after a set duration.
Even just surviving a fight against a hellspawn was an incredible feat.
“Well…”
Using the Shine Blade was a secret that had to be kept no matter what.
Chris was about to come up with a vague excuse, but then — a completely unexpected voice interrupted.
“I believe I should be the one to ask that question.”
“!!”
Chris and Count Tyramin both froze.
Neither had noticed any presence approaching, yet someone had suddenly appeared beside them.
And as Count Tyramin recognized the man’s face, his eyes widened in shock.
“Chief Steward?”
“Yes, it’s been a while, Count.”
Pale as moonlight.
With a sculpted smile, the man bowed his head.
“I am Simon, Chief Steward of the Dark Demonic House. I’ve come to see Young Master Christian.”
* * *
Chief Steward.
That was Simon’s position.
“…Then I’ll leave you two to talk.”
“Thank you for your consideration.”
With a stiff expression, Count Tyramin rose from his seat.
He clearly didn’t like Simon.
Chris understood Count Tyramin’s reaction.
‘He really does give off an unsettling impression.’
People have instincts.
At a glance, you can tell whether someone is good or bad.
There’s no evidence behind it, but often, it turns out to be accurate.
In that sense, Chief Steward Simon definitely didn’t seem like a good person.
It was their first meeting, but the air around him reeked of danger.
‘But… is this really our first meeting? Why does he seem so familiar?’
Christian tilted his head slightly.
It was clearly his first time seeing the man — and yet, strangely, his face looked familiar.
It wasn’t just his imagination.
He had definitely seen that face before.
A face exactly like that one.
‘Did I meet him during the Age of Ruins?’
Chris quietly mouthed the name Simon.
Even the name felt familiar.
It wasn’t the first time he had heard it.
It was a name he’d encountered in his previous life.
Simon… Simon…? No way—could it be?
A sudden thought flashed through his mind, and Chris’s eyes widened.
He remembered!
Where he had heard the name Simon before.
“Is something wrong, Young Master?”
The Simon in front of him tilted his head.
“…It’s nothing.”
“Hm?”
Chris did his best not to show how shaken he was.
His heart was pounding.
Simon hadn’t been a particularly famous figure during the Age of Ruins.
But there were several extremely notorious individuals connected to him.
Simon… he was the master of the Blood Shadow Demon Corps.
The Blood Shadow Demon Corps.
A deranged organization responsible for indiscriminate slaughter and acts of terror, with no regard for whether it was the Magus Empire or the Faction of Light.
Their leader was a 8-star demon who later reached 9-star, becoming the tenth Demon King near the end of the Age of Ruins.
Because of that leader, the Hero’s party nearly met their end on multiple occasions.
And Simon had been that monster’s teacher.
That’s not all.
Chris swallowed hard.
In truth, being the master of the Blood Shadow Demon Corps’ leader might pale in comparison to something else.
Simon’s other identity—
He’s a direct blood relative of the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
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                    The Blood-Drenched Demon King who caused the Age of Ruins!
Now, the Grand Duchess of the Blood Sword Demonic House.
Simon was the blood relative of that enormous being.
To be exact, he was the older brother.
With an endlessly cold and beautiful face, the Blood-Drenched Demon King and Simon’s faces overlapped. They looked strikingly similar.
“Hm? Why do you look at me like that? Am I too handsome?”
“…I am more handsome.”
Chris changed his expression and answered.
This was as far as his embarrassment would go.
Thinking about it, perhaps this was an opportunity.
Simon was a person who was connected to many giants of the Age of Ruins, so if Chris could use Simon well, he might be able to change the tides in his favor.
‘The problem is, he doesn’t seem like an easy person to deal with.’
Not easy at all.
As Simon quietly smiled, an ominous energy emanated strongly from his smile.
Blood followed him.
He was definitely a dangerous being that should never be approached under normal circumstances.
“Hehe, indeed. You’re really handsome, young master. I never expected the young master of the Khazar family to be such a charming gentleman. Not to mention…”
Simon smoothly continued speaking.
“You’re also someone who can ‘eradicate’ the demons.”
“!!”
Chris’s face stiffened.
His heart raced, but this time for a completely different reason.
It was tension.
‘How does he know?’
Just like Count Tyramin had said, everyone thought that Chris had only endured until the demons were summoned back.
But Simon knew the truth exactly.
This was troublesome.
If it was found out that he used the Holy Sword—or rather, the Radiant Mana—it would be a serious problem.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You don’t know?”
Simon looked at Chris with a smiling gaze.
His eyes were gently curved, but they were sharp.
It was the look of someone who knew everything for certain.
It was useless to deny it.
“Honestly, I don’t believe it either. No matter how outstanding you are, young master, you’re still only at the 2-star rank, and yet you managed to eradicate the hellspawn. A miracle!”
“......”
“What kind of miracle did you perform, I wonder?”
Simon asked with a face full of interest.
In truth, he was feeling an intense curiosity about Chris.
‘Eradicate the demons?’
By the time Simon reached Chris’s pupil, everything had already ended.
He could only tell that the demon contracted with him had been eradicated.
It was an impossible feat—how? How could it have been possible?
One thing was certain: this reckless young master was someone who surpassed his expectations.
In any case, admiration was admiration, but he had an obligation to uncover the truth.
“Now, please explain what happened. What great method did you use, young master?”
Chris kept his mouth shut.
He couldn’t speak the truth.
It was also difficult to make up a lie.
Eradicating demons with the power of the 2nd star rank couldn’t be explained by any lie.
“As a reference, what you’re saying right now will be conveyed to Lord Nordian. You could think of it as an evaluation…”
It was pressure.
In the end, Chris made his decision.
Speaking the truth or making up a lie was impossible.
So, the only answer was one.
“I don’t want to say.”
“…What?”
“I don’t see why I should reveal my trump card.”
Simon’s face showed surprise.
“But young master? My question is the same as what Lord Nordian would ask.”
“Just because Lord Nordian asked, does that mean I must answer?”
“!!”
“Even Lord Nordian can’t force a demon to reveal their hidden trump card.”
Chris lifted the corner of his mouth.
As arrogantly and hopelessly as he could.
“You said evaluation, right? If I were Lord Nordian, I’d think it’s better to keep your claws hidden until the end rather than act like a fool who reveals their trump card just because someone asks.”
Simon let out a snort, but it was a response with nothing more to say.
What could he say when someone didn’t want to reveal something?
It wasn’t wrong. No demon would reveal their trump card to others.
In fact, demanding such a thing was an enormous disrespect.
“…I understand, young master. I won’t ask again.”
“Is that all?”
“Pardon?”
“It seems you haven’t said the one thing you should.”
Chris lifted his chin.
“Aren’t you going to apologize to me for this incident?”
“!!”
Simon’s face hardened instantly.
But soon, he gave a soft smile again.
“Please forgive my rudeness in forcing you to reveal your hidden trump card, young master.”
“No, not that.”
His words became shorter.
“I’m talking about summoning the hellspawn.”
“!!”
“Was it your doing?”
Simon took a deep breath.
“What do you mean by that...?”
“Don’t know what I’m talking about?”
Chris stared directly into Simon’s eyes.
Chris’ gaze was cold and sharp.
“I’ll ask again. Do you really not know what I’m talking about?”
His voice was filled with conviction.
At first, Chris didn’t know.
But once he realized the bat hiding in the cave was Simon, all the pieces of the puzzle clicked together.
The demon that appeared even though there were no issues with the sealing magic circle.
Simon had summoned the demon using blood summoning magic.
“......”
Simon bit his lip.
‘Impressive.’
Simon realized that Christian had figured everything out from just a small clue and admired him. The more he saw, the more impressive the young master was.
Anyway, this was a troublesome situation.
Just as Simon was about to admit his mistake.
Chris said something unexpected.
“Forget it.”
“…What?”
“I’ll let it go.”
Simon looked confused.
“In exchange, remember this. You owe me one.”
“…A deal?”
“That’s how you should understand it.”
If Chris were to make this matter public, Simon would be in a difficult position.
The Dark Demonic House forbids anything related to hellspawns.
But since Simon had summoned the hellspawn, even with the protection of Nordian, he couldn’t escape punishment.
He would probably face quite a severe penalty.
‘This is better.’
Chris thought to himself.
Simon was close to the greatest figures of the Age of Ruin.
So, it was essential to establish a connection with him.
By doing so, it was possible to twist the future in his favor.
The problem was that Simon was not someone who could be easily swayed to his side.
Gaining his trust seemed impossible.
A snake biting its closest ally’s neck.
At least with someone like Nordian, he could use overwhelming power to keep him in line.
It was best to maintain a distance and control him through a transactional relationship, getting him to act according to his will.
“Kuk kuk, I understand. I won’t forget the mercy you’ve shown, young master.”
Simon exaggeratedly lowered his head.
“It was a pleasure meeting you today. I look forward to seeing you again soon. I eagerly await your visit to the family estate. As the chief butler, I’ll make sure to give you a fitting reception.”
Ssssshh.
Simon’s body transformed into a blood-red mist and vanished, and Chris frowned.
* * *
After briefly composing himself, Chris decided to leave for the Khazar family estate again.
On the day of his departure, an unexpected visitor arrived.
It was Alros.
“……??”
When Chris looked at him with a puzzled expression, Alros timidly approached with a face as red as a tomato.
“…Christian.”
“Address me properly.”
“…What?”
“You should call me ‘older brother.’”
“Y-You crazy bastard…! I’m two years older than you!”
Alros snapped angrily, and Chris chuckled lightly.
“Yeah, yeah. Anyway, what’s going on?”
“Hmph.”
Alros turned his head and spoke in a small voice, like a crawling swallow.
“Thank you.”
“…….”
Chris stared silently at Alros and then spoke with an annoying tone.
“Your voice is too quiet, I can’t hear it well. Is there an ant passing by? Try saying it louder.”
“Ah, seriously! I said thank you, you bastard!!”
Alros’s face turned even redder, like a ripe carrot.
After a long while of grumbling, Alros spoke again.
“…Be careful.”
“Hm?”
“You probably already suspect this, but the reason I opposed your attendance at the Dark Baptism wasn’t just my own decision. It was the orders of the family’s elderly young master.”
The elderly young master.
It was a familiar name.
The sixth son of the Dark Demonic House, who would become the next heir, and the main figure of this Dark Baptism.
“He is different from me. Even though we’re both 2-star, you should know that we’re not the same, especially when it comes to the direct family members.”
All those attending the Dark Baptism were young 2-star mages from the Dark Demonic House.
But even within the 2-star, the difference between the main and branch families was significant.
It was due to the support they received from childhood.
The best elixirs.
The improvement of physical strength granted only to the direct bloodline.
The blessing of dark magic.
The superior vision of the main family.
And so on.
Such factors created an insurmountable difference.
“The elderly young master despises you. During the Dark Baptism, you’ll be thoroughly humiliated.”
Humiliation.
It was a softened expression.
The Dark Baptism was a place of thorough competition.
Loin was planning to give Chris the greatest humiliation.
“When you go to the main family, you should try not to offend Loin’s temper too much…”
“Little brother.”
Chris smiled faintly.
“I appreciate the concern, but can I give you some advice, too?”
“…What?”
“How about not attending the Dark Baptism this time?”
“!!”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
“On that day, I won’t show any mercy either. Whoever the opponent is. Everyone who attends the Dark Baptism will regret meeting me.”
“!!”
He was serious.
The Dark Baptism was a ritual to obtain the ‘Dark Demonic Energy.’
The necessary power to master the Dark Demonic House's vision.
The problem was that the Dark Demonic Energy were given strictly according to the principle of survival of the fittest.
The more you show superiority over your competitors, the more Dark Demonic Energy you can obtain.
And… Chris wasn’t willing to give up even a single grain of Dark Demonic Energy.
The competitors who attended with him would experience nightmares.
“…Crazy bastard.”
Though he cursed, Alros shuddered.
For a moment, he wondered if he should postpone attending the Dark Baptism until the next time.
“Think carefully. Don’t regret it later.”
Chris patted Alros on the shoulder and mounted his horse.
Before attending the Dark Baptism.
It was time to become stronger.
There was less than a month until the Dark Baptism, but it was enough.
* * * 
After returning to the Khazar family estate, Chris requested seclusion training.
“You want to train alone?”
Count Khazar tilted his head.
“Wouldn’t it be better to receive more guidance from me?”
Chris hadn’t yet learned everything from Count Khazar.
But Chris shook his head.
“I think it’s better to train alone for now.”
Count Khazar nodded.
“If you say so, then do as you wish. But…”
Count Khazar’s eyes glinted sharply.
“Do you think you can strike back at the main family?”
Hearing that Loin was the one who opposed Chris’s attendance at the Dark Baptism, Count Khazar was furious.
Not only Ashid but also Loin.
They were continuing their vile schemes against Chris.
“One blow? What do you mean?”
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“My goal is to make the Dark Demonic House to kneel.”
“!!”
When Count Khazar tightly closed his mouth, Chris chuckled.
“Then, I’ll be off.”

                
Chapter 37

                    As he was leaving the mansion, a small, stubborn boy blocked his way.
“Big Brother.”
“Title.”
“…Respected King Emperor Majesty Big Brother.”
“What is it?”
“Please duel with me.”
Chris stared silently at Teren.
His eyes were clearly different from before.
Chris realized Teren had grown.
‘Mid 2-star, huh. That’s fast.’
Teren was thirteen years old.
Even for someone born of a prestigious lineage, reaching 2-star at thirteen was quick.
And it wasn’t just the low stage, but mid—a level that signified maturity. Even among the Dark Demonic House, he wouldn’t be out of place as a prodigy.
“We’ll duel after I finish my training.”
“…It won’t be the same as before. Be prepared.”
“Alright. If that’s what you want, I’ll beat you to a pulp.”
“Big Brother!”
“Title.”
“…Respected King Emperor Majesty Big Brother.”
Chris chuckled and extended his fist.
Teren scoffed and bumped his fist against Chris’s.
Their fists met, and Chris entered his closed-door training.
\* \* \*
Fifteen days.
That was the actual time Chris had.
An absurdly short period to accomplish anything.
But time is relative.
For Chris, it wasn’t lacking in the slightest to achieve a goal.
‘First, reduce sleep time.’
Chris began using a secret technique.
In the past, he had been a master of medicine.
He had learned many secret arts of mysterious medicine.
Among them was a technique that allowed for maximum recovery with minimal sleep.
It couldn’t be used long-term due to eventual strain on the body, but for the next fifteen days, he could maintain his strength with less than two hours of sleep per day.
‘I should consume the Black Pill.’
Chris took out the Black Pill he had secretly acquired.
It shimmered with a deep, jet-black color like a fragment of the night sky.
‘But… how do I guide its energy?’
Chris paused for a moment.
Each pill had its own optimal energy-guiding method.
Without the proper method, the energy could be wasted, or worse—lead to deviation of the mind and body.
The problem was, this Black Pill was a secret formula of the main Dark Demonic House, and its guidance method was not known outside.
Originally, a senior from the main family should assist with the energy guidance process.
But Chris spoke casually.
“If I do it my way, it should be fine. The basic principles of energy guidance are more or less the same.”
This wasn’t his first time taking a mystical pill.
He had traveled with the Hero’s party and had plenty of opportunities to encounter various treasures.
He had even taken pills no less potent than the Black Pill before.
‘In the end, the principle of energy guidance is just leading the energy toward the core and absorbing it. The impure energy gets expelled out of the body.’
If others heard him say that, they would scold him for being reckless.
The process of absorbing a pill’s energy involved far more complex principles.
But stripping away all the technicalities, Chris wasn’t wrong.
Absorbing the energy.
If one could perfectly control the pill’s energy, there was no need for a guidance method.
It was only because that energy ran wild inside the body without proper control that the method was necessary.
‘I… can do it.’
Chris lay down on the bed in the training room.
Cross-legged meditation?
Why bother?
A comfortable position was best.
He swallowed the Black Pill, and soon it melted and was absorbed into his body.
Fwoosh.
Dark energy began to rampage inside him like an unbridled colt.
And it wasn’t just one colt.
To his head.
To his internal organs.
To his arms and legs.
The dark energy spread recklessly throughout his entire body.
Now he had to gather all that energy and guide it into his meridians.
‘It’s more intense than I expected.’
With his eyes closed, Chris furrowed his brow slightly.
More than anything, a foreign energy was rampaging alongside the dark energy.
It was light energy.
‘Was light energy also mixed into the Black Pill?’
Chris recalled how he had obtained the Black Pill.
Karazov, in ecstasy, offering his life for his master—this was the process by which the Black Pill was created.
Although it was forced through a blood ritual, it seemed that during the act of overcoming Gehenna’s fear through loyalty and sacrifice, some light energy became mixed in.
‘Now I understand why absorbing the Black Pill is considered so difficult.’
He had heard that the Black Pill posed a high risk of energy deviation, and that at least three elders from the main family needed to assist in the process.
Given that it contained light energy, of course it was dangerous.
To demons, light energy was an inherently incompatible force they could never control.
But Chris was different.
Light energy was a familiar force to him.
‘First, the dark energy.’
Chris exercised control.
It was the dark energy manipulation method he had learned from Count Khazar.
Different from what the direct line of the main family learned. The version permitted to branch members was a degraded one, with less efficiency in managing demonic energy.
But that was fine.
In the right hands, even an old sword could outshine a treasured blade.
The rampaging dark energy began to settle one by one.
He guided it straight into his meridians.
‘At the same time, the light energy as well.’
Normally, the light energy within the Black Pill was considered an impurity that had to be expelled from the body.
But Chris shook his head.
‘Why throw something this valuable away?’
He intended to absorb all of it—both the dark energy and the light energy.
While operating the dark energy, Chris simultaneously began to move the light energy.
The manipulation method of the Dark Demonic House.
And the technique of a swordsmanship family.
Both were unfolding within his body at once.
He was achieving something that was theoretically impossible.
And the shocking part didn’t end there.
Dark energy and light energy flowed together through a single meridian.
The two energies were like fire and water—should have clashed violently the moment they met—but shockingly, they remained calm.
Chris was perfectly controlling the two forces, keeping them from mixing like oil and water.
It was a deadly feat where even the slightest disturbance could result in horrific internal injuries—but Chris didn’t make a mistake.
With extreme concentration, he took complete control of the two wild forces racing through his meridians.
‘I have to use the pill’s energy to strengthen my meridians like this.’
Simply absorbing the energy into his core was a poor use of the pill.
By running the energy violently through his meridians, he could achieve the effect of strengthening them.
The issue, of course, was the risk.
Failure in control would instead cause massive internal damage to the meridians.
Especially since Chris was handling two conflicting energies at once.
Perhaps the wiser choice would’ve been to give up on strengthening and quietly absorb the energy into the core.
But Chris took the risk.
‘I can do it.’
Dark energy and light energy stormed through his meridians.
From the lower core to the heart.
From the heart to the throat and the head.
Outward to the arms and legs.
Then back to the core—repeating the cycle.
There were countless perilous moments.
At every twist and fork of the meridians, the dark and light energies surged and tried to mix.
Even a single drop blending would trigger a catastrophic chain reaction.
But he didn’t panic.
Chris calmly controlled both energies.
Eventually, the two clashing energies spiraled together as if becoming one.
Though they clung to each other as if fused, not even the slightest blending occurred—an unbelievable feat.
Chris’s meridians, stimulated simultaneously by dark energy and light energy, were strengthened—and at some point, an unexpected miracle began to occur within his body.
Crack, pop.
It went beyond merely strengthening his meridians—his physical body had begun to transform!
As impurities were flushed out, his skeletal structure subtly changed.
‘A complete physical rebirth?’
Chris’s eyes widened slightly in surprise.
No, it was similar—but not quite a complete rebirth.
Rather, this was a result of his meridians, simultaneously stimulated by both dark energy and light energy, becoming so highly strengthened that it triggered a transformation in his constitution.
His muscles and bones, which had already been in peak condition after a prior physical renewal, had now become even more refined.
From now on, his meridians would serve as stronger conduits for channeling both demonic energy and mana, and his body had become like a treasured blade, finely honed by a master smith.
‘Time to finish this.’
The rampaging dark energy and light energy that had been rushing wildly now entered his core.
The shock brought a wave of pain, but Chris clenched his jaw and endured it, guiding the dark energy into the outer core and the light energy into the inner core.
At last—
“Haa.”
Chris let out a deep breath and opened his eyes.
His gaze, now noticeably deeper than before.
‘Judging by the amount of demonic energy… around 3-star level?’
Three stars!
It was astounding.
Chris’s current rank was 2-star.
But the amount of demonic energy he possessed was lacking, even for a 2-star.
Strictly speaking, his demonic energy hadn’t even reached the level of a full 1-star.
While he had rapidly ascended in rank thanks to his exceptional talent, he hadn’t had the absolute amount of time needed to accumulate demonic energy.
Yet now, with just one pill, he had leapt two levels’ worth of energy.
‘And not only that. The mana used for union-level cultivation—Star Radiance—has also reached 3-star level.’
His mana reserves had been lacking just as much as his demonic energy.
Though he had reached 3-star in terms of achievement, the amount of mana he possessed was embarrassingly low for that level—but now that problem had been solved as well.
‘Feels like my face got more handsome too.’
Chris looked at his reflection in the mirror.
A handsome young noble with an irritatingly smug expression stared back at him.
Having gone through something akin to another round of physical renewal, he’d become even better-looking—and his face had become even more irritating to look at.
‘I can’t be satisfied with just this.’
Taking the Black Pill had only marked the beginning of his closed-door training.
His goal was to achieve star-rank elevation.
Chris intended to reach a much higher level than where he currently stood.
If anyone heard he was aiming to reach star-level achievement in less than two weeks, they would laugh in disbelief.
For reference, Chris’s current rank was 2-star Lower.
He had only just reached 2-star.
Normally, advancing from 2-star to 3-star took over five years.
Even going from Lower to Middle within the 2-star level typically required at least a year—even under the best conditions.
Even Teren, who was considered a prodigy, took a year and a half just to rise from 2-star Lower to 2-star Middle . Had he not been motivated by Chris, it might have taken even longer.
However—
‘I need to reach 2-star Upper before the Dark Baptism.’
A level right on the verge of reaching 3-star.
Even for a gifted talent, it was a process that would normally take two years.
Do you think it’s possible in just two weeks?
You’ll see for yourself.
‘Let’s begin.’
Flash!
Demonic energy surged from Chris’s body, and the true training began.
* * *
Time passed in the blink of an eye.
The day of Chris’s training completion had arrived.
“……”
A boy with a stiff, stern expression stood guard in front of the training hall.
‘I don’t like this.’
Teren frowned as he waited for Chris to finish training.
‘That annoying brother.’
Teren originally despised Chris.
It was only natural.
The old Chris had been a disgraceful, wasteful delinquent—worthy of contempt.
But at some point, Chris had completely changed.
He had become an entirely new person, displaying feats that were hard to believe.
Teren found that transformation in his brother… irritating.
‘If you were capable of changing, why didn’t you do it sooner? Why? Why did you live like a useless fool until the moment Mother died?’
Teren clenched his fist tightly.
To be honest, he didn’t even know what exactly he was feeling right now.
He was just angry.
He wanted to knock Chris down a peg.
‘I can definitely beat him.’

                
Chapter 38

                    Teren thought sharply.
He had now reached 2-star Middle.
A surprising achievement—even for himself.
It was the result of training like a madman, driven by Chris’s transformation.
‘He’s probably still stuck at 2-star Lower at best. I can do this.’
Once he beat him up properly, this irritating feeling would probably go away.
Just then—creak—the door to the training hall opened.
And when Teren saw Chris emerge, his eyes widened.
“!!”
Something was different.
He had looked big before, but now it was on a whole other level.
It felt like a giant shadow had fallen over him.
“Teren?”
Chris tilted his head toward Teren.
His face looked even more handsome than before—and somehow even more aggravating.
“Were you waiting for your big brother because you wanted to get smacked around?”
Teren gulped.
He felt tension in the air.
“…Please honor our promised duel.”
Chris yawned as he replied.
“Sure. If getting beat up by your big brother is your wish, then I’ll grant it.”
Chris’s disinterested tone made Teren feel strangely uneasy.
Still, no matter how he thought about it, he was sure of his advantage.
Teren was a 2-star Middle.
Chris was a 2-star Lower.
Even if he had done some intense training, it had only been, what, two weeks? There was no way he could’ve made significant progress.
Of course, Teren remembered that Chris had put up an unbelievable fight against Melin despite being only 2-star Lower.
But still, Teren was confident. He had grown stronger, too.
Yet the moment he stood face-to-face with Chris, all the confidence he had built up vanished like a bubble.
Just like Chris had said—it didn’t feel like a duel. It felt like he was about to get beaten down.
“…On one condition.”
“What is it?”
“Please don’t use the Holy Sword.”
“Hm?”
“Not just the Holy Sword—no other magical tools either. Only the family’s training sword is allowed.”
Teren, uneasy, began setting all sorts of conditions.
He remembered how Chris had gained the upper hand during his duel with Melin by using various tools.
“……”
Chris silently stared at Teren for a moment.
Teren’s face flushed red.
“…It’s not because I’m scared of losing to you or anything!”
Chris let out a quiet chuckle.
As Chris laughed, Teren’s face turned even redder.
‘Why is he so damn cute?’
Chris thought to himself for a moment.
‘Still… what should I do about him?’
Teren was originally an enemy of “Christian.”
But is that still true now?
He could see that flushed, fuming face.
A face filled with resentment and rivalry toward his older brother.
It was the exact look of someone seeing their sibling—as just a brother.
‘This brings back memories.’
For a moment, Chris felt a wave of nostalgia.
In his previous life, he had a sibling, too.
A trashy family from a trashy house, but there had been one younger sibling who had treated him well.
‘I wonder if they’re doing okay.’
Though the gender had been different, their cuteness reminded him of Teren.
‘Since “Chris” no longer exists in that world, they shouldn't be suffering because of me.’
He had checked once—after returning.
To see what became of his former self.
Since his original family had been quite famous, it wasn’t difficult to confirm.
His former body had died.
Judging by how death occurred the moment he transferred into this body, it seemed the regression had affected things.
‘It’s for the best.’
To be honest, the original “Chris”... probably should never have been born in the first place.
Anyway, that wasn’t important now.
The thought of his past sibling made Chris feel a little sentimental.
‘No need to treat Teren as an enemy.’
It might be fine to treat him like a younger brother—just a bit.
With that in mind, he spoke.
“Well, fine. I accept your terms. But I’ve got a condition too.”
“What is it?”
“Whoever loses will participate in the next Dark Baptism instead.”
“!!”
Teren’s face stiffened.
Chris raised the corner of his mouth in a sly smile.
“The Dark Baptism is a battlefield of competition. Wouldn’t it be better for the weaker one to sit it out?”
“……”
“Just saying this for your sake. You’re still my little brother, and I’d rather not crush you in front of everyone.”
He meant it sincerely.
If they both took part, they’d end up competing.
Chris was planning to crush all rivals during the Dark Baptism.
For Teren’s sake, it would be better to participate next time instead.
But instead of appreciating it, Teren ground his teeth.
“Shut up and draw your sword.”
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“If you don’t understand your older brother’s feelings…”
He picked up the wooden sword that was placed beside the training ground.
“I guess the only way to make you understand is by beating you.”
The duel began.
The result… was as expected.
Teren came to understand his older brother's greatness.
* * *
“…That was too much.”
Count Khazar frowned.
Teren was lying in bed, still suffering from the aftermath of the duel.
“I’m sorry.”
“The healer says you’ll need to rest for at least fifteen days. You won’t be able to attend the Dark Baptism.”
Count Khazar clicked his tongue.
In fact, this was all according to Chris’s plan.
He had intentionally made it so Teren couldn’t attend the Dark Baptism.
‘He wouldn’t listen if I just talked to him.’
For Teren’s future, he shouldn’t attend the Dark Baptism this time.
Even if he did, he would just end up being a sacrifice, so as a brother, Chris had made this consideration.
“May I have a moment to speak with Teren?”
“…Fine, he seems very upset. Try to make up with him.”
Upon entering, Teren was lying on the bed.
“Brother, you’re here.”
“......”
Teren didn’t answer.
He turned his head away.
A gesture saying he didn’t want to talk.
Chris chuckled and sat down beside him.
“Are you sulking? You’re just like those bratty alliance members. How about joining the alliance instead?”
“How dare you insult me like that!”
Teren immediately shot up in a huff, clearly irritated.
Teren was seething.
“Why did you do that?”
“What? You asked to be beaten, so I gave it my all. Why are you mad?”
“It’s not that, you did it on purpose to stop me from attending the Dark Baptism, didn’t you?!”
Chris didn’t deny it.
Teren glared at Chris with eyes still red, as if his anger hadn’t subsided.
‘Hmm, if I’m not careful, he might end up crying.’
To be honest, Chris understood Teren’s position. The Dark Baptism was an incredibly important ritual for the Dark Magus members.
To be forced to miss it like this naturally caused Teren to react like that.
Chris decided to try calming him down.
“I did it for your own good.”
“What kind of excuse is that?!”
“I did it because I want you to be strong.”
“…….”
Teren tightly closed his mouth.
“What nonsense…”
“Did you hear my goal?”
“…Are you trying to become a Confucian?”
“Yes, I intend to take control of the Dark Demonic Energy. But to do that, it will be difficult with just my own strength.”
This was the truth.
No matter how exceptional he was, it was impossible to achieve his goal with just his own power.
His goal was to stand at the top of the Magus Empire, not just control the Dark Demonic Energy.
It was impossible to do it alone.
He needed those who would help him.
“I want you to become my strength. As my younger brother. But if you participate in the Dark Baptism with me, you’ll lose the opportunity to acquire the Dark Demonic Energy due to competition.”
“……”
Teren couldn’t respond.
The image of Chris he had faced during the duel.
It was overwhelming.
Was there even a chance of defeating Chris in the competition at the Dark Baptism?
“More than anything, you don’t really need the Dark Demonic Energy.”
“…What do you mean?”
“The Dark Demonic Energy isn’t suited to you. What suits you is the ‘Grey Demonic Energy.’”
“!!”
Teren’s eyes widened.
Just as mana of light splits into several branches, magic also had many types.
Up to the 2-star rank, common attributes were learned, but around the transition from 2-star to 3-star rank, the type of magic’s attribute would be determined.
This was why the Dark Baptism was held when one reached the 2-star rank.
Once someone reached the 3-star rank, their attribute would be set, and it became difficult to accept the Dark Demonic Energy.
“The Dark Demonic Energy is a superior, great attribute of magic. But that’s only if it’s suited to you. If it doesn’t suit you, it’s better not to learn it at all. What suits you is the ‘Grey Demonic Energy.’”
The Grey Demonic Energy.
A type of magic specialized in cursed black magic.
“…How do you know that, brother?”
Teren growled as if he couldn’t accept it.
Chris thought to himself.
‘I saw it in the future.’
During the Age of Ruins, Teren had become famous for his powerful cursed black magic.
But he never reached a higher rank, and that was because of the type of magic he possessed.
To reach a high rank with cursed black magic, the attribute of the magic had to be Grey.
“Isn’t it easier to learn curse magic compared to swordsmanship?”
“…That’s true.”
“It’s because of your natural affinity. Of course, I’m not forcing you. But think about it. Which would be more beneficial for your future? It’s not impossible to accept the Dark Demonic Energy after learning the Grey Demonic Energy.”
As a member of the Dark Demonic Energy, giving up the Dark Demonic Energy was a difficult thing.
Fortunately, the Dark Demonic Energy was a superior attribute, so it was possible to learn it alongside others.
However, if someone had already learned another magic, the efficiency of accepting the Dark Demonic Energy would naturally decrease.
“I want you to first learn the Grey Demonic Energy, then accept the Dark Demonic Energy. This is advice from your older brother.”
“…….”
Teren fell silent.
He was deep in thought.
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“Think carefully about it. Oh, and this is a gift.”
Chris handed him a small pouch.
“It’s Grey Pill.”
Teren’s eyes widened.
“I found it on the way. You can have it.”
“W-Why are you giving me such a treasure…?”
Chris briefly thought to himself.
‘I ate something better.’
Since he had eaten the Black Pill, the Grey Pill, a lower-grade pill, wouldn’t be very effective for him.
If it wouldn’t help him, it was better to give it to someone else and at least get some credit.
“You’re my younger brother. There’s no other reason.”
“!!”
Teren’s eyes trembled. He tightly bit his lip.
“Why… Why are you…”
He hated his older brother, Chris.
It annoyed him.
And those feelings hadn’t changed even now.
- You’re my younger brother. There’s no other reason.
That was all.
It wasn’t just that.
He knew that he was suited for curse magic.
It was something only someone truly interested in him would know.
‘…Do you think this will make me feel better?’
Teren shut his eyes tightly.
But even he could feel it.
The resentment he had toward his older brother was slowly fading.
“…Please apologize.”
“What for?”
“…For living like a madman before. The pain Mother went through because of you. Please apologize for all of it.”
Chris looked somewhat surprised.
He hadn’t known that Teren was thinking this way.
“I don’t want to apologize.”
“……!!”
“Instead, I’ll make a promise.”
Chris grinned.
“I’ll show Father, you, and… Mother something that will make their eyes light up.”
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                    Was that a satisfactory answer?
Teren lowered his head and kept his mouth tightly shut.
“…And also, please promise me one more thing.”
“What now?”
“That you’ll be careful when you go to the main house.”
“You’re worried about me?”
“…I–I’m just saying be careful! If you keep acting all arrogant like now and end up getting your head chopped off, your father and mother will be sad!”
Chris let out a quiet chuckle.
“Don’t worry.”
He rose from his seat.
“I’m stronger than you think.”
A result of his closed-door training.
As a demon, he had reached 2-star level.
An unbelievable accomplishment, but that wasn’t all.
There was an even greater achievement.
As a member of the Alliance, as a Holy Radiant, he had reached 4-star level.
* * *
Clatter clatter.
Inside the moving carriage, Chris had his eyes gently closed.
He was on his way to the main house.
‘It would be easier if I used the warp gate.’
The territory of Count Khazar and the main house of the Dark Demonic House were connected by a warp gate.
But it required approval from the main house to use it—and that approval hadn’t come.
They said it couldn’t be permitted unless there was an essential security reason.
An obvious display of territorialism.
‘Disdain for branch families is common in prestigious houses.’
Chris didn’t think much of it.
There were many noble houses within the Alliance too.
They all operated in similar ways.
All glory and privileges were enjoyed by the main family’s legitimate line.
Branch families were nothing more than tools to serve the main house.
No—being treated like tools would be generous.
Many saw them as mere servants or dogs.
Prestigious houses ran entirely on a rigid bloodline-based privilege system, so it wasn’t anything new.
[Young Master… you’ve got this. Look at me… and cheer up.]
Maybe she sensed that Chris was feeling down?
Marie, the banshee maid, fluttered around the carriage showing cutesy gestures.
It was like a “cheer up~” kind of act, but coming from a banshee, it only felt eerie.
Chris looked at Marie with slightly gloomy eyes.
‘…Even after leaving the Count’s estate, I still have to be with this banshee.’
Because of the master-servant pact, he couldn’t shake her off.
Other than Marie, there were no attendants accompanying him.
The main house had limited his escort to one person.
Thanks to that, Chris was riding the carriage alone with Marie.
[It seems my comfort… has been a great help to you, Young Master. But even so, if you keep looking at me that passionately… my heart… is pounding so hard.]
“…It’s not like that. And you don’t even have a heart.”
[I do have a heart—for you, Young Master. Ohoho….]
“……”
Ignoring her, Chris looked out the window.
Down the hill, a massive mansion came into view.
A mansion so large it looked like the royal castle of a kingdom.
The House of Duke Baron.
He had arrived at the main house of the Dark Demonic House.
* * *
“Young Master, please stay safe.”
The coachman who had come from Count Khazar’s estate gave a solemn farewell.
“Please, please. You must not get hurt. You must not become disabled. And above all, you must not die!”
Chris had a dazed expression.
There was a reason the coachman acted like this.
The Sacred Darkness Ceremony of the Dark Demonic House was infamous for its danger.
Getting seriously injured was common.
Becoming disabled—or even dying—happened, too.
“Anyway, go back now.”
“Yes, understood. Please come back safely!!”
“…Just go already.”
After the coachman left, Chris crossed his arms.
He could feel gazes coming from all directions.
They weren’t friendly.
But it wasn’t quite hostility either.
Hostility was something one showed to an equal opponent.
These were just looks of contempt, like staring at trash.
[So that’s the good-for-nothing punk from Count Khazar’s branch.]
[They say he’s changed?]
[Trash stays trash. And now he dares come here for the Sacred Darkness Ceremony?]
[He’ll probably just embarrass himself and leave.]
[I hope he gets seriously injured or crippled. So he won’t shame the name of the Barons anymore.]
Chris shrugged.
He had expected it.
He had shown change back in Count Khazar’s and Count Tyramin’s estates, but that was outside the main house.
The main house’s demons hadn’t seen it for themselves, so the prejudice remained.
No—even if they had seen it, they wouldn’t have acknowledged him easily.
People of the main house always made a habit of looking down on branch family members.
Just then, a voice suddenly came from behind him.
“I greet you, Young Master.”
“!!”
Chris furrowed his brows.
A pale, sculpture-like handsome man.
It was the Head Butler, Simon!
‘Still, at least I noticed his presence this time.’
It was thanks to Chris’s heightened Energy Sense after reaching the 4-star level.
Perhaps Simon noticed this as well, as a slight flicker of surprise passed through his eyes.
“You’ve changed, haven’t you?”
“A little, maybe?”
“Doesn’t seem like just a little. Heh, unbelievable. It’s only been about two weeks, yet you’ve taken another step forward. Truly impressive.”
Chris just shrugged.
The ones more shocked by Simon’s appearance, however, were the others around them.
[The Head Butler came out from the Lord’s private residence?]
[Because of that good-for-nothing?]
[Why would the Head Butler come for him?]
From their reactions, it seemed Simon usually served the Family Lord and rarely showed himself.
“You seem busy—why have you come?”
It didn’t look like he was just here to say hello.
Sure enough, Simon said something unexpected.
“There’s someone who wishes to see you, Young Master.”
“??”
“It’s the Lord.”
Everyone around them widened their eyes in shock.
Simon smiled playfully.
“The Family Lord wishes to meet you, Young Master.”
“!!!”
A summons from Lord Nordion!
The area stirred with commotion.
It was shocking news.
Lord Nordion had completely withdrawn from family affairs and remained in seclusion.
For him to express the desire to meet someone was already rare—but to want to meet that good-for-nothing?
‘Didn’t see that coming.’
Even Chris was a little surprised.
He hadn’t expected to meet the Family Lord the moment he arrived at the main house.
But the surprise ended there.
‘I’ll just meet him, then.’
Chris quickly regained his composure.
He was, after all, one of the key figures of the Age of Ruins. Among those he’d met back then, there had been many who far surpassed even Lord Nordion.
There was no reason for his heart to race over something like this.
“You don’t seem too surprised?”
“I was surprised enough.”
“Doesn’t seem like it.”
“I’m going to meet the Lord whom I deeply respect—there’s no reason to tremble in fear, is there? I should be honored and glad instead.”
At his fluent reply, Simon burst into laughter again.
“As expected of Young Master Christian. Yes, you’re absolutely right. There’s no reason for you to feel any fear. I do hope you’ll show the same splendid demeanor before the Family Lord as you do now.”
Simon spoke with layered meaning.
“If the grandson he’s been anticipating turns out to be a disappointment, the Family Lord would be quite let down.”
* * *
Chris followed Simon.
Past the massive main building, a forest appeared.
From the outside, it hadn’t seemed so vast—but once inside, there was no end in sight.
‘A formation.'
Chris thought to himself.
It was clearly a magical formation designed so that if one took a wrong path, they’d wander the forest endlessly until they dried up and died.
As he followed behind Simon, Chris memorized the structure of the forest—more precisely, the pattern of the formation that had been deployed.
After walking for quite some time, a small detached residence came into view.
It was where Lord Nordion resided.
‘First time seeing Nordion.’
Though Chris had met countless famous individuals, this was his first encounter with Nordion.
Nordion dies before the Age of Ruins begins.
Not just the Family Lord, but nearly all the highest-ranking figures of this Southern Magus Kingdom—including the "Demon King of the Clear Stream"—perish before the Age of Ruins truly begins.
It was because of the bloodbath to come.
The Southern Magus Kingdom becomes drenched in a horrific sea of blood even before the Age of Ruins begins.
At any rate, that was still some time away.
“Please go in.”
Simon creaked open the door, and Christian stepped forward.
The moment he entered—
“!!”
Chris drew in a sharp breath.
His vision went dark.
It wasn’t a magical phenomenon.
The overwhelming presence had momentarily paralyzed his senses.
Deep within—
An old man stood, leaning on a staff.
Nothing else was visible.
In Chris’s frozen gaze, only the old man existed.
It was the Family Lord.
“It’s been a while.”
A gentle voice, like a grandfather calling his grandson. A smile.
But Christian couldn’t bring himself to look at the old man with ease.
The weight of the man’s presence pressed against his very soul, making it hard to breathe.
It felt like sinking into the depths of a vast ocean.
He couldn’t move even a finger—his knees nearly buckled on their own before the old man.
But Chris quickly snapped himself out of it.
‘It’s a test!’
There was no doubt why the Family Lord had unleashed his full presence knowing Chris couldn’t possibly withstand it.
He was testing him.
More precisely, he was trying to gauge his mental fortitude.
‘This kind of pressure can be withstood with willpower.’
If the Family Lord had released demonic energy, no amount of mental strength would’ve been enough. The demonic energy released by an 8-star demonic being carries lethal power on its own.
But the Family Lord hadn’t stirred even a trace of demonic energy.
He had merely revealed a portion of his massive presence.
For an ordinary person, that presence alone would’ve been enough to make them collapse and kneel—but not Chris.
He had endured the pressure of beings far greater than the Family Lord before.
Compared to that… this was manageable.
He took a few deep breaths, and gradually, his mind began to calm.
“I greet His Grace, Duke Baron, the Great Lord of the Dark Demonic House.”
At Chris’s composed voice, the Family Lord widened his eyes slightly.
But only for a moment.
The Family Lord soon spoke again with a gentle smile.
“Yes, it’s good to see you again after so long. I believe it’s been several years since I last saw you as a child.”
“……”
“Were you surprised by this old man’s sudden summons?”
Chris stayed silent for a moment.
“I was not surprised. I thought you might want to see me.”
“Oh? And why is that?”
“Because a new rising star has appeared in the family.”
“…What?”
The Family Lord reflexively repeated the words.
Merian, who had been quietly standing nearby, glared sharply at Chris.
Right now, Christian had referred to himself as the rising star.
And he had done so, right to the Family Lord’s face!
‘Well… he’s not wrong, is he?’
The reason the Family Lord summoned Christian must have been because of his accomplishments at the Tyramin Count’s estate.
He likely called him to confirm the family’s promising talent—so what Chris said wasn’t incorrect.
“Haha. You’ve made this old man smile. A rising star, is it? Yes, that’s right. I called you because I was curious what kind of child you were. Both Merian and Simon have spoken so highly of you, I wanted to see if you lived up to the rumors. This old man has always longed for the emergence of outstanding blood.”
The Family Lord spoke gently.
“But—”
Suddenly, the atmosphere shifted.
The warm smile remained.
But a blade-like tension filled the room.
It was as if even the air itself were gauging the Family Lord’s mood.
“I still do not know for sure.”
“!!”

                
Chapter 40

                    An unexpected harsh critique.
The Family Lord slowly walked toward the window.
Chirp, chirp. A black monstrous bird flew in and landed on his shoulder.
As he stroked the creature’s head, the Family Lord spoke.
“Of course, I understand that you’re more talented than the others. But still... I’m not sure you’ve lived up to what this old man had hoped for.”
“……”
“Talent is merely potential. Even if you’re an exceptional seed, no one can say how you’ll grow. You might not become a great tree—perhaps nothing more than a hollow stalk.”
A gaze and voice cold as ice.
Anyone else would’ve gone pale.
But Chris remained silent for a moment, then replied calmly.
“You’re right, Lord. I’m not yet worthy of your expectations.”
The Family Lord read between Chris’s words.
“If it’s ‘not yet,’ does that mean you believe you will be?”
“Yes, absolutely.”
Chris answered without hesitation.
A glint passed through the Family Lord’s eyes.
“To begin with, what you’ve said is true. No one knows what I’ll become. Whether I’ll grow into a hollow shell, a towering tree… or perhaps—”
Chris met his eyes directly.
“—a being so great that even the tallest of trees stand beneath my feet.”
“!!”
Chris didn’t bother with false humility.
If he wanted to obtain the Dark Demonic House’s legacy, earning the Family Lord’s favor was essential.
Even if it sounded arrogant, leaving a strong impression was better.
Worried that the Family Lord might take it poorly?
There was no need.
He would prove himself with action.
“Of course, I understand it may sound like the arrogant delusion of a child. So please—watch me closely from here on out.”
Chris and the Family Lord’s gazes met in the air.
Chris’s intense resolve was reflected clearly in the Family Lord’s otherwise empty eyes.
“I’ll show you directly. Whether I’m worthy of your expectations or not. I dare say—You won’t be disappointed.”
A heavy silence settled in the room.
Merian watched the Family Lord’s expression with a hint of worry.
The Family Lord said nothing for a moment—then began to laugh.
A low laugh.
One laced with a chilling energy.
“You’ve got spirit. Good. I’ll be watching you from now on.”
The Family Lord’s blood-red eyes gleamed coldly.
“Make sure you don’t disappoint me.”
* * *
After Chris had left, Merian and the Family Lord spoke.
“What did you think?”
A cautious question.
Merian was worried that the Family Lord might be angered by Christian’s arrogant attitude.
But the Family Lord gave an unexpected answer.
“He exceeded my expectations. Far more impressive than I had anticipated.”
A completely different response from what he had said to Chris earlier.
“Then why did you say that before?”
“Because it’s the truth. Talent is just talent. Don’t you know how many geniuses throughout history have been cut down before they could even bloom?”
It was true.
How many talented people are there in the world?
But among them, few ever bear true fruit.
“More than anything, that child’s talent is so exceptional, he’ll be caught in fiercer storms—and with that, he’s more likely to fall.”
Merian nodded.
Christian’s talent wasn’t just extraordinary—it was overwhelming.
But was that truly a blessing for him?
He might’ve fared better with a more modest level of talent.
His inhuman abilities would make him a target for everyone, and the chances of being crushed before fully blooming were high.
“…Couldn’t you protect him?”
“What meaning would that have?”
A cold counter-question.
Merian immediately fell silent.
The Family Lord chuckled.
“A flower grown in a greenhouse is bound to break sooner or later. Besides, don’t you already know? What kind of bloody wind is about to blow through the Magus Empire?”
“……”
“Still, I do look forward to it.”
The Family Lord smiled.
It was a genuine smile—not a mask, but a true expression of delight.
“If that child doesn’t break… I wonder how he’ll bloom.”
The Family Lord said.
“Perhaps… he might even fulfill my long-cherished wish.”
Merian’s eyes widened in surprise.
It was the highest praise imaginable.
As far as she knew, the Family Lord had never spoken such words about anyone before.
Of course, should Christian show signs of disappointment, the Family Lord would cast him aside without hesitation—but today, he had welcomed Christian.
* * *
A few days passed after returning to the main house.
Nothing in particular happened.
Time passed quietly, and Chris rested in his quarters.
But that too was coming to an end.
The day before the Sacred Darkness Ceremony had arrived.
A banquet was held.
It was the eve of the ceremony.
‘An important occasion.’
In celebration of the Sacred Darkness Ceremony, a major event in the Dark Demonic House, the noble heirs were gathering in one place.
It was the first time he would meet his competitors.
‘First of all, Royen.’
The one he would face during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
It was best to find out what kind of guy he was beforehand.
‘And Ashid.’
Christian’s gaze cooled.
He was the strongest rival among the noble heirs and was already half-selected as the next successor.
There was already bad blood between him and Christian.
Ashid had envied Christian’s talent and tried to ruin him.
‘I also need to keep an eye on the First Princess, Yurian.’
For reference, the First Princess was third in line in terms of age, coming after the Second Prince, Ashid.
Christian recalled Merian’s advice.
— Be careful of the First Princess, Yurian.
And it wasn’t just those three.
The First Prince, the Third Prince, and the Second Princess—no one knew what claws they might be hiding. He had to watch them all closely.
After all, every last one of them was a rival he had to trample underfoot.
[Are you… ready, sir? Oh my… you look quite stunning again today.]
Marie stared in surprise at Chris, dressed in formal evening wear.
And it wasn’t unwarranted—Chris looked remarkable.
He was already handsome, but dressed up like this, he was enough to draw gasps.
Twice as handsome, and twice as insufferable.
Chris looked at himself in the mirror and fell silent for a moment.
‘…Being handsome is nice and all, but why do I feel like I look more and more unlikeable the better I dress? I’ve been living a pretty decent life lately.’
Well, it wasn’t anything worth worrying about.
With an insufferably smug grin, Chris said—
“Let’s go.”
It was time to meet the oh-so-proud noble heirs of the main house.
“Presenting the eldest son of the Count of Khazar, Young Master Christian!”
The banquet hall fell silent.
As Christian entered, all eyes turned to him.
An uncomfortable silence.
‘They’re more interested in me than I expected.’
Chris shrugged.
Rather than interest, the stares were closer to hostility.
He was already despised as a disgraceful scoundrel, but being summoned recently by the Family Lord had only added fuel to the fire.
[Why would the Family Lord call someone like that?]
[Is it because of that rumor about him facing hellspawn at Count Tyramin’s estate?]
[As if that trash could stand against a hellspawn. He must’ve just gotten lucky and caught one that got reverse-summoned. What garbage.]
The Family Lord was the absolute ruler at the peak of the Dark Demonic House, revered and obeyed by all.
There were plenty who wished for even a single glance of recognition from the Family Lord. That he’d shown interest in that trashy scoundrel—that was enough to enrage them.
Chris, unconcerned, sipped his ginger ale.
‘The other heirs aren’t here yet?’
At that moment, a sharp, piercing gaze landed on him.
Refined features, like a nobleman raised with care.
He looked a little older than Christian.
Sixteen? Seventeen?
Sharp, pointed eyes.
Jet-black hair and crimson eyes—traits unique to the Dark Demonic House.
It was their first time meeting, but Chris immediately realized who it was.
‘Royen.’
A rival for the upcoming Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
His eyes, cold as ice, locked onto Chris.
Clear hostility burned in them.
But Chris only shrugged slightly.
‘No need to strike up a conversation here.’
They’d have a proper “talk” during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony anyway.
Still, he was curious.
Why did Royen hate him—or rather, Christian—so much?
Just because he was a scoundrel?
That would be overkill.
That gaze held the kind of hatred you reserved for a mortal enemy.
Fortunately, the answer came quickly.
He overheard whispers from nearby.
“Christian’s in for it. Young Master Royen’s been grinding his teeth.”
“Of course. He had to kneel to that guy once. Bet he’s planning to settle the score.”
So that was it.
From the bits he heard, apparently in the past—when Christian was still a child prodigy—
He had crushed Royen, who was around the same age, in a duel.
Royen had held a grudge ever since, nursing the memory in his heart all this time.
‘What a petty reason. He lost because he was weak, and now he’s acting like those uptight nobles from the Unified Houses.’
Chris clicked his tongue.
Most dark house progeny don’t bear grudges after losing a duel.
They usually respect and acknowledge the victor’s strength.
But Royen’s resentment came from his deep-rooted superiority complex.
A direct descendant, defeated by a lesser branch family—it was a wound to his pride.
‘How pathetic.’
Chris crossed his arms.
Just then, a voice rang out over the hall, instantly silencing the noise.
“The four noble heirs have arrived!”
Four heirs—princes and princesses—entered the banquet hall at once.
At the front stood a tall, strikingly handsome young man.
He looked to be in his early to mid-twenties.
He had a refreshing, friendly, and reliable impression.
A man with the face of a generous soul—but his appearance was deceptive.
Because that young man was Ashid.
‘So I finally get to see him in person. Now then, what kind of reaction will he have when he sees me?’
Chris folded his arms.
It hadn’t been long since Ashid’s scheme to ruin Christian had been exposed, causing quite the stir. There had to be some kind of reaction.
As it happened, Chris was in the direction Ashid and the other heirs were walking.
Chris quietly watched Ashid draw closer.
Ashid noticed Chris, and the moment Chris was reflected in those blood-red eyes—
“…….”
There was no reaction.
Just a brief, indifferent glance. That was all.
He hadn’t missed seeing him.
But it wasn’t like he was purposely ignoring him either.
He truly had no interest.
As if he’d merely seen a pebble on the street.
A glance devoid of any emotion.
‘Well, look at that.’
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
It wasn’t that he’d wanted Ashid to recognize him, like some pathetic cry for attention.
He’d just been curious—what sort of response would the perpetrator show?
After all, Chris had once been the victim of his wrongdoing.
Only then did Chris realize what kind of mindset Ashid had when he did what he did to Christian.
It wasn’t because he considered Christian remarkable, or envied him.
It was just amusement.
Like stepping on an ant.
He crushed a worthless, laughable opponent for fun.
That’s why, even now, he showed no emotion or reaction at seeing Christian.
No one takes seriously the wrong they did to a lowly ant.
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                    After that, other daughters and sons of noble families passed by Chris.
A beautiful young woman with a clear impression like crystal.
A girl with a cold expression.
A boy with a rough demeanor.
They appeared to be the First Daughter, Second Daughter, and Third Son respectively. None of them showed any interest in Chris.
They didn’t even spare him a glance.
It wasn’t that they were intentionally ignoring him.
They simply had no interest.
Because Chris was in a completely different league from them.
Chris was far too lowly to be worthy of their attention.
After the four noble children took their seats of honor, the banquet resumed.
The attention that had once been focused on Chris vanished without a trace.
Everyone was busy trying to exchange at least a word with the noble sons and daughters.
‘Time to head out.’
He had come only to confirm who the noble children were, so there was no reason to stay longer.
‘Too bad I didn’t get to see the First Son.’
Surprisingly, Chris wasn’t the most infamous trash in the Dark Demonic House.
That title belonged to the First Son, Sherad.
Known as a madman.
But strangely, Chris found himself bothered by the First Son.
‘Too many to keep an eye on. There's Ashid, and the First Daughter, Yurian, too.’
Chris glanced at the First Daughter.
The First Daughter, Yurian, was surrounded by people.
As expected of someone from the Dark Demonic House—black hair and crimson eyes.
But unlike the others, she had a gentle aura.
Even the smile she showed toward others was warm.
Clear, calm energy.
And yet, that was exactly why Chris felt even more on guard.
Just what kind of claws might be hidden behind that smile?
Chris slightly raised the corner of his lips.
‘One by one, slowly.’
Whether it was Ashid, the hidden First Son, or the First Daughter Yurian—
They would all eventually kneel before him.
Just as he was about to leave, an unexpected voice rang out.
“Greetings. I’m Prue, a summoner serving Young Master Royen. In light of the Sacred Darkness Ceremony Eve, I have a proposal to make! Before the Sacred Darkness Ceremony begins, I suggest we verify the qualifications of all participants!”
Murmurs spread among the crowd.
“What’s this about?”
In response to Ashid’s question, a mage bowed his head.
“Regrettably, I’ve heard that someone unqualified plans to attend this Sacred Darkness Ceremony. If such a person were to participate, there could be serious injuries or issues. By confirming qualifications tonight, during the eve celebration, we may be able to prevent such misfortunes.”
All eyes turned to Chris.
Among those slated to attend the Sacred Darkness Ceremony, the only one whose qualifications could be in question—was Chris.
‘Well now.’
Chris crossed his arms and let out a faint chuckle.
It was obvious that the magus hadn’t acted on his own.
The one behind it was clear as day.
‘Royen.’
The young master who would become Chris’s first sacrifice.
He was glaring at Chris with smug, triumphant eyes.
‘I was planning to leave quietly.’
Chris downed the remaining ginger ale in his glass.
Now that it had come to this, a brief greeting might be in order.
“This is merely a suggestion for the safety of someone unqualified to attend the Sacred Darkness Ceremony—”
“So noisy.”
“…Pardon?”
“You’re picking a fight, right? Then quit the yapping and get on with the show.”
Chris flicked his finger.
“I’ll play with you.”
The mage who had been provoking him flushed with anger.
“Then face the evil spirit I’ve summoned.”
A summoner.
A sorcerer who calls forth beings of darkness to command.
Wuuung—
A sticky aura of darkness flowed from the magus’s hand, and a chilling evil spirit appeared.
A 2-star rank evil spirit—Specter.
“At Young Master Christian’s level, this may be a bit much. Still, if he’s to participate in the Sacred Darkness Ceremony, this much at least—gah?!”
The magus didn’t get to finish his sentence.
The evil spirit suddenly turned and attacked the summoner himself.
“W-What?! Kuaaagh! You bastard?! Aaaargh! S-Someone help—!”
Everyone in the banquet hall stared in shock.
‘Why?’
Among them, the magi with sharper perception sensed what had truly happened.
‘Did he lose control?’
‘No. That’s not it. This isn’t what losing control looks like.’
If one loses control, the summoned spirit would go berserk and attack everything around indiscriminately.
But this spirit was attacking only the summoner who had called it forth.
‘No way… could this be…?’
‘It’s not a loss of control?’
Just then, a mocking voice echoed through the hall.
“My, my. I wonder who should really be worried here.”
As Chris flicked his finger, the evil spirit that had knocked the summoner unconscious floated up and glided toward him.
Then, it knelt before him.
As if worshipping its true master.
“To think someone so clumsy he can’t even keep control of his own summoned spirit dares to speak.”
The people in the banquet hall were aghast.
‘Unbelievable!’
‘How could someone seize control of an evil spirit summoned by another?!’
Interfering with a spirit summoned by someone else was an immensely difficult feat.
That was because the summoner and the spirit were bound by a black magic "contract."
To nullify that contract, one would need to vastly surpass the other in accomplishment—and even then, at most, it would only allow for the summoning to be canceled. To outright steal control of the spirit like that was considered virtually impossible.
Yet Chris had effortlessly taken control of the opponent’s spirit with a mere flick of his finger.
‘If you’re going to step up so confidently, at least have the skill to back it up. What kind of sloppy idiot makes such a weak contract with a spirit? Wouldn’t be surprised if you get scammed by one someday.’
In other words—
He had exploited a loophole in the contract between the summoner and the spirit.
Though he mocked the other, it was still something utterly unbelievable.
It required the ability to read the structure of a contract just from the flow of dark energy—and then pinpoint its flaws.
Only Chris could pull it off.
As the others stared in shock, Chris casually shrugged his shoulders and looked toward Royen—the true instigator behind today’s incident.
“What just happened… that was your doing, wasn’t it, Young Master Royen? You hardly live up to the bloodline of the Dark Demonic House.”
“!!”
“You should’ve just challenged me to a duel directly.”
Royen’s face turned red.
“You bastard. This has nothing to do with me.”
“Really now?”
Chris let out a mocking smile.
His face clearly said, 'Do you really expect anyone to fall for that?'
“Well, it’s a lie so bad even a fool wouldn’t believe it, but sure. I’ll believe it. Just this once. Special treatment.”
Royen’s face flushed as if it might explode.
He growled viciously.
“…Tomorrow. At the Sacred Darkness Ceremony—prepare yourself.”
“Well, what a coincidence. I was going to say the same. You’d best be ready tomorrow as well, Young Master.”
“……!!”
Chris spoke in a low voice.
“I’m starting to get a little angry, you see.”
Chris had already planned to crush Royen during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
But now, his thinking had shifted slightly.
He wouldn’t just crush him—he would completely and utterly break him.
Tomorrow, that bastard would come to deeply regret all his arrogance and wrongdoings.
* * *
The day of the Sacred Darkness Ceremony dawned.
Chris made his way to the main building of the estate.
Inside, those participating in the ceremony had already gathered and were waiting.
Among them was a familiar face.
“Younger sibling?”
“Who are you calling younger?! I’m two years older than you!”
Alros snapped, flaring up.
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“Why are you here? I told you to postpone it to next time.”
“…That’s nonsense. How could anyone postpone the Sacred Darkness Ceremony?”
Alros frowned.
But inwardly, he was already regretting it.
Damn it, maybe I really should’ve postponed. How am I supposed to compete with that guy? He’s way out of my league.
But it was already too late.
He sighed and cautiously asked,
“Are you okay?”
“For what?”
“You got into a fight with Young Master Royen yesterday. He’s not the kind to let something like that slide…”
“Brother.”
Chris smiled faintly and replied.
“I think you’re worrying about the wrong person.”
“!!”
A chill ran down Alros’ spine.
That’s when he finally realized something was different about Chris.
In other words… he seemed stronger than before.
He thought it might be his imagination, but it wasn’t.
The aura he gave off was subtly different.
No way. It hasn’t even been a month—he got stronger again?
Just then, the sound of footsteps echoed from the top of the main building’s stairs.
It was Royen.
“……”
From atop the stairs, Royen looked down at Chris in silence.
His gaze was full of arrogance, like he was looking at something lowly beneath him.
Chris met that gaze calmly.
There was no need for pointless conversation.
Once the Sacred Darkness Ceremony began, they’d have a much more “honest conversation” anyway. One that involved fists.
“Is everyone gathered? I’m Sebastian, the deputy butler in charge of the main building.”
His frame was barely half that of a normal adult.
A halfling.
What stood out was that he wore a pointed hat like a magician from a storybook.
“I will guide you to the sacred ground where the Sacred Darkness Ceremony will be held. Please follow me.”
There were a total of eight participants in this Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
Only Royen was from the direct bloodline.
From the three collateral families—the Count of Khazar, the Count of Tyramin, and the Marquis of Shupen—Chris and Alros were the two representatives.
The remaining participants were scattered members of lesser collateral lines.
The butler took out a wand that looked like a toy and tapped it to the floor.
Then something astonishing happened.
A path appeared, leading downward from the ordinary floor!
It was an illusion spell.
“I will go first. Please follow me.”
Whish— The halfling descended the path leading underground.
Chris glanced down and saw it wasn’t an ordinary basement.
An endless path stretched out within a vast, empty space.
An illusion spell that creates a virtual space? It’s probably not something that halfling butler conjured himself—it must be an illusion system already installed beneath the mansion.
Chris quickly realized the nature of the staircase.
It likely wouldn’t be an easy road.
A practical first test.
Fall behind, and you’d lose your chance to even participate in the Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
Perhaps others realized the same, as their expressions hardened.
The first to step forward was Royen.
With confident strides, as if it were only natural that a direct descendant should go before any collateral relatives.
As he brushed past Chris, he muttered quietly.
“Make sure you don’t drop out. I’ll show you hell during the ceremony.”
With those words, he disappeared down the stairs.
The others followed one after another, drawing deep breaths before entering.
The first test had begun.
Chris followed behind the halfling butler and thought to himself:
This isn’t much.
It was a simple test.
All you had to do was follow the butler.
But there were some differences from a normal jog…
The path was wildly uneven, like climbing a rugged mountain—it demanded serious stamina.
The butler’s pace was unnaturally fast, like a galloping horse.
Oh, and one more thing.
The path behind them was collapsing rapidly.
In short, if you didn’t keep up at a ridiculous speed, you’d fall behind.
“Huff, huff…”
“How… long do we keep this up…?”
Two of the general collateral bloodline members, who seemed to be the weakest, gasped for breath.
Their pace gradually slowed until the collapsing path finally caught up with them.
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                    “Ah, no!”
“Uwaaah! S-Save me!!”
Two people plummeted into the pitch-black darkness.
They probably didn’t actually die, but they were eliminated.
“Oh dear, we must hurry. Since we're behind schedule, I’ll increase the pace a bit more.”
The halfling butler said smugly.
The speed increased another notch.
The remaining participants' faces turned pale.
Eventually, another person couldn’t endure and was eliminated.
Five remained.
Among those left, excluding Chris, the one in the best condition—predictably—was Royen.
Royen was only slightly short of breath.
A testament to the saying that direct bloodlines and collateral ones are on a different level entirely.
From childhood, he had consumed countless elixirs.
Undergone physical enhancement.
Received blessings through dark magic.
Trained in martial arts exclusive to the direct line, and more.
Even among those with the same 2-star rank, the unequal starting line created an overwhelming gap between direct and collateral bloodlines.
Royen leisurely wiped the sweat from his forehead and turned toward Chris.
He was planning to sneer at the struggling Chris.
“!!”
Royen’s eyes widened.
Chris didn’t show the slightest sign of strain.
His breathing was steady, not a single bead of sweat on his forehead.
How?
Royen wasn’t the only one shocked.
The other participants looked at Chris with disbelief.
Royen growled, unwilling to accept it.
“What trick are you using?”
“Trick?”
“Yes, if it’s not a trick, there’s no way you’d be completely fine like this! Did you use some kind of artifact that boosts stamina?”
“Trick?”
Chris let out a soft laugh.
“You need an artifact for something as basic as this? If you just trained your body regularly, this would be nothing.”
“!!”
“If it were me, I’d be too embarrassed to speak. Oh wait—shame was never your strong suit, was it?”
Royen’s face turned bright red.
But he couldn’t say a word in rebuttal.
Chris hadn’t used a single artifact.
He was enduring this hellish race purely with his own strength.
Impossible. How is that delinquent trash doing this?
Everyone stared at Chris with eyes full of disbelief.
But this was something unfolding right before their eyes.
Royen ground his teeth.
His pride had been wounded.
Meanwhile, Chris quietly chuckled to himself at the reactions of his competitors.
‘Idiots. If you lack brains, your body has to suffer for it.’
There was, in fact, a secret behind Chris’s unbelievable performance.
No matter how talented Chris was, it would be impossible not to tire in a hellish race like this.
Of course, he wasn’t using any magical artifacts to cheat.
Instead, Chris had used another trick.
‘Just bend the illusion.’
This place wasn’t the real world.
Everything here was a virtual space created through illusion magic.
In that case—
He could intervene in the illusion and alter the rules of this fabricated world.
‘My level isn’t high enough to make major changes yet, but…’
There was no need to twist much.
Chris altered just one rule.
[I, Chris, will not lose stamina no matter how hard I push myself.]
That was the law Chris had twisted.
Impossible in reality.
But in this world of illusion, it was doable.
‘It’s not hard to apply altered rules to myself. It’s not like anyone’s interfering. Seriously, idiots. They know it’s an illusion and still choose to suffer physically?’
Chris looked at the pale-faced, sweat-drenched competitors and sneered.
But Chris’s thinking was mistaken.
It was something only he could do.
Normally, this kind of manipulation was only possible for illusionists specially trained in illusion magic—or someone like Chris.
The halfling butler, who understood this better than anyone, looked at Chris with wide, astonished eyes.
‘…So that’s Young Master Christian? Just as Head Steward Simon said, he really is remarkable.’
However—
Sebastian glanced sideways.
Royen was glaring at Christian with a flushed, burning face.
‘I wonder if he’ll make it through the Sacred Darkness Ceremony in one piece.’
He was a butler.
And he had a vague idea of what Royen had prepared for Christian during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
It was an act that would normally never be permitted.
But who could possibly stop him?
In this Dark Demonic House, no one dared defy the prestige of the direct bloodline.
‘No matter how brilliant a genius he is, he’s still only at 2-star. There’s no way he’ll withstand the trap Young Master Royen prepared. I just hope he doesn’t get too badly hurt…’
At that moment, the path finally ended.
A space of abyss-like darkness appeared.
The holy ground of the Dark Demonic House.
Where the Sacred Darkness Ceremony would take place.
* * *
The sanctuary was a bizarre space.
Though they stood on solid ground, no earth could be seen.
Only darkness existed.
A faint light, like starlight, barely illuminated the world.
[Greetings… young masters. I am Lihue, the caretaker of this sanctuary.]
From within the darkness, a ghostly figure floated forth.
It was a banshee, like Marie.
[As you all know, this place is the Yin Dimension.]
Yin Dimension.
It wasn’t a different realm like Gehenna or the Heavenly Realm.
This was the reverse side of the Middle Realm, a shadow world.
A place where the purest darkness surged and swirled.
[The Yin Dimension, being the backside of the world, is not a space originally permitted to existences from the Middle Realm. However, this place is different. It is a site where the purest darkness of the Yin Dimension erupts. Every time this darkness bursts forth, a passage connecting to the Middle Realm opens in its wake.]
That was the reason the Sacred Darkness Ceremony was held every two to three years.
The eruption cycle of the Yin Dimension’s pure darkness occurred every 2–3 years, and the ceremony was conducted accordingly.
[The pure darkness of the Yin Dimension. It is also called Dark Demonic Energy. The founder of the Dark Demonic House was the first to accept this Dark Demonic Energy and established our house. In the end, he became the third-ranked Demon King.]
The Dark Demonic House was a family that mastered the Dark Demonic Energy, the pure darkness of the Yin Dimension, as their specialty.
Because it originated from the Yin Dimension, Dark Demonic Energy was on an entirely different level compared to other types of demonic energy.
It was the highest-level elemental demonic energy, superior to any other type.
So pure, in fact, that it was sometimes called Sacred Darkness.
This was the power Chris had to obtain today.
[Today, you young masters will be granted that great darkness. But there is something you must remember.]
The banshee’s voice echoed with an eerie chill.
[The distribution of the Sacred Darkness is not fair. The amount of Sacred Darkness erupting today is not sufficient to be equally shared among all of you.]
This was why the Sacred Darkness Ceremony became a brutal competition of the strong devouring the weak.
The Sacred Darkness erupted only once every 2–3 years—and it was never enough.
Yet many bloodlines needed it.
So the ancestors of the Dark Demonic House established a rule:
The stronger and more exceptional one was, the more Sacred Darkness they would be allowed to seize.
[Now, each of you will proceed down a designated path to claim your Sacred Darkness. All paths are equal in distance and difficulty. The faster you overcome your trial and reach the sanctuary, the more Sacred Darkness you will be able to obtain.]
It was essentially a race under formalized rules.
The sooner one overcame the trial and arrived at the sanctuary, the longer and more fully they could absorb the Sacred Darkness.
Naturally, the most capable would gain the most.
But fall behind in the competition, and only pitiful scraps of the Sacred Darkness would remain. If others absorbed it all first, you might not get a single drop.
‘Christian, you won’t get even a grain of Sacred Darkness.’
Royen glared at Christian with ominous eyes.
He had already prepared everything.
The path Christian would walk was different from the others—a harsher trial awaited him, and he would surely fall behind.
And a member of the Dark Demonic House who failed to obtain even a drop of Sacred Darkness during the ceremony—
Would lose the right to bear the Baron's surname.
The Sacred Darkness was, in a way, the very symbol of the Dark Demonic House.
It would be a situation similar to being removed from the family registry.
‘Scum like you can’t be allowed to stain the name of the Dark Demonic House any longer. Prepare yourself.’
Feeling pleased by what was about to befall Christian, Royen grinned—only for Christian to ask something unexpected.
“There’s one thing I’d like to ask. If something unforeseen happens during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony, what happens? Would that mean disqualification?”
[Unforeseen… you say?]
“I mean, like getting into a fight with another competitor by accident.”
The banshee tilted her head in puzzlement.
[The paths are set in different directions, so you won’t encounter each other. Even if such a thing happens, it’s best to avoid conflict. Fighting would only benefit the other competitors.]
The Sacred Darkness Ceremony was a race to see who could reach the sacred darkness first. If one wasted time fighting others, it would only delay their steps and give the advantage to the rest. That’s why clashes between competitors were practically unheard of.
“So, in any case, it wouldn’t be a reason for disqualification?”
[There’s… no such rule, at least.]
The banshee looked at Chris, visibly unable to understand his line of questioning.
The other challengers also wore confused expressions.
Only one—Alros—took a sharp breath.
‘No way. That lunatic? No… even if he’s insane, he wouldn’t do something like that in the Sacred Darkness Ceremony…’
Alros forcibly calmed his growing unease.
[More importantly… you should worry about your own safety. Once the trial begins, no one will be there to help you. You could… lose your life.]
The banshee floated upward.
[Then… let us begin.]
Paaaah.
A magic circle formed in the darkness.
From beneath each of their feet, black lines stretched out in different directions.
[Just follow the lines. Though the directions are different… you will all face the same distance and trials before arriving at the same destination.]
The banshee glanced toward the unseen depths of the dark.
[Depending on the results you achieve in this Sacred Darkness Ceremony, your futures will change. Please give it your all. I wish you strength.]
And with that, the Sacred Darkness Ceremony began.
* * *
Royen moved forward with ease.
Even when demonic beasts and wraiths of the Shadow Dimension charged at him, they were instantly reduced to ash and scattered.
‘Mere pests.’
Every beast that appeared was only first or second rank.
Royen, on the other hand, was already at the upper level of 2-star. With another year of training, he might even reach 3-star. Beasts like these were trivial.
‘Christian must be having a miserable time right about now.’
Royen smiled confidently.
Originally, each competitor’s path was supposed to be identical in distance and difficulty.
But rules always crumbled in the face of power and influence.
Royen had secretly bribed the conjurer responsible for preparing the trials along Christian’s path.
Of course, the number and type of demonic beasts couldn’t be changed.
That would be too obvious.
Instead, the beasts were secretly enhanced to exhibit far greater power. Such minor adjustments were well within the conjurer’s abilities.
The beasts Christian would face would display strength equivalent to mid-level second-rank or higher.
‘There’s no way he can endure that.’
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                    Royen thought Christian had just barely reached the lower 2-star level.
It was natural to think so.
It hadn’t even been a month since Christian informed the main family that he’d reached 2-star.
Yesterday and today, he had shown fairly impressive skills, but the limits of a lower 2-star were clear.
‘Would’ve been nice if he ended up crippled or something.’
Royen thought cruelly.
This was the Shadow Dimension.
There was no one here except the challengers.
Accidents that caused casualties were common occurrences.
‘Shame I can’t watch the bastard suffer with my own eyes.’
Beasts kept appearing in front of him, but Royen didn’t stop.
Boom! Bang!
The beasts exploded from Royen’s fists wrapped in demonic energy.
‘Obviously, I’ll be the first one there.’
The faster one arrived compared to the other competitors, the more Sacred Darkness they could absorb.
At the speed he was moving, it was certain he was far ahead of the idiot branch family members.
And finally, the space changed.
The surroundings grew even darker.
It was the Sacred Ground where the Sacred Darkness was erupting.
‘As expected, I’m the fastest. Now I’ll absorb the Sacred Darkness—’
Just as he confidently approached the Sacred Darkness—
An unexpected voice called out.
“You’re late. What took you so long?”
“!!!”
Royen’s eyes widened as if they would tear open.
Ahead of him—
A silhouette was buried in the darkness.
It was Christian.
Whether he’d been napping or not, he stood up with a long yawn.
“I was so bored waiting, I almost died.”
“You, you… how did you get here so fast?”
“Fast?”
Christian tilted his head.
“Wasn’t much, really. If anything, how little have you been training for it to take this long to handle beasts like those?”
“What… That’s ridiculous…!”
Royen shouted in disbelief.
Along the path Christian had taken, there should’ve been beasts of mid-2-star level and above.
Even he couldn’t break through those easily—so how the hell did this happen?
“In any case, it’s just the two of us now. You know, in this Shadow Dimension, only we are here, and no one will come to help no matter what happens inside.”
“…What are you saying?”
Christian’s demeanor changed.
A cold smile surfaced.
“I'm saying it’s time someone fixed that rotten attitude of yours. Ready for your lesson, you bastard?”
* * *
Royen’s face hardened.
“What… did you just say to me?”
“Didn’t quite catch that? I said it’s time you got your face smashed in.”
“…You’ve lost your damn mind.”
Royen’s gaze turned cold.
He didn’t know how this guy had cleared the trial so quickly. He couldn’t understand it at all, but that no longer mattered.
“Normally, it's forbidden for competitors to fight during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony… but looks like I have no choice. Even if it costs me a bit, I’ll crush you.”
No one was stupid enough to pick a fight during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
The sooner you began absorption, the more Sacred Darkness you could obtain.
Delaying absorption just to mess with someone could lead to a fatal loss.
But Chris replied with a crooked grin.
“Loss? Don’t worry about that. You won’t be getting a single speck of Sacred Darkness today anyway.”
“…What?”
“Actually, not just you. No one—none of the challengers besides me—will be getting any of it. Not even a grain.”
He meant it.
Christian planned to monopolize the Sacred Darkness today.
‘Why should I share something this valuable? Even hoarding it all to myself won’t feel like enough.’
How?
By crushing and knocking everyone else out.
Start absorbing faster than the others?
Why bother?
He could just take them all down and leisurely monopolize the Sacred Darkness alone.
In other words, Christian had been waiting here to eliminate every other competitor but himself.
“…I thought you were just a reckless bastard, but turns out you’re insane too. Fine.”
Royen let out a hollow laugh.
Demonic energy flared from his body.
“I’ll make sure you come to your senses. But don’t blame me if you end up crippled—an arm, a leg, at least one of them.”
He extended his hand, and—BOOM!—a fiery explosion erupted in front of Chris.
It was destructive black magic.
Thick black smoke spread, completely obscuring the already dark field of vision.
Fwoosh!
Royen didn’t miss the opening and disappeared.
A speed unimaginable for a 2-star demonic fighter!
Bloodshot eyes gleamed.
He entered the fog—his vision was obscured, but it didn’t matter.
All he needed was to sense his opponent’s demonic energy.
Even with his eyes shut, Royen locked onto Chris’s direction and struck.
Royen specialized in demon martial arts.
Especially joint techniques executed at close range—his specialty.
He had never failed once to land a hit when the opponent entered his range.
‘First, the wrist.’
Royen’s face gleamed with a cruel light.
Now that it had come to this, he had no intention of ending it lightly.
He planned to start with the wrist and methodically shatter every joint in his opponent’s body.
Chris tried to pull his right hand back to avoid Royen grabbing his wrist, but he was too late.
Like flowing water, black magic spread out.
It was black magic meant to restrain Chris’s movements.
Tap.
Royen’s hand grabbed Chris’s, and just as he was about to twist and snap it—
“Foolish.”
A cold voice fell like a blade.
“…What?”
In that instant, a chill ran down Royen’s spine.
It was an instinctive sense of danger.
Tap.
Chris’s right hand slid smoothly.
A motion completely unaffected by the black magic Royen had unleashed.
‘How?’
No, that didn’t matter.
Chris reversed the grip and seized Royen’s hand, the one holding his wrist.
Royen’s eyes were wide open, and yet his wrist had been grabbed in return—he couldn’t comprehend how it had happened.
The principle itself was simple.
He’d combined a basic counter move with a joint-lock technique.
But even with the same basic movement, everything changes depending on whose hands perform it.
Chris’s basic move was more elegant, more refined, and superior to even Royen’s secret martial techniques imbued with dark magic.
To a martial arts expert, it would’ve looked like a masterful, awe-inspiring feat.
Royen, who failed to avoid Chris’s hand even while watching it, turned pale.
He realized what was coming next.
“W-Wait—”
But it was too late.
“It’ll hurt, but no crying, okay?”
Chris applied force.
Crunch.
The sound of bone breaking.
“GAAAAAAAH!!!”
A scream rang out.
Unfortunately, this was only the beginning.
It was the start of a true lesson.
* * *
Chris brushed off his hands.
Royen lay collapsed in front of him like a lump of meat, unconscious.
He hadn’t killed him.
‘Killing him would be a bit too much.’
Instead, he made sure to go far enough that Royen wouldn’t come back for revenge. Dealing with that later would be annoying.
He lightly damaged his core.
In other words, “slightly.”
Just enough damage to be believable in the context of a duel.
Enough that even the elders of the main house couldn’t fault him for it.
But in reality, Chris had done it in a way that made proper recovery nearly impossible.
At first, it would seem like a light injury, but once real treatment began, it would take at least five years to fully recover.
It was a crafty move only possible because Chris possessed exceptional knowledge of healing arts.
For the guy, it was practically a half-death sentence.
Being out of the competition for five years meant just that.
More than anything, by then, Chris would have reached a place no one could touch.
‘By then… I’ll have the Dark Magic Mastery beneath my feet.’
A vow so absurd anyone else would question their hearing if they heard it.
Chris was only fifteen years old now.
His current level was just 2-star.
And yet, he claimed he’d grasp the Dark Magic Mastery in five years?
But he could do it.
No, he had to do it no matter what.
Because in five years, the first Great War with the Alliance would begin.
Chris didn’t have much time left.
‘Stopping the first Great War is impossible. But I have to end it with the least damage possible.’
The Alliance would suffer massive losses in the first war.
And because of that, they’d be helplessly overrun and destroyed in the second war that followed.
He had to change that future.
‘To do that, I need to monopolize the Sacred Darkness.’
Chris struck down every challenger arriving one by one with overwhelming force.
“Ugh… How?”
The challengers were shocked and terrified by Chris’s sheer strength.
It was one-sided.
“I’m a genius. It won’t hurt too much.”
Thud!
The last remaining challenger, Alros, turned pale.
All the other challengers, including Royen, had fallen at Chris’s hands.
None had lasted long.
How was this possible?
In the long history of the Dark Magic Mastery, there had been attempts like Chris’s—to defeat all challengers and monopolize the Sacred Darkness.
But not a single one had ever succeeded.
No matter how skilled, all competitors were 2-star, making it impossible for any one person to overpower everyone else alone.
Yet Chris was displaying a completely different level.
Anyone watching would think an adult was beating up a group of children.
That’s how overwhelming it was.
How could someone at the same 2-star level be this different?
Chris kindly explained the reason.
“It’s because you’re all idiots.”
“…What?”
“You have power, but you don’t know how to use it. Your movements are big, you waste your demonic energy, and you use black magic in all the wrong ways.”
Half of it was true, and half of it wasn’t.
In truth, the power Chris possessed wasn’t overwhelmingly superior compared to the other competitors.
They were all 2-star, after all.
He was certainly better, but not to the point of this kind of dominance.
However, despite being the same 2-star, Chris was far superior in practical combat—movement efficiency, demonic energy control, timely judgment, and application of black magic.
Even if the raw power wasn’t vastly different, the level at which he wielded it was on an entirely different scale.
Originally, at the 2-star level, lacking in movement was natural.
It wasn’t just a matter of instinct; they simply hadn’t achieved enough yet, so their movements were lacking.
Chris was just the strange one.
“Anyway, what will it be? Want to pass out quietly? Or are you going to try something?”
Alros was crying inside.
‘Damn it. Why did I even show up for the Sacred Darkness Ceremony? I should’ve postponed.’
But now it was too late to back down.
Grinding his teeth, he hurled himself forward with resolve.
“I didn’t just sit around for the past two weeks after losing to you! Get ready!”
Thud!
Alros let out a yelp and collapsed unconscious.
One hit and he was out.
Chris had even held back a little, since they’d bonded a bit from their previous meeting.
And so, every competitor collapsed unconscious.
But Chris didn’t stop there. He used black magic to make sure they couldn’t get back up.
He cast it with precision and strength.
To keep them asleep for a long time.
They wouldn’t be waking up for at least a week.
‘Now I just need to absorb the Sacred Darkness.’
Chris turned around.
The Sacred Darkness.
A darkness so deep, so profound, it was considered holy.
That dense darkness swirled beyond, beckoning him like a wave.
Chris slowly walked toward that pure darkness.
He reached out and gently touched the rippling shadow.
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                    ‘It’s different from ordinary demonic energy. Definitely.’
The first time—
When he awakened in the body of “Christian,” there was one thing he was greatly relieved about.
That he had become a descendant of the Dark Demonic House, one of the noble families of the Magus Empire.
In truth, the Dark Demonic House was relatively weak among the Twelve Great Demonic Houses.
The five most powerful houses among the prestigious magic families were as follows:
Mystic House.
Necromancer House.
Obsidian House.
Destruction House.
Curse House.
Especially among them, the Mystic, Necromancer, and Obsidian Houses possessed power that couldn’t even be compared to the rest.
Even so, Christian was glad he had become a descendant not of those families, but of the Dark Demonic House.
It was all because of the Sacred Darkness.
‘A power that opens the path to true transcendence as a demon.’
[If someone can make the Dark Demonic Energy entirely their own, that person will pose a threat to the Demon Emperor’s throne.]
It was a rumor quietly passed around within the Magus Empire.
It wasn’t nonsense.
Even Lord Nordion, head of the Dark Demonic House, hadn’t completely made all the dark demonic energy his own.
The Sacred Darkness releases a set amount each time it bursts forth.
The portion of Sacred Darkness that Nordion had absorbed was just under 80%.
Even so, he was counted among the strongest of the Demon Lords.
There were even stories that the head of the Destruction House—considered one of the top five—would lower his head before Nordion.
And that was with less than 80%.
Then there was the first ancestor of the Dark Demonic House.
Said to be the first to accept the Dark Demonic Energy, he absorbed over 90% and rose to become the third-ranked Demon King.
But even that ancestor hadn’t absorbed the full 100%.
Then what if someone conquered all 100% of the Dark Demonic Energy?
‘They could surpass even the Demon Emperor.’
Thanks to the Sacred Darkness, Chris was able to form a plan to rise to the very peak of the Magus Empire.
Chris took a breath.
And hurled himself into the Sacred Darkness.
The pure darkness wrapped around him as if embracing him, and soon his figure was completely engulfed and vanished into the shadow.
* * *
The Dark Demonic House was thrown into chaos.
Because of the result of the Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
Everyone except one had been eliminated.
Unbelievably, it was said that the one who did it was the delinquent Christian.
“No way.”
“You’re saying Young Master Royen lost to that lunatic?”
“I heard all the other cadet branch young masters were taken out too.”
“Is that even possible?”
The demons were left speechless and began murmuring among themselves.
Something that should have been impossible had just happened.
No matter how exceptional someone is, there’s a limit to facing opponents of the same level.
And yet he defeated all four of his competitors on his own?
That lunatic, of all people?
Naturally, everyone reacted with disbelief.
“Didn’t he cheat or something? Maybe he used a forbidden magic tool.”
“Yeah. There’s no way that lunatic could’ve beaten Young Master Royen.”
“He needs to be investigated thoroughly and severely punished!”
The demons assumed Christian had obviously used some sort of deception and, agitated, began demanding punishment.
But then, an unexpected voice was heard.
“There’s no need for that.”
“!!”
The demons turned their heads in surprise.
“Second Princess!”
She looked to be in her late teens.
A beautiful girl with a cold impression.
It was the Second Princess, Jupien.
“You don’t need to concern yourselves with that lunatic Christian.”
“W-Why is that, Your Highness?”
The demons looked puzzled.
Jupien and Royen were full siblings and shared a close bond. Unlike with the other siblings, the two cherished each other deeply.
And yet—
“He won’t make it back alive from the Sanctuary anyway.”
“……!!”
“He’s trying to contain more Sacred Darkness than his vessel allows. The end is obvious. Not even a corpse will remain.”
The demons gulped nervously.
‘Come to think of it…’
It had already been two days since the Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
But Christian still hadn’t emerged from the Sanctuary.
“Even the Lord of the House had a limit when it came to absorbing the Sacred Darkness. That lunatic’s vessel is predictable. He may already be dead, paying the price for his greed. There’s no need to pay him any more attention.”
The demons hesitantly nodded in agreement.
The amount of Sacred Darkness released every two to three years wasn’t much.
But even so, it wasn’t something one person could monopolize.
Only someone with a vessel like Lord Nordion’s could absorb close to 80%, and in most cases, managing 60% was considered the limit.
Any more than that and one couldn’t endure it—their core would collapse, resulting in death.
Jupien walked away with a detached expression. She was going to check on Royen, who had collapsed unconscious.
‘How dare he…’
Jupien bit down gently on her red lips.
Royen and Jupien.
Though they were direct descendants, unlike the other siblings, their father wasn’t Marquis Langham.
Their father had died in battle against the Allied Forces, and the two had grown up relying solely on each other.
And now her beloved younger brother had ended up like this.
They said his life wasn’t in danger, but Royen’s future was over.
He hadn’t gained even a trace of the Sacred Darkness. From now on, no one would treat Royen as a direct heir.
‘Unforgivable.’
Jupien’s gaze sank heavily.
It was unlikely to happen.
But if that lunatic Christian did return alive—
He would pay the price.
* * *
Several more days passed.
But Christian still hadn’t come out of the Sanctuary.
Those from the House of Dark believed he had died in the Sanctuary as a result of his greed.
Gradually, people’s interest faded.
“What a fool.”
“That’s what happens when you get greedy without knowing your place.”
Except for one person.
There was one who was still waiting for Christian.
Marie, the banshee maid.
She wandered the main residence like a statue, waiting for Chris.
“…That ghost?”
“Looks like she’s waiting for her master. He’s not coming back, though. Foolish thing.”
“Maybe she’ll become a ghost with him. That’d be funny.”
Passersby giggled.
Then Marie suddenly turned to look at them.
Her eyes flashed eerily for a moment.
[Ohhoho… Be silent, please.]
“!!”
A chill ran down their spines, and the demons gulped.
They were mid-ranked demons, at least 3-star.
But when they met the banshee’s gaze, their bodies froze, and they couldn’t open their mouths.
‘How can a mere banshee have such presence? She’s not an ordinary one?’
‘No way… that banshee is—?’
Just then, Marie smiled softly and gestured as if wrapping her hand around their necks.
She was a ghost, so there was no physical sensation.
But that only made it more chilling.
It felt like their souls were being seized.
[Thump-thump… As I wait for the young master, my heart pounds with anticipation… But if you keep being so noisy beside me, won’t that disturb my pure devotion?]
“……”
[If I get upset… I might come find you at night. So keep your filthy mouths shut and stay quiet. Ohhoho.]
For a banshee to visit at night—
It meant she would come to reap their souls.
The demons stiffly nodded without a word.
After that, Marie was left alone, undisturbed, as she continued waiting for Christian.
Endlessly.
* * *
At that moment, Christian was endlessly sinking into the darkness.
‘How much time has passed?’
He didn’t know.
His sense of time was unclear.
All he could feel was the deep darkness.
Endlessly pure, without a single blemish or stain.
A darkness so pure, it felt sacred.
But it wasn’t comforting.
Like how water that is too pure can be harmful to fish, this darkness felt overwhelming because it was too pure.
‘Can I really make it all mine?’
It had been quite some time since he began absorbing the Sacred Darkness.
Christian was starting to feel slightly concerned.
He knew it wouldn’t be easy, but it was proving even more difficult than expected.
‘Reaching sixty percent wasn’t that hard.’
Even seventy percent had been manageable.
But once he passed seventy percent, it began to feel overwhelming.
He could now vaguely understand why the Duke Nordian had failed to reach eighty percent.
From seventy percent onward, the strain increased exponentially. Eighty percent felt like a distant goal.
If eighty percent was this hard, what about ninety percent? And the full hundred percent Christian ultimately aimed for?
‘Still, I have to do it. If I don’t, I have no chance of winning.’
The Sacred Darkness was a great power.
Ordinary demonic energy was simply “fuel” for using dark magic and martial arts.
It was stored in the core and used when needed.
But the Sacred Darkness wasn’t stored in the core. It wasn’t a power to be used like regular demonic energy.
Its utility was completely different from other forms of energy.
The Sacred Darkness was a power that transformed the owner’s constitution.
More precisely, it affected the core and changed the nature of the demonic energy itself.
The energy’s attribute would shift into what was known as “Dark Demonic Energy.”
‘That’s why the Sacred Darkness is called Dark Demonic Energy. Strictly speaking, it’s slightly different, though.’
Coincidentally, when one accepts ten percent of the Sacred Darkness, exactly ten percent of their demonic energy changes.
If they accept twenty percent, then twenty percent changes.
If fifty percent, then fifty percent.
Seventy percent results in seventy percent transformation.
In other words, if Christian absorbs all ten portions, then all of his demonic energy attributes will become Dark Demonic Energy.
And Dark Demonic Energy stands above all other demonic attributes.
To explain what that means in detail:
Originally, demonic energy came in various attributes.
Grey-colored, yellow, blood-red, crimson, and so on.
Each type of energy had dark magic and martial arts that suited it. You had to learn techniques compatible with your attribute to fully use your power.
Cursed dark magic suited Grey-colored demonic energy.
Blood rituals required blood-red demonic energy.
Destructive dark magic used crimson demonic energy.
This is how it works.
If you don't learn the correct attribute of demonic energy, you'll only be able to exert a power far less than fifty percent at best.
There are limits to reaching higher levels as well.
But Dark Demonic Energy has no such restrictions.
Dark Demonic Energy is a power that stands above all other demonic attributes.
It ignores the attributes.
Regardless of the type of dark magic or martial arts, you can use them without any limitations.
The higher the purity of Dark Demonic Energy, the stronger this effect becomes.
If the purity reaches about fifty percent, you can exert roughly seventy percent of the strength compared to those who have mastered their original attributes.
At sixty percent purity, it's about eighty percent.
It was an incredible thing.
‘If Nordian of the Duke’s family, with nearly eighty percent purity in Dark Demonic Energy, can use all types of power almost on par with those who have mastered their original demonic energy…’
Even with less than eighty percent, it’s like that.
What about ninety percent?
It’s said that after passing ninety percent, it's possible to even exert stronger power than those who have mastered their original demonic energy.
What about one hundred percent?
No one knows.
It was something no one had achieved yet.
It was likely that some unknown effect might exist, but that was only a guess.
What was certain was that in order for Chris to stand at the peak of the Magus Empire, he had to completely make this Sacred Darkness his own.
‘Let’s see who wins.’
He opened his core wide.
There was nothing special about the method of absorbing the Sacred Darkness.
If you throw yourself into it, the Sacred Darkness would naturally absorb into the core, transforming the nature of your demonic energy.
However, if you exceed the capacity that you can handle, the core would begin to collapse. Eventually, your body would be consumed by the Sacred Darkness, and you'd meet your death.
Therefore, the principle was to immediately withdraw if you felt the limit during absorption.
For Chris, when he crossed seventy percent, he felt a serious sense of danger.
‘It’s dangerous, but it’s still okay. I can hold on until ninety percent.’
Chris gritted his teeth and endured.
It was possible because the vessel Chris possessed was so large it couldn't even be compared to Duke Nordion’s family.
The problem came after ninety percent.
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                    This was Chris’s limit.
It wasn’t a matter of talent.
Chris realized the fundamental issue.
“This isn’t a capacity allowed for humans.”
No matter how exceptional, as a human, there were limits that could not be surpassed.
To accept more than ninety percent of the Sacred Darkness meant transcending the limits of humanity.
In that case—
Chris came up with a method.
“Then I’ll just surpass the limits of a human.”
Chris’s eyes lit up.
There was an artificial way to achieve it.
“Temporarily alter the nature of the core.”
Chris thought of the race on the continent with the greatest core capacity.
The dragons.
They weren’t invincible beings like in the legends.
Dragons typically possessed around 7-star power.
But without a doubt, their vessel was the greatest among all races.
“I’ll imitate the method of the Dragon Heart.”
The Dragon Heart holds mana like an ocean.
It’s not simply because of its solid nature.
Just as an aerodynamic shape reduces wind resistance, the Dragon Heart was structured with a magical principle that alleviated mana resistance.
Chris remembered the corpse of a demonic dragon he had seen in the past.
He recalled the structure of the Dragon Heart that had protected itself.
A core is not a physical organ—it’s a conceptual one.
Through sheer will, he distorted the core’s structure to artificially mimic the principle of the Dragon Heart.
It wasn’t an easy feat. No, it was something close to impossible.
It wasn’t something he could sustain for long either.
At most, only a few minutes.
“It’s fine. I just need to hold out for a moment.”
Chris’s demonic energy, reacting to the Sacred Darkness, began to change.
It exceeded ninety percent, little by little.
The moment it passed ninety percent, a whole new world unfolded.
Flaash!
The nature of Chris’s demonic energy became incomparably stronger than before.
Demonic energy is the transformation of life force into the energy of darkness.
But the newly transformed dark demonic energy was different.
It was darkness itself.
Pure—and all the more powerful for it.
Chris used that energy to reinforce his core once again.
From here on, it was war.
The energy of the Sacred Darkness, beyond human limits, tried to shatter the core. Chris’s demonic energy desperately held back the cracking core.
It was like trying to manually block the cracks of a dam about to collapse.
Of course, it was a difficult task.
At any moment, everything could collapse completely.
Even a single misstep would be the end.
But Chris, with a near-insane level of mastery over his demonic energy, accomplished what was nearly impossible.
At last, his absorption rate of the Sacred Darkness surpassed nine and a half tenths.
Just a little more, and he could absorb it completely.
But at that very moment—
Chris suddenly stopped.
“I have to stop.”
An instinctive alarm blared within him.
He had reached his limit.
Precisely because he was exceptional, he could tell all the more clearly.
Absorbing any more of the Sacred Darkness was impossible.
If he pushed any further, he wouldn’t make it out alive.
“Is it truly impossible?”
Chris bit down hard on his lip.
His mind calculated the situation that would unfold next.
But no matter what method he considered, he couldn’t stop the core from collapsing.
In truth, trying to absorb all ten tenths might have been excessive greed.
Even the first ancestors of dark magic hadn’t absorbed all ten tenths.
And yet, those ancestors became Demon Lords, ranked third in the Magus Empire.
This much might already be enough.
“It might be wiser not to overdo it.”
However—
Chris had a gut feeling.
He absolutely must not give up.
He had to obtain the Sacred Darkness completely—no matter what it took. Otherwise, he would surely regret it.
“But I can’t go any further…”
And then—
A voice was heard.
A soft one.
A whisper, as if echoing from within a void of nothingness.
[Do you… need help?]
“!!”
Chris’s eyes widened.
Chills ran down his spine.
“A demon.”
Chris recognized the voice.
Mefina.
The demon he had encountered during the previous Black Pill Ceremony was speaking to him again!
The demon whispered sweetly.
[The power of a demon… is in accord with darkness. I shall… help you. With no price at all.]
“…No price at all?”
From beyond that void of nothingness, the demon curled her lips into a smile.
It couldn’t be seen, but it was felt.
The smile the demon directed at him.
A smile that was both alluring and ominously chilling at the same time.
[Yes… I swear upon my name. I will demand no price from you.]
“…Why?”
There was no such thing as a demon offering help without a price.
Mefina laughed aloud.
A laughter like a funeral dirge echoed ominously in the darkness.
[It is simply… on a whim. You’ve piqued my interest, so I’ll help you.]
Chris was silent for a moment.
The demon had sworn upon her own name, so even if he accepted her help, there would be no price to pay.
Perhaps this was an opportunity.
But—
There was nothing to hesitate over.
“I refuse.”
[…Are you giving up on the Sacred Darkness? Just because… you don’t want help from a devil?]
Mefina spoke in a somewhat disappointed tone.
[How… foolish. To throw away such a chance over something so petty. Disappointing.]
Chris let out a dry laugh.
When had he ever asked her to expect anything of him? Now she was disappointed all on her own?
Whether the demon was disappointed or not had nothing to do with him.
“When did I say I was giving up on the Sacred Darkness?”
Being looked down on didn’t suit his temper, so he threw back a line.
[You intend… to obtain the Sacred Darkness on your own? You know… anything beyond this isn’t allowed to a human, don’t you?]
Chris nodded.
The devil was right.
‘Humans’ could not absorb any more of the Sacred Darkness, no matter what method they used.
‘It’s not a problem with the core. No matter how strongly I reinforce the core, I can’t absorb any more. The rejection is too severe.’
This rejection was due to the limits of the human species.
Humans could become darkness, and they could become light.
Because of that, they could never become perfect darkness or perfect light. A trace of the opposing attribute would always be mixed in.
To completely accept this Sacred Darkness, one must become a being of pure darkness.
But—
‘There is a way.’
Chris’s eyes shot open.
And at that moment, the demon, seeing the change occurring in Chris, let out a startled voice—one that didn’t suit a demon.
[That’s…? Impossible…?]
The darkness surrounding Chris raged wildly, as if going mad.
And with it, an impossible miracle began to unfold.
* * *
At that time, in the annex of the Dark Demonic House.
Inside the residence of the House Head, a voice rang out.
“How much time has passed?”
“One week, House Lord.”
It was about Christian.
The Head of House, Nordion, furrowed his brow deeply.
“Still no news?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
Tap, tap—he struck his cane.
“When I performed the Black Pill Ceremony, it took me four days.”
The amount of Sacred Darkness Nordion had obtained was just under eighty percent.
That meant Christian was attempting to acquire at least more than eighty percent of the Sacred Darkness.
He couldn’t possibly be alive.
Merian, who had been listening nearby, let out a soft sigh.
‘Why such reckless greed…’
Simon spoke.
“Acting Head Marquis Langham seems to be trying to seal off the passage to the Holy Ground.”
The Holy Ground existed in a negative-dimension space.
Once every two or three years, a passage opens, and until all the participants in the Black Pill Ceremony return, the path is forcibly kept open through dark magic.
They now believed Christian to be dead, and so they intended to close the passage.
“……”
The Head of House gave no reply.
His expression showed clear displeasure.
Simon smiled faintly.
“Then I will proceed and allow the passage to be sealed.”
“…You insolent brat. Are you testing this old man?”
Simon did not reply.
That was, in itself, an affirmation.
The Head of House clicked his tongue.
“You bloodstained rascal, are you saying you believe that Christian, that wild, reckless brat, is still alive?”
Simon replied nonchalantly.
“Who knows. I’m not sure. Honestly, the chances of him surviving are low. But if he is alive, I think it would be interesting.”
Simon raised the corners of his mouth.
“Isn’t he quite the fascinating young man? A joy to observe. If such an intriguing existence were lost due to a hasty decision, I think even you, Head of House, would regret it.”
If the passage to the negative dimension were closed, Christian would have no way of returning to the original world.
Even if he had miraculously survived until now, he would die trapped in the negative dimension.
“That only applies if the boy is still alive.”
“Of course, that’s true.”
“Which means, this is a pointless discussion. The boy is dead.”
“!!”
A declaration.
Simon and Merian’s faces stiffened.
“You don’t understand. What it means to accept over eighty percent of the Sacred Darkness. Even I couldn’t dare go beyond that point.”
Nordion had stopped just short of reaching eighty percent.
It simply wasn’t possible to go further.
If he had taken even one more step, his core would have undoubtedly collapsed.
If Christian was still alive until now, that meant, judging by the time passed, he would be trying to attain ninety percent of the Sacred Darkness.
“The First Ancestor, it is said, only managed to absorb the Sacred Darkness with the aid of His Majesty, the Demon Emperor. Without that help, even he wouldn’t have been able to reach ninety percent.”
The meaning behind those words was clear.
No matter how exceptional a vessel Christian possessed, accepting more than ninety percent of the Sacred Darkness was impossible.
“…I see. Then, shall we allow Marquis Langham to seal the passage?”
Forcibly keeping the passage to the negative dimension open also consumed a tremendous amount of demonic energy.
If there was no chance of survival, then closing it was the correct decision.
The Head of House, Nordion, shut his mouth firmly.
His face still full of dissatisfaction.
“…One day.”
The Head of House turned his back.
“Give it one more day.”
A cold voice descended.
“If he fails to return, then strip him of the right to receive the family’s funeral rites. That shall be the price for his foolish greed.”
* * *
[No… How is this possible?]
The startled voice of the demon, Mefina, echoed through the space of the Sacred Darkness.
A demon—an existence beyond the mortal realm—was surprised?
Of course she was.
At that moment, the essence of Chris’s soul was changing.
From a neutral being that held both light and darkness—
To one where the light was being driven out, and only darkness began to fill completely.
It was a feeling all too familiar to Mefina.
[A demon…?]
No.
It was far too insignificant to be called a demon.
The pitifully small and fragile soul was still unmistakably that of a mortal.
Above all, it lacked the inherent malice unique to demons.
But… what was this perfect darkness that now engulfed the soul?
Pure darkness alone.
How could a human soul become something like this?
Such immaculate darkness was not something a mortal should be capable of holding.
[How… is this even possible?]
“Because… I’m a genius.”
Christian answered with difficulty.
Blood surged up his throat.
‘As I thought… it’s still too much for me.’
The transformation of Christian’s soul had occurred because he used a certain forbidden technique.
Demonization.
A secret art of Divine Demonic Transmutation, where a mortal temporarily becomes demon-like.
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                    In the past, the “Dark Chatterbox,” who was once part of the Hero’s party, used it only once.
During a fierce battle with the Bloodshade Demon Corps Commander, an 8-star Demon, the Hero’s party faced annihilation, and the Dark Chatterbox used Demonization to barely escape the crisis.
And… as the price, the Dark Chatterbox lost his life.
Naturally, at Christian’s current level, it was a forbidden art he should not be able to use.
However, Christian had modified the technique of Demonization in his own way.
He excluded all elements from the technique that boosted practical combat power, such as demonic energy enhancement and physical reinforcement.
He also ensured that no wickedness would be imbued.
Thanks to that, the difficulty of casting the technique was drastically reduced.
The demonic energy required to perform the technique was replaced with the ambient energy of the negative dimension surrounding him.
Because of that, he barely managed to succeed in casting the technique.
‘Now… it’s possible.’
Chris took a deep breath.
Darkness does not collide with darkness.
Unlike before, the Sacred Darkness surged into Chris’s body without any resistance.
It flowed as if it were returning to its rightful place.
Chris accepted the Sacred Darkness without losing a single trace of its power, and once again, a transformation began.
Past nine-tenths, to the full ten-tenths.
All of the Sacred Darkness was absorbed, and the nature of the demonic energy within Chris was completely transformed.
Pure dark demonic energy with no foreign elements.
Chris had accomplished what no one in the history of dark magic had ever achieved.
And that wasn’t the end.
Crack, crack.
Christian’s body began to change.
‘No way… another body reconstruction?’
It wasn’t that.
There were no changes in his muscles or bones.
His physique had already reached perfection through two prior body reconstructions; there was nothing left to improve.
The area around his shoulder blades changed subtly, though the reason was unclear.
That wasn’t all.
A black crescent moon-shaped mark appeared on his temple and then vanished without a trace.
At the same time, his eyes began to burn.
Chris couldn’t see it, but the light in his pupils had changed.
Originally, his eyes were a vivid, blood-red hue.
But now, black light shimmered within them. They had become a deep, dark crimson.
[…Unbelievable… That something like this could happen.]
In the empty space, the voice of the demon echoed.
“…What’s wrong?”
[…By fully accepting perfect darkness… the level of your soul has risen. In other words… your soul is now on par with a Half-Demon.]
Chris’s face showed surprise.
Half-Demon!
It’s said that when one reaches the peak of 9-star, they surpass the limits of a human soul.
Still human, yet possessing a soul that rivals that of a transcendent being.
However, because he is human, it is impossible for him to fully attain the stature of a demon or a constellar being.
That’s why it’s called “Half-Demon”—meaning a being who is only halfway to transcendence.
‘You’re telling me… I’ve become that kind of transcendent being?’
Chris opened his hand.
There wasn’t anything noticeably different.
It just seemed that, by accepting the perfect Sacred Darkness, the level of his soul had risen.
‘Doesn’t feel like it has much significance.’
No.
There was no way it could be meaningless.
He didn’t know how he’d use it yet, but it would definitely become a great power.
[Heh heh… how amusing. A new Half-Demon has appeared….]
“……”
Chris blankly stared into the darkness where the voice came from.
It seemed like a rather talkative demon.
The longer he listened, the less oppressive it felt—unusual for a demon.
‘He must be holding back on purpose. If I were exposed to a demon’s wicked energy for too long, even I wouldn’t come out unscathed.’
A strange devil indeed.
Still, no matter what kind it was, a devil was an evil and detestable being.
[An unworthy mortal… bearing the stature of a Half-Demon… It doesn’t suit you….]
The demon’s voice began to grow distant.
It seemed to be disappearing.
[But you… are interesting. I hope… you continue to entertain me.]
Eventually, the demon’s presence vanished completely.
Chris raised his middle finger.
He had no intention of welcoming a demon’s interest.
‘Anyway.’
Chris looked up.
Far above, light was seeping through.
It was time to return from the darkness.
‘How long has it been? Everyone’s probably shocked.’
His sense of time wasn’t precise, but it felt like at least seven days had passed.
Considering that the Archduke Nordian had taken four days to absorb the Sacred Darkness, things would be in chaos back at the Dark Mage Tower.
‘Wait.’
Christian smirked.
‘Isn’t this the perfect chance to mess with them?’
A mischievous idea came to mind.
‘Just walking back in calmly wouldn’t be any fun. Should I play a little prank?’
His target: the entire Dark Demonic Main House.
More precisely, it was a chance to strike at those high-and-mighty direct descendants.
As he left the negative dimension, Chris cast dark magic upon himself.
[Curse of Exhaustion.]
[Curse of Depletion.]
And so on.
Chris’s appearance had changed drastically—for the worse.
As if he had barely survived and returned from the brink of death.
And most crucially—
[Art of Concealment.]
A secret technique that allows one to disguise their condition from others.
Originally, it was a secret art from a prestigious swordsmanship clan used by heroes, but because it was too difficult to fully master at his level, Chris combined it with dark magic.
He subtly fused it with the principles of illusion magic.
It wasn’t an outright illusion spell—using that would’ve been easily detected.
The essence of illusion is ultimately trickery, and Chris discreetly mixed its foundational principles with the hidden techniques of the sword clan.
To properly utilize the essence of illusion magic, one typically needed the purple attribute of demonic energy, but things had changed now.
Chris could now use any type of dark magic as if it were his own innate attribute.
In fact, he could wield it more powerfully than the original holders of those attributes.
Flash!
A faint purple glow mixed into the sword clan’s secret art, and Chris’s body—more precisely, the state of his mana core—appeared dangerously unstable to others.
It was the beginning of the “prank” he intended to pull.
* * *
East wing of the main family’s mansion.
A few demonic dark mages were lounging in the garden, yawning.
“How long are we supposed to keep waiting? That delinquent is probably dead and gone without even a corpse left.”
“I heard the Archduke said to wait just one more day.”
“The Archduke did?”
The other looked surprised.
The Archduke had completely withdrawn from family affairs after his seclusion—was he really paying attention to that delinquent?
“Must be because even trash like him still carries the family’s blood. How merciful of him. The time’s almost up, so let’s bear it a bit longer.”
As they gossiped about Chris, trading idle chatter—
Suddenly, the passage began to rumble.
“?!”
“Wh-what the hell?!”
The dark mages flinched in shock.
And then—
Crack!
Like something being spat out from an egg, a figure emerged from the passage.
“Y-Young Master Christian?! No way?! How did he come back alive?!”
“His condition is critical! Call a healer!”
The dark mages panicked.
Delinquent or not, he was still a direct descendant of the main family.
Now that he’d returned alive, they couldn’t just ignore him.
“He’s in a state of extreme exhaustion. It looks like he barely managed to escape with his life.”
The healer assessed Chris’s condition.
“What about his core?”
A middle-aged man with a stern face stepped forward and asked.
His name was Macfield.
He was a 6-star ranked demonic being—one of the core elites of the main family.
“I can sense dark demonic energy... but it’s murky. Something seems to have gone wrong.”
The healer spoke with a troubled expression, and those who heard him nodded in agreement.
‘Of course. There’s no way that delinquent could’ve absorbed more than 80% of the Sacred Darkness.’
‘He must’ve gotten greedy and caused some kind of issue. Barely clung to life and just barely managed to return.’
With Christian's return, a shocking question echoed in the minds of the demonic beings.
Since over a week had passed, did he manage to absorb over 80% of the Sacred Darkness?
But as expected—
“Hmph.”
Macfield stared at Christian’s exhausted mana core.
Just like the healer said, it was nothing but clouded.
Of course, it was all a disguise.
The “Art of Concealment” that Christian had cast over his body was a secret technique of a swordsmanship clan—specifically, one used by their infamous shadows.
The reapers of the alliance who would silently approach and take lives unnoticed.
It was a secret art that intricately blended with the principles of illusion magic, enough to deceive even a high-ranking demonic being like Macfield.
“Escort him inside and treat him. I’ll report to Marquis Langham.”
Speaking coldly, Macfield thought to himself—
It was time to dispose of that worthless delinquent through the Dark Demonic House.
* * *
Top floor of the main building of the Dark Demonic House.
A large office overlooking the mansion grounds.
A middle-aged man sat reviewing documents.
Expressionless, with a ruthlessly cold demeanor. His steel-framed glasses only added to the chilling impression.
A 7-star demonic being, and the acting head of the Dark Demonic House—Marquis Langham.
“Your Excellency.”
Macfield bowed his head.
“Young Master Christian of the Khazar Count family has returned from the Sanctuary.”
Marquis Langham continued reading his documents.
He showed no interest in Macfield’s report.
It was only natural.
To Marquis Langham—the second-in-command of the Dark Demonic House—Christian was far too insignificant a being to warrant attention.
“Shall he not be punished?”
“……”
Only then did Marquis Langham glance up.
“He must be held accountable for the chaos he caused during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony.”
Marquis Langham set his papers down.
He touched the frame of his steel glasses.
‘Christian, huh.’
A worthless delinquent who brought disgrace to the honor of the Dark Demonic House.
That was the extent of Marquis Langham’s perception of Chris.
An eyesore, but not enough of a threat to warrant intervention—so he had left him be.
‘But now… he’s becoming a nuisance.’
Marquis Langham recalled recent events.
His own son, Ashid, had attempted to frame that boy and ended up the subject of disgraceful rumors.
It was entirely Ashid's fault, but that wasn't the important part.
What mattered was that Ashid, as the heir apparent, now had an unnecessary blemish on his record.
‘He also did something useless at the Count Tyramin's house.’
It was Marquis Langham who had driven a wedge between the Khazar Count family and the Tyramin Count family.
Why?
Because it benefited the main family.
However, there had been reports that Christian might lead to a reconciliation between the two families.
That wasn’t all.
‘Royen was supposed to become a pawn in the plan for the upcoming Venomous Demonic House, but Christian ruined that too.’
Royen, who was defeated by Christian, and his sister, Jupien.
They were direct descendants, but not of Langham Marquis’s bloodline.
Langham Marquis had intended to use them as sacrificial pieces in a certain plan targeting the Venomous Demonic House. However, Royen’s defeat in the Sacred Darkness Ceremony had unexpectedly disrupted that plan.
And decisively—
‘Father has shown interest in him.’
He had called Christian to meet him separately and even allowed him to leave the passage of the dark dimension open.
This was something that the usual Nordic man would never have imagined.
‘This is unwelcome.’
Marquis Langham wanted to lead the Dark Demonic House without any disturbances. He did not welcome any turmoil that was out of his control.
A slippery character like Christian was unwelcome.
He would have preferred to just watch, but Christian had already crossed the line multiple times.
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                    “How pure is the dark mana Christian absorbed?”
“Judging by the issues in his core, it doesn't appear to be of high purity.”
In that case.
Marquis Langham nodded and made his decision.
“Then, is he in a condition where he can move?”
“Yes, he is. It's simply a case of exhaustion. There's no serious problem with his body.”
“Then bring Christian to the Dark Hall tomorrow.”
“Your Excellency?”
Marquis Langham turned his gaze back to the documents and spoke.
“I’ll determine Christian’s punishment in front of the retainers.”
In front of the retainers.
That meant he intended to issue a severe punishment.
* * *
Dark Hall.
It was a hall used for major events in the main family.
Contrary to the name “Dark,” the lighting was dazzlingly bright.
Not long after Christian took his seat, a figure appeared.
It was Marquis Langham.
And he wasn't alone.
The retainers who upheld the main family followed behind. Even Ashid, referred to as the next heir, was present.
Too many grand figures for just one person—Chris.
‘So they’ve made up their minds.’
Chris let out a silent, mocking chuckle.
The reason such powerful figures had gathered was obvious.
They meant to punish Chris thoroughly in front of everyone.
There was no chance of a favorable verdict.
But—
‘Good. They’re moving just as I’d hoped.’
Chris smiled faintly to himself.
Did they even know?
This was exactly the kind of situation Chris had wanted.
At that moment, Marquis Langham opened his mouth.
“Christian, do you understand the wrong you committed during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony?”
“Yes, I do.”
When Christian answered obediently, Marquis Langham’s eyes briefly showed surprise.
However—
“I should have dealt more thoroughly with those disgraceful, idiotic brothers unworthy of the name of the Dark Demonic House. I deeply regret failing to do so.”
“What…!”
The insolent remark caused an uproar among the retainers, but Christian didn’t flinch.
“Surely you won’t say that defeating my competitors was wrong? Like those repulsive allied fools would.”
Provocative words. Defiant gaze.
Marquis Langham quietly met Christian’s eyes.
Despite hearing such insolent words, he showed no signs of anger.
Was the difference between the two of them too vast to be stirred by such remarks?
The look in his eyes toward Christian was merely indifferent.
As expected of the second-in-command of the Dark Demonic House, he wasn’t someone to be taken lightly.
“Of course, I’m not blaming you for that reason. Those fools lost in the competition because they were lacking. Your mistake lies elsewhere.”
“What is it?”
“You took away the opportunity from your other brothers, yet failed to achieve a result worthy of it.”
“!!”
Marquis Langham continued coldly.
“The Sacred Darkness is a precious resource of the Dark Demonic House. But you, driven by greed, tried to monopolize it. And yet, did you achieve a result worthy of that?”
“……”
“Answer. If you did not achieve enough, and wasted the Sacred Darkness—a valuable resource of the main house—out of greed, then you will pay the appropriate price.”
Chris let out a silent laugh inside.
“If you say enough achievement, what exactly do you mean?”
“At least 70% purity.”
The moment Marquis Langham spoke, the hall stirred.
Normally, those of the Dark Demonic House bloodline absorb less than 30% during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
Since it’s divided through competition, there's a natural limit to how much can be absorbed, and even absorbing 30% was a struggle for someone of average talent.
Direct descendants usually reached around 50%.
Among direct descendants with exceptional talent, 60%.
Those deemed geniuses could even reach 70%.
Among the current generation of heirs, many had managed to absorb around 60% due to their excellence.
But among them, only one had ever absorbed 70%.
Ashid.
Only he alone had reached 70%.
‘So the Marquis intends to cast that brat Christian aside completely.’
‘That brat managing 70% is impossible.’
The retainers glanced over at Christian’s disheveled appearance.
The haggard look of someone barely clinging to life.
On top of that, even at a glance, his core looked muddled and unstable—as if something was wrong.
It was only a vague impression from a distance, but there was no way he had absorbed 70%.
“If I failed to absorb 70%, what punishment will I receive?”
“You will not be taught any of the Dark Demonic Martial Arts.”
The Dark Demonic Martial Arts weren’t just ordinary techniques. They were what allowed one to skillfully wield dark mana.
Without them, even with dark mana, one would face severe limits in using that power across various fields as if it were one’s own.
“In addition, you will be permanently banned from entering the main house, and disqualified from succeeding the Kazahar Count’s line. Since you’ve squandered a vital resource of the main house out of greed, this is the price you must pay.”
That was practically a social death sentence within the Dark Demonic House.
But defying everyone’s expectations, Chris asked this instead.
“What if I did achieve enough?”
“What?”
“If I absorbed over 70%—if I gained enough dark mana to be a great benefit to the main house—shouldn’t there be a corresponding reward?”
The retainers looked utterly dumbfounded.
What nonsense was he spouting, looking like someone who had barely returned with his life?
But Chris, regardless of how others viewed him, continued to speak boldly.
“If I’ve obtained enough Sacred Darkness to be recognized by everyone here, then, Marquis, I ask that you recommend me to take the ‘Heir’s Trial.’”
“!!”
The hall stirred.
Therefore, someone from a branch family with no inheritance rights cannot become a Heir.
However, exceptions were made in cases of extraordinary talent.
They could be allowed to take the trial to become a Heir, with the recommendation of a main-line elder.
It was not a common occurrence.
In fact, it was almost unheard of in history.
And now he was asking for such a special exception to be made for him.
“Do you even understand the weight of what you just said?”
Marquis Langham asked with a faint, scoffing laugh.
His voice still carried no particular emotion.
But perhaps he thought he ought to give a warning to this brazen, thunder-headed Chris.
Though not on the level of the Head of House, the overwhelming pressure he emitted bore down on Chris.
As expected of the second-in-command of the Dark Demonic House.
But Chris had withstood even the Head’s pressure before.
He drew a breath, dispelled the pressure, and spoke uprightly.
“I understand well. I’m simply making a request in accordance with house law, which states that even a branch family member may become a Heir if he displays exceptional talent.”
“You’re saying you meet the qualifications of that law?”
“Of course.”
Chris lifted the corners of his mouth.
It was a smile meant to appear confident and dignified, but thanks to his naturally unlikable face, it came across as nothing short of arrogant.
“If I absorbed a significantly higher percentage of Sacred Darkness than Lord Ashid, the leading successor candidate, wouldn’t that be qualification enough?”
“!!”
“If I’m more capable than the other successors, wouldn’t it be strange if I’m not allowed to become one?”
The retainers drew a sharp breath at the insane statement.
Wasn’t that going too far, especially in front of everyone?
But Chris shook his head.
Modesty was never part of his character to begin with.
More importantly—
‘Better to be confident than half-heartedly humble. Especially among demonkin.’
Arrogance backed by skill is no longer arrogance.
The looks of disbelief thrown his way would soon turn into awe and reverence.
Meanwhile, Marquis Langham frowned slightly.
‘What is this?’
Rather than anger at Christian’s arrogant remarks, he felt an odd sense of disconnect.
He had heard well enough that Christian was a deranged delinquent.
But this was excessive.
Above all, it was a face brimming with unwavering confidence.
‘Did he really absorb more Sacred Darkness than Ashid?’
Confidence that couldn’t be displayed otherwise.
He lifted his gaze to examine Christian’s core, trying to estimate how much Sacred Darkness he had absorbed.
But even with Marquis Langham’s eyes, it was difficult to gauge the state of Christian’s murky, chaotic core.
Chris thought to himself with ease.
‘Look all you want. Can you see through it?’
What Christian had used was a secret technique employed by the shadows of a renowned swordsmanship family.
And it had even been refined further by Evan, once hailed as the greatest genius of that swordsmanship lineage.
It was, in effect, one of the most advanced stealth techniques in the Alliance. Just observing from a distance wouldn’t be enough to see through such camouflage.
Then, an unexpected voice rang out.
“I agree with Christian’s opinion.”
“!!”
It was Ashid!
Wearing a pleasant smile, he addressed the gathered crowd.
“Does it really matter if one is from the main or branch family to become an Heir? In the path of demonic power, it is only natural that the strong reign above.”
“My lord Ashid.”
The retainers cautiously observed Ashid’s reaction.
Though he wore a friendly expression, everyone present knew he was far from kind.
As much as he was gifted, his nature was cold and cruel—without blood or tears.
The smile on his face was no gesture of goodwill. Everyone instinctively recognized it as the smile of a predator eyeing its prey.
Indeed.
“However, there’s a condition. I’ll personally verify Christian’s dark energy—through a clash of Magi.”
Ashid revealed his true intent.
A Magi clash.
[TL/N:"magi" refers to demonic energy or dark energy, a core source of power used by characters in this world, especially those affiliated with dark or demonic lineages. It's distinct from standard "mana" or "magic"—it's typically darker, more dangerous, and associated with destructive power and infernal origins.]
A direct confrontation of magical energy to determine superiority.
It sometimes occurred in real combat situations.
‘Due to its nature, dark energy always holds an unconditional advantage in Magi clashes.’
If the amount of Magi is equal, the one who possesses dark energy will inevitably overwhelm the other.
But what if both possess dark energy?
Then the one with the purer dark energy would gain the upper hand.
That was why Ashid proposed the Magi clash as a test.
“Since Christian’s core is too murky to accurately judge the purity of his dark energy, I believe this is the most precise method available right now.”
It was half true, half false.
There were many other ways to verify the purity of dark energy.
The real reason he suggested a Magi clash was that Ashid intended to crush Christian during the opportunity.
More precisely, he planned to damage Christian’s core.
Those who lost in a Magi clash often suffered severe injuries to their core.
Everyone noticed that, but who would dare object to Ashid’s proposal?
Even Marquis Langham did not oppose it.
He was already thinking that Christian needed to be disciplined anyway.
And it wouldn’t be a bad thing for Ashid, as an Heir, to assert his authority by putting that reckless brat in his place.
“There’s no problem in handling Magi itself, is there? I’ll limit myself to only the level you can handle. I’ll restrain my power to the level of 2-star Low.”
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                    Christian let out a faint laugh.
It seemed like a fair condition, but in truth, it was anything but.
‘Wasn’t Ashid at 4-star level now? 4-star High?’
Four-star High, in his early twenties.
An extraordinary achievement.
No wonder he was called the greatest genius among the dark magi of his generation.
In any case, once someone reached the 4-star realm, their ability to manipulate magi operated on an entirely different level. Even with the same amount of magi, the power they could exert was vastly different.
However—
“Yes, I’ll do it.”
Chris agreed without complaint.
Did Ashid know?
That this was exactly the situation Chris had long wished for?
‘To think I’d hook such a big catch.’
Chris had deliberately played down his accomplishments, expecting one of the direct bloodline members to pick a fight—he had planned to strike back hard.
But to think it would be Ashid.
A jackpot among jackpots.
Chris had to work hard to hold back his laughter.
Ashid, sensing something off, twitched his eyebrow.
“Christian, just so you know, mishandling your magi during a magi clash can severely damage your core.”
A blatant warning that he intended to destroy Chris’s core.
Chris returned it in kind.
“Yes, so please be careful as well, Heir. We wouldn’t want your precious core to get damaged either.”
“…What?”
Ashid reacted with momentary confusion.
Then burst into loud laughter.
“Fine, I’ll be sure to take care. Now that you say that, I’m even more curious. Just how exceptional is your magi?”
Unlike his hearty laughter, Ashid’s eyes gleamed with a cruel, furious light.
The two faced each other.
They took a stance as if to shake hands.
Through their clasped hands, they would initiate the magi clash.
“You start first. Once you unleash your magi, I’ll follow with the same amount.”
Chris didn’t hesitate.
He gripped Ashid’s hand first.
Then activated his magi.
Starting with 1-star.
Just as Ashid was about to sneer at the weak magi—
His face suddenly hardened.
He sensed something was wrong.
An instinctive sense of crisis ran up Ashid’s spine.
He must never go head-to-head with that magi.
A blaring alarm echoed through Ashid’s mind, but it was too late.
Chris clenched his hand even tighter.
It was a grasp imbued with the secret technique of Geumnasu—a martial art that captures the opponent’s body through the hand.
Thanks to that, Ashid couldn’t pull his hand back and had no choice but to respond by raising his own magi.
Was it because of his pride?
As he had told Christian earlier, he only raised the same amount of magi.
1-star magi.
However—
The moment it came into contact with Christian’s magi, something unbelievable happened.
Ashid’s magi shattered into pieces.
No, it wasn’t even at that level.
It disintegrated as if it had been ripped apart and shredded by a wild beast.
‘W-what?’
Ashid’s eyes widened as if they were tearing apart.
He frantically raised more magi.
2-star.
It was useless.
Even though Christian had only raised 1-star magi, it completely crushed Ashid’s 2-star magi as if stomping over a sandcastle.
Ashid’s face turned pale.
‘This can’t be. How is this possible?’
Normally, a clash of magi is like a tug-of-war, with both sides’ energies pushing and pulling in a fierce contest of strength.
But here, there wasn’t even a fight.
It felt like an unstoppable catastrophe was bearing down on him.
“For someone who acts so high and mighty… you’re not much, are you?”
An irritating voice suddenly cut in.
Christian was clearly sneering with an insufferable smirk.
“And with this level, you call yourself a genius?”
Ashid clenched his teeth.
‘How dare he speak so arrogantly!’
A memory from long ago resurfaced.
From the days when “Christian” was once called a prodigy.
Originally, Ashid was hailed as the most gifted genius among the younger generation of the Dark Demonic House.
But the moment Christian, from a branch family, emerged, that title was taken from him.
—A prodigy who might surpass Ashid.
That was the nickname given to young Christian at the time.
Ashid couldn’t tolerate the humiliation.
So he secretly pulled some strings and caused Christian’s downfall.
A despicable trick—but after all, he was just from a branch family. A lowborn destined to kneel at his feet.
He had no hesitation.
But now, that same lowborn had the audacity to rise again, with eyes blazing, acting as if he belonged.
‘Arrogant bastard. I’ll destroy you completely this time.’
Ashid’s gaze gleamed with chilling rage.
Breaking the agreement, he began to summon all his 4-star magi.
Paaat!
A surge of magi, far more intense than before, erupted from Ashid’s core.
If the magi he had raised earlier was like a small stream, now it surged toward Christian like the violent waves of the sea.
A force so intense it couldn’t even be compared to Christian’s 2-star magi.
“Th-that…!”
The vassals murmured among themselves.
They didn’t fully understand what was happening between the two.
They only recognized that Ashid had raised 4-star magi and believed Christian was now facing a life-threatening crisis.
As everyone expected Christian’s downfall, he thought to himself—
‘Bingo.’
The smile at the corner of his lips deepened.
An enormous opportunity had come, completely uninvited.
‘To offer up your neck and ask to be killed… how generous of you.’
Christian intended to use this chance to inflict as much damage as possible to Ashid’s core.
But if Ashid had kept his word and used only 2-star magi, there would’ve been a limit to the damage he could deal.
With only a small amount of magi, Ashid could have pulled out before suffering critical injury to his core.
But now that Ashid had gone all out, it became the perfect opportunity.
Due to the nature of magi clashes, once you release magi at full power, it becomes impossible to pull back midway.
In other words, Ashid could no longer retreat.
Of course, the same went for Christian… but the outcome of who would meet disaster had already been decided.
Kwaang!
Ashid’s magi and Christian’s magi collided.
Ashid had 4-star.
Christian, on the other hand, had only 1-star. And he wasn’t even using his full strength.
Even so, Christian’s 1-star magi didn’t lose to Ashid’s 4-star magi.
Rather, Ashid’s magi showed signs of strain and began to scatter, and just as Ashid’s face twisted in disbelief at the unbelievable phenomenon—
“You arrogant idiot who thinks he’s hot shit.”
Christian’s mocking voice rang out, but Ashid couldn’t offer any rebuttal.
Christian had now released his full strength magi.
2-star upper-tier magi.
No—while the rank was upper 2-star, because he had absorbed the black pill perfectly efficiently, the amount of magi far exceeded that of a 3-star level.
As the amount of surging magi grew, only then did Ashid begin to truly feel the purity of Christian’s dark magi.
‘Over 70%? No… could it be? 80%… no, more than that? That’s… impossible?’
Utterly pure.
So pure, it was terrifying—the magi stormed forth relentlessly.
And that wasn’t all.
Christian’s magi was also cunning.
It didn’t just rip apart Ashid’s magi like before.
Like a serpent, it coiled around Ashid’s magi—ensnaring it, making escape impossible.
Then, as if devouring it whole, it consumed Ashid’s magi.
Ashid’s magi vanished, devoured by Christian’s like it was being swallowed by a snake.
As a result, in that instant, the blood channels flowing toward Ashid’s core were left completely empty of magi.
‘N-no…’
Ashid's face turned deathly pale, anticipating the imminent disaster.
He forcibly gathered the remaining magi to protect his core, but it was useless.
Christian’s magi surged straight into Ashid’s core.
“Keugh!!”
“Lord Ashid?!”
It was only a single strike, and yet Ashid vomited a mouthful of dark blood.
His core had taken a heavy blow.
But Christian didn’t stop.
‘This is a chance that won’t come again.’
He didn’t need to see it to know.
If left alone, Ashid would resort to every underhanded trick against him.
He had to break his wings now.
But an interruption came.
“Stop!!”
It was Marquis Langham.
And it wasn’t just a shout.
The aura Marquis Langham unleashed violently shook the space.
A manifestation of a 7-star Magian’s aura.
If Christian didn’t withdraw his magi immediately, he would suffer a critical injury too.
‘Cowardly.’
But he had expected this kind of interference.
Instead of striking Ashid’s core again with his magi, Christian made another move.
As he withdrew his magi—
Pang!
A shockwave rippled out.
A technique like a high-wire act—completely matching the magi wavelength of the opponent’s core with his own.
A fierce resonance rattled Ashid’s core.
Ashid vomited another mouthful of dark blood and collapsed limply.
He had lost consciousness.
“Lord Ashid!!”
“What are you doing?! Hurry, call a healer!!”
The vassals were in an uproar.
Ashid was quickly carried away by healers who appeared like the wind.
“H-how did this happen?”
All the vassals widened their eyes and stared at Christian. Something unbelievable had just occurred.
Marquis Langham approached, eyes cold and sharp.
“…Christian, you—”
His voice was clearly filled with anger, unlike before.
But Christian remained upright and unyielding.
There was no reason to lower himself.
‘It’s not like they’d go easy on me even if I did.’
“I apologize for what happened just now. I didn’t think Lord Ashid would be unable to endure something this minor.”
“!!”
“More importantly.”
Christian looked around.
He saw the eyes of the vassals fixed on him, filled with shock and disbelief.
He had to turn those gazes into reverence.
Only then could he claim the Dark Demonic House.
This was the first step toward that goal.
“This magi is rough, you see.”
Everyone in the hall drew a sharp breath.
Magi flowed from Christian’s hand.
Endlessly dark.
A pure darkness, untainted by even a speck of impurity.
It was the moment a perfectly pure dark magi—something no one had ever achieved—was revealed before everyone.
“I believe this is more than enough proof that I surpass the other young lords.”
The hall sank into a deathly silence.
No one dared to speak a word.
That was how shocking it was.
It was the moment when the impact Christian—once called a worthless scoundrel—sent rippling through the Dark Demonic House.
* * *
A dark magi of perfect purity!
The Dark Demonic House was in an uproar.
“A 90% purity, you say?”
“Not 90%, it’s even higher!!”
“No way. That scoundrel?!”
At first, everyone reacted with disbelief.
It was just too hard to believe.
But too many had witnessed it.
And more than anything, the shock Christian delivered wasn’t just that.
“Are you saying it was truly his own strength that defeated Young Lord Royen and the others during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony?”
“Yes, even Young Lord Alros of House Tyramin testified to it. Said there was no trickery involved.”
The events of the Sacred Darkness Ceremony were brought back into the spotlight.
“You’re saying Lord Ashid lost in a magi clash?”
The Magians spoke as if they still couldn’t believe it.
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                    "Yeah, he suffered internal damage to his core and went into seclusion for treatment. I heard the damage was severe. They say he has to remain in complete isolation and receive treatment for at least a year."
One year.
Normally, the higher one’s star level, the stronger the core’s regenerative power becomes.
Ashid is at the level of 4-star high rank. Most core injuries could be quickly healed at that level.
Moreover, since he would be receiving full support from the Dark Demonic House, his recovery should be much faster than other ordinary demons. The fact that it will still take a year means the damage Chris dealt to his core was extremely serious.
"How is that possible? Even if his dark energy is highly refined, isn’t Young Master Christian only 2 stars? And yet he inflicted such a critical injury to Lord Ashid, who’s 4 stars?"
"I heard it from a colleague who visited the Khazar Count's household—apparently, Young Master Christian has incredibly high proficiency in manipulating demonic energy. He even defeated Deputy Commander Melin in a duel once using a broken holy sword."
"Deputy Commander Melin? Is that true?"
"Yeah, and that’s not all. Ever since he regained his senses, he’s been showing nothing but impressive feats."
In fact, this wasn’t the first time such rumors about Christian had reached the main house.
Many demons had witnessed what he accomplished at the Khazar Count's estate and the Tyramin Count's territory. Quietly, rumors had made their way back to the main house.
But the demons of the main house never cared to listen to such rumors.
Because they looked down on Christian.
That was their mistake.
“…Has he really changed?”
“Who knows.”
The demons trailed off.
But one thing was certain.
Christian was no longer someone they could belittle at will.
* * *
Christian lay on his bed lazily, listening to the rumors.
With a grin, he thought to himself.
"A year for Ashid to recover, huh? It’ll probably take even longer than that."
At the last moment, he had taken measures to make recovery even harder.
He triggered a resonance phenomenon to shake Ashid’s core violently, adjusting it to ensure the strongest shockwaves struck the core’s central point.
Once treatment begins, it will be riddled with complications.
"At least a year and a half. Maybe even two years."
That would be more than enough.
Even after just one year, Chris would no longer be the same person.
Whether in terms of skill, or his standing within the Dark Demonic House.
He’d be more than capable of facing Ashid head-on.
[Ohoho… Young Master. Truly, you are incredible. So brilliant, so charming, so wonderful. This girl’s heart is pounding with excitement.]
The banshee maid, Marie, fluttered her ghostly tail as she attended to him.
As always, her ridiculous nonsense came as a bonus.
[This girl… while waiting for you, has realized the depth of her feelings for you. Do you know how desperately I waited? Every single day felt like an eternity.]
Christian quietly stared at Marie for a moment.
With that innocent, pretty ghost girl’s face saying all that, it really did feel like a lovesick ghost had latched onto him.
“Thanks.”
[…Huh?]
"Thank you for waiting. Truly."
Christian spoke sincerely.
Was Marie caught off guard by Christian’s unexpected gratitude? She stared blankly for a moment.
‘I’ve always been weak to this sort of thing.’
The past.
In other words, his previous life.
Maybe it was because of his harsh circumstances, but he had lived a life far removed from meaningful bonds.
Even in childhood.
Even when he escaped the hellish family and wandered the streets.
Even during the age of ruin that came in adulthood.
He mostly had enemies, and few people he formed deep connections with.
In the end, the hero’s party was the only relationship he had left with any warmth.
Especially before being cast out by his family as a child—everyone had wished for his death.
So, having someone worry about him like this… he wasn’t used to it, and he was thankful to Marie.
[Ohho… you finally understand my feelings… But… when you look at me so intently… my heart pounds so hard. It feels so good… like my heart is about to burst.]
“…It’s not like that. And you don’t even have a heart.”
[Do not worry… I’m already prepared… to be with you, Young Master. From now on… I shall be with you forever.]
“…That’s enough.”
Christian shot her a sideways glance and told her to bring him some juice. Marie giggled and vanished, saying she’d go prepare some virgin’s blood juice.
‘The past, huh.’
Christian fell into brief reminiscence.
There was one person.
Someone who worried about him like Marie did.
His younger sister.
‘I miss her. I wonder if she’s doing well.’
A thought that came to him suddenly.
She was probably doing well.
Because in her current life, there was no "Christian." Compared to before, it had to be a much better life.
‘She’s not far from here, either.’
The place where his sister was.
That is, his former family from his past life wasn’t far from the Southern Magic Kingdom of the current Magus Empire.
Far from being distant, they were actually part of the Gold Cross Federation—formed to oppose the Southern Magic Kingdom.
If one followed the river flowing beside the Dark Demonic House’s Duke Baron’s territory, it would lead straight to his former family’s domain.
‘No use thinking about pointless things. I can’t reveal myself to her anyway. I need to focus on what I need to do.’
The Gold Cross Federation where his sister lived was one of the first regions to fall during the Magus Empire’s invasion.
Rather than wallowing in nostalgia, preventing the coming catastrophe was the best way to protect his sister—and everyone else.
‘First, I need to become a lord.’
Just then, the call he’d been waiting for arrived.
"Young Master Christian. The Marquis Langham is summoning you."
It was time to receive a recommendation for the Lord Qualification Test from Marquis Langham.
* * *
“I greet Your Excellency, the Marquis.”
Christian went to the office at the top floor of the main house.
For a branch family member to become a lord, he had to take the qualification test.
It wasn’t an easy process.
First, he had to find a sponsor from among the main family elders—someone at least at the elder level or higher.
Would someone from the prideful main family easily recommend a child from a branch family? Not a chance.
But that issue was already resolved.
In exchange for a bet he made with Ashid, Marquis Langham had agreed to be his sponsor.
‘He probably isn’t thrilled about it.’
Christian smirked inwardly.
Marquis Langham had tried to cut him off, but now had to act as his sponsor. There was no way he found that pleasant.
However, Marquis Langham didn’t show any sign of displeasure.
“A promise is a promise. As I said back then, I’ll act as your sponsor. Under my recommendation, you’ll take the lord qualification test.”
He spoke in the same indifferent tone with a businesslike expression.
What was he really thinking?
‘No matter what he thinks of me, there’s no need to flinch.’
As long as he remained under the umbrella of the Dark Demonic House, Marquis Langham—acting head of the house—couldn’t openly harm him.
Of course, that didn’t mean he could let his guard down.
Langham was the acting head.
Even without moving directly, there were countless underhanded methods he could use to put Christian in danger.
Like the test for lord qualification he was about to face.
“There’s almost no precedent for a branch family member taking the lord’s test, so there’s no fixed format. Therefore, I’ll determine the content of the test at my discretion as the acting head.”
Christian nodded.
It was as expected.
‘He’ll surely come up with something nearly impossible to achieve.’
In the history of the Dark Demonic House, there had been rare instances of branch members attempting the lord’s test.
But none had ever succeeded in becoming a lord.
That was because they were intentionally given impossibly cruel tests.
It wasn’t just about failing—many had died during the exams.
‘This one will probably be the same. He might use this as a chance to push me to the brink of death.’
Just as Christian braced himself, wondering how brutal the test would be, Marquis Langham said something unexpected.
“The test will be divided into two parts. The first is to assess your qualifications. The second is to perform a merit-worthy deed necessary to become a lord.”
“And by assessing my qualifications, you mean…?”
Langham looked up from his documents and locked eyes with Christian.
For a moment, his eyes behind the iron-rimmed glasses gleamed coldly.
“Reach 3-Star within three months.”
Christian looked surprised.
‘That’s it?’
Of course, it wasn’t an easy task.
No—rather, it was nearly impossible.
Usually, it takes at least three years to go from 2-Star to 3-Star, even at a fast pace.
Especially since moving from upper-rank of one level to the next tier—like from upper 2-Star to 3-Star—requires a vastly greater effort than simply progressing within a single tier.
So, reaching 3-Star within three months was an absurd notion.
“…Will that really be enough?”
Marquis Langham frowned.
“Did you just say ‘enough’?”
“No, I meant… it doesn’t seem all that difficult.”
Not difficult.
He meant it.
At least, for Chris.
“Your Excellency, didn’t you also notice? That I’m no ordinary genius.”
“……”
Marquis Langham was silent for a moment before he spoke.
“Is it because you’re from a branch line? You really don’t know anything.”
“…Sorry?”
“Do you know why none of the direct line ever absorbs more than 70% of the Sacred Darkness during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony?”
It was the first Chris had heard of it.
“Most people wouldn’t know. Ordinary branch bloodlines struggle to absorb even 30 or 40 percent of the Sacred Darkness. But it’s different for the direct line. They receive rigorous support from childhood to expand their Mana Core, so they easily absorb over 50%, and though rare, some can even absorb more than 70%.”
Marquis Langham continued.
“Ashid too could’ve absorbed more than 70% of the Sacred Darkness if he wanted. But he stopped deliberately at 70%. Because anything beyond that becomes poison.”
An unexpected explanation.
“If the purity of Dark Demonic Energy exceeds a certain point, raising your level becomes exponentially more difficult. That point is 70%.”
“……”
“That’s the only reason I also stopped at 70%.”
Marquis Langham spoke coldly.
“But you absorbed over 90% of the Sacred Darkness. Completely ignorant of your place.”
In other words.
Even if someone from the direct bloodline had the capacity, they deliberately refrained from absorbing over 70% of the Sacred Darkness.
Because raising one’s level afterward would become unimaginably difficult.
Even going slightly over 70% made it so. But Chris had absorbed over 90%.
No—the others assumed it was a little over 90%, but in truth, it was 100%.
It was impossible to imagine just how overwhelmingly difficult things would be for him now.
Even so.
“Understood. I’ll do it.”
Chris replied with a wide grin.
At that confident smile, Marquis Langham’s brow twitched.
“You clearly didn’t understand what I just said. From now on, you—”
“No, I understood perfectly. That I’ll be facing an insurmountable wall in raising my level from here on out.”
Chris didn’t stop smiling.
“That’s exactly why I’m smiling. Truth is, I’ve never run into a wall before. So honestly, I’m looking forward to it.”
“!!”
Everything had always been easy for Chris.
That’s why learning and mastering things had never been fun. It was boring.
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                    If Marquis Langham spoke like that, it clearly meant this wasn’t just any ordinary challenge.
Just how difficult would it be?
‘Sometimes, things need to be hard to make them fun.’
More than anything, Chris knew very well.
The harder it is, the greater the reward.
No, it’s the other way around.
Because the reward is unimaginably great, achieving it is that much harder.
It was worth enduring.
And above all—
‘I don’t think it’s going to be that difficult, though?’
It was a gut feeling.
What’s “difficult” is based on the standards of the ordinary.
Of course, even those “ordinary” people might be considered outstanding geniuses by normal standards, but from Chris’s perspective, whether genius or average, they were all about the same—so somehow, this seemed doable too.
“…Three months. If you’re even a day late, you’ll be stripped of your qualification as a successor.”
“Yes, understood. Though… I don’t think it’ll take quite that long, honestly.”
Chris grinned slyly.
Perhaps that confidence was irritating?
Marquis Langham furrowed his brow and stared at Chris for a moment before speaking.
“Enough talk. Get out. I’ll tell you the content of the second trial if you succeed in reaching 3-Star within three months.”
His tone implied he was certain Chris would never make it in time.
Christian gave a light bow and left the room.
And immediately, he realized one problem.
‘But… who do I learn Dark Arts from?’
The secret martial art of the House of Darkness.
Naturally, it was passed down orally.
No matter how much of a genius Christian was, someone still had to teach him.
‘All the elders of the family would definitely refuse.’
Normally, branch family members had their own instructors for the Dark Arts.
However, it was different from the version taught to the direct line.
The most crucial core incantations were omitted from the branch version.
‘There’s no way I’m learning that trash.’
He had to learn the perfect Dark Arts meant for the direct bloodline. The problem was—there was no one to teach it to him.
‘Steal it? No, that won’t work in this case.’
Of course, even high-level martial arts could be learned through theft.
In the past, he had stolen and learned the sword techniques of the famed warrior Evan’s family by observing them countless times—almost like copying a book.
But the Hero’s party was always together, so he had plenty of chances to watch. This time, that wasn’t possible.
‘Hmm, I need to come up with a way. Worst case, I’ll learn the branch version first, then deduce the direct line’s incantations myself…’
He was folding his arms in thought when an unexpected voice came.
“You’re still going around causing chaos like a reckless brat, I see.”
“!!”
As he turned his gaze, an unexpected figure was glaring at him with disapproval.
A composed expression.
But in her eyes, a strong and unyielding spirit could be felt.
It was Merian!
“I greet you, Aunt.”
Christian bowed his head.
‘Why is she here?’
Until now, Merian had never once sought him out.
It seemed she had some purpose.
“Is there… something you need?”
“……”
Merian remained silent instead of answering, simply staring straight at him.
A puzzled look.
“Aunt?”
“Have you found a master to teach you the Dark Arts?”
“…Could it be—you, Aunt?”
Christian’s eyes widened.
It was an unexpected offer of help!
A 6-Star sorceress, and one of the top-ranked powerhouses in the family—she would be more than qualified as a teacher.
But Merian shook her head.
“It’s not me.”
“Then… who is it?”
Merian once again kept her lips tightly sealed.
For a moment, a complex emotion flickered in her eyes.
And then, a name he never would have imagined came out.
“The Patriarch.”
“…What?”
Christian couldn’t help but blankly ask back.
As if to confirm he hadn’t misheard, Merian spoke again.
“The Patriarch himself has decided to personally teach you the Dark Arts.”
The direct instruction of Nordian, the current head of the family!
It was something completely unexpected.
“Follow me.”
Merian said coldly as she turned her back.
But the direction was strange.
It was the opposite way.
“Aren’t we going to the annex where the Patriarch resides?”
“What kind of rumors do you expect to hear by going to the annex? The Patriarch teaching you is an unofficial matter.”
Christian nodded.
Just catching a single glimpse of the Patriarch’s face had already stirred the entire family.
And now the Patriarch was going to personally teach him the Dark Arts? It would cause a massive commotion.
“It’s been a very long time since the Patriarch has personally instructed anyone. No one in your generation has ever been taught by him.”
Even Ashid, hailed as a genius, had never received direct instruction from the Patriarch.
“To think such a privilege would be granted to me. This is unexpected.”
“Privilege?”
Merian frowned.
“Privilege… I’m not so sure that’s the right word for it.”
“…Pardon?”
Merian hesitated for a moment.
“You’ll understand once you go through it yourself. He’s not someone known for kindness in his teaching.”
Creak.
They entered a building located in a secluded part of the estate’s outskirts. Inside, there was a staircase leading underground.
As they descended the steps, Merian spoke—whether it was a piece of advice or a warning was unclear.
“For reference, none of us siblings were able to properly follow Father’s teachings.”
The siblings.
That meant even Count Khazar, Christian’s father, Merian herself, and even Marquis Langham, who had reached the realm of 7-Stars, had failed to fully accept the Patriarch’s instruction.
‘Just how harsh must his teaching be?’
But then, Merian glanced at Christian with a curious look in her eyes.
“Still, I get the feeling you might be a bit different.”
“…What do you mean?”
“Didn’t you say it yourself? That you’re a genius.”
Merian’s words carried weight.
“Live up to it. This is an opportunity that will never come again.”
Christian understood what she meant.
A chance to receive direct instruction from the Patriarch.
It wasn’t simply about meeting the best teacher.
It was a chance to be acknowledged by the head of the family.
Grinning, Christian bowed his head toward Merian, who despite everything was looking out for him.
“Thank you for your words, Aunt. You really are the best. I’ll make sure not to disappoint you.”
“Hmph. You sure talk well.”
“Not just words. Next time, I’ll bake you some delicious cookies too.”
Merian scoffed, but didn’t actually refuse.
And then—
As they finished descending the stairs, an unexpected sight unfolded before them.
A vast training hall spread out underground.
Under magical lighting stood a familiar face—Chief Steward Simon.
Next to him was someone Christian had never seen before, a person with narrow eyes sitting in a chair.
Christian tilted his head.
‘A kid?’
He looked about seven years old, maybe?
A small boy.
Black hair, characteristic of dark magic.
His half-closed eyes were blood-red.
His gaze was blank, as if he were asleep.
Though he was young, his expression felt not cute, but chilling and ominous for some reason.
‘Did the main house have a kid like that? Wait… could it be?’
Just as Christian was tilting his head at the sense of strange familiarity, his eyes widened as he realized who the child was.
Merian confirmed it.
“Greet him. This is the Patriarch’s avatar.”
“!!”
“He has difficulty moving, so when he needs to handle matters outside, he borrows the body of an avatar. The reason the avatar takes a child’s form is to reduce unnecessary consumption of dark mana.”
Christian couldn’t help but be shocked.
‘Avatar manifestation is a 7-Star illusion-type dark spell. The Patriarch reached 7-Stars in illusion magic too?’
When illusion magic reaches an advanced level, parts of the illusion can be manifested into reality.
Among them, the manifestation of an avatar is a top-tier illusion dark spell equivalent to 7-Stars.
What made this astonishing was that the Patriarch had reached the 7-Star realm not only in dark mana arts but also in illusion magic.
At that moment, the boy who had his eyes half-closed suddenly opened them wide.
The once empty eyes surged with a blood-red gleam.
Within the doll-like small body, a presence as overwhelming as a giant descended.
The Patriarch’s consciousness had descended into the avatar.
It was only the act of opening his eyes, and yet it felt as though a heavy gravity was pressing down upon the entire training hall.
Christian bowed his head respectfully.
“I greet the Patriarch. I have come at your call.”
Nordian moved the boy’s arms and legs slightly, as if adjusting to the body.
Then, he turned his gaze toward Christian.
[So, did Merian tell you why I summoned you?]
“Yes, I was told you would give me guidance. I am grateful for your benevolence, Patriarch.”
[Benevolence, hmm. I suppose you could call it that. I was quite surprised when I heard your story. To obtain dark mana of over 90% purity—what you accomplished is remarkable. It seems I underestimated your potential at the time.]
An unexpected compliment.
No—perhaps it was only natural.
He was the first to accomplish such a feat since their ancestors.
‘Still, even the Patriarch can’t determine the exact purity of my dark mana.’
Everyone could only vaguely sense that it was above 90%, but no one recognized that it was a full 100%.
This was due to a strange trait of Christian’s dark mana.
When the purity reached 100%, a portion of its nature subtly changed.
It was still dark mana, but its properties were different from before. Christian himself didn’t fully understand what the change was.
That altered part felt different from conventional dark mana, which is why no one could recognize it as 100%.
[However.]
The Patriarch’s expression changed.
To something cold.
The Patriarch’s original face carried a gentle impression.
Even if his heart was as venomous as a viper, his outward appearance was soft like flowing water. Especially the wrinkles covering his face gave off a kind, benevolent air.
But now that he wore the face of a child, that kindness vanished without a trace, leaving only a piercing chill.
[What you’ve achieved cannot be praised without reservation. You know the reason, don’t you?]
“Yes, I do.”
It was the reason Marquis Langham had explained.
The higher the purity of dark mana, the harder it became to ascend to the next level.
[To be honest, it was a foolish choice. I hadn’t even reached 80%, yet I faced a far more insurmountable wall than others. In the end… though I achieved greatness late, my accomplishments came much later.]
Nordian only reached the 8-Star level after turning seventy.
Compared to the other Demon Lords, it was an exceptionally late achievement.
[That was purely due to luck. Had heaven’s fortune not been with me, I would’ve died in vain without ever reaching that realm. Excessive absorption of Sacred Darkness had become poison.]
“……”
[That’s why I commanded my bloodline. Any more than a certain threshold of Sacred Darkness becomes poison—do not absorb more than 70%.]
The unspoken rule passed down among the direct descendants originated from Nordian himself.
[But over 90%? No, judging by the purity… perhaps even beyond our ancestor.]
Nordian let out a hollow laugh.
[Even our ancestor said that without the Demon Emperor’s grace, he never would’ve reached that realm. I can’t even imagine the kind of wall you’ll have to face.]
Having said that, Nordian made an unexpected proposal.
[So I’ll offer you a suggestion. If you wish, I can reduce the purity of your dark mana.]
“…What do you mean by that?”
[Exactly as I said. With my authority, I can return part of your dark mana to the void, and implant another attribute of mana in its place. It’s still possible since it hasn’t been long since you accepted the dark mana. I could lower the purity to around 80%.]
To alter the attribute of mana—
Could that even be possible?
It was an astonishing ability, enough to raise such doubts.
Nordian was said to be among the strongest even among Demon Lords, and the rumors were clearly not an exaggeration.
[Of course, it’s a very difficult and tedious process. But I offer this because I hold you in high regard. You clearly possess a vessel so extraordinary it’s rarely seen even in a thousand years.]
In other words—
He was offering this so the promising seed of the family wouldn’t rot away in vain, blocked by a wall too great to overcome.
It was a proposal based on a very high evaluation of Christian.
[Even 80% purity is quite high, but with the talent you’ve shown so far, I believe you can handle it.]
To Nordian, 80% purity was the golden ratio most suitable for Christian.
Any more than that would be excessive greed.
[Even without overreaching, you’ll be able to become a Demon Lord-class powerhouse who can succeed me.]
Hearing Nordian’s high praise, Merian looked shocked beside him.
However—
“I’m sorry. I must decline.”
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                    The family head’s eyebrows twitched.
[This is a proposal for your sake.]
“I understand.”
[Are you trying to be greedy, driven by youthful ambition?]
Chris shook his head.
To be honest, he did believe in his own talent, but there was a more important reason.
“It’s not greed. Whether I succeed or fail, it’s something I must do—especially for the sake of the Dark Demonic House.”
Nordian’s face hardened.
[What do you mean by that?]
“I mean no offense, but allow me to ask you something first. It’s a different matter, but… Family Head, why do you think the Dark Demonic House has lost the strength it once had during its prime and is now considered to be in decline?”
Merian, who stood beside him, sharply inhaled.
The weakening of their power.
It was true.
In the past, the Dark Demonic House was one of the most powerful among the Twelve Demonic Houses.
Though not quite on the level of the mysterious Necromancer or the Mystic Houses, it once stood shoulder to shoulder with the Houses of Destruction, Obsidian, and Curse.
But gradually, little by little, their strength faded. And now, the house was regarded as one of the weaker ones among the Twelve.
To bring that up in front of the family head—how bold.
[Are you saying there’s a reason for that?]
Nordian’s voice turned cold as he asked.
The atmosphere froze in an instant.
Cold enough to bite into flesh.
Even so, Chris didn’t avert his gaze and spoke firmly.
“Yes. I didn’t realize it before, but after speaking with you just now, I understand the reason.”
[Speak.]
“It’s because of you, Family Head.”
[!!]
Merian’s eyes widened, as if they would tear at the corners, watching Chris with bated breath after that bombshell of a statement.
Simon was the same.
He looked at Chris like he was insane.
[What… did you just say?]
Thump—his heart pounded.
There was no pressure or overwhelming force.
It was just a calm question.
And yet, it felt as though his very soul was freezing.
But Chris didn’t back down.
‘I’m not saying anything wrong.’
More than anything, hadn’t Merian advised him?
That he needed to seize the family head’s heart with this opportunity.
So, he had to speak boldly.
To fully win over the family head’s heart.
Even if it brought anger now, eventually the truth of his words would be recognized.
“If my words have angered you, I apologize. But would you please allow me to explain myself, just for a moment?”
Nordian fell silent at the calm response.
It was a silent approval.
“The Dark Demonic House has grown far larger compared to the past. It has prospered beyond comparison. This is all thanks to your grace, Family Head. However, even so, others say the Dark Demonic House is not what it used to be.”
An ironic statement.
Nordian had led the Dark Demonic House into prosperity.
Its power had grown far beyond the past, and it had accumulated enormous material wealth.
Yet despite that, the world claimed the house had weakened.
There was only one reason for this.
“It’s due to the lack of Absolutes.”
[!!]
“Since the former family head, not a single 8-star Magus has appeared. There are only two 7-star Magi in total.”
There are many standards by which a house’s strength is measured.
Subordinate forces, wealth, influence, territory, and so on.
But there is one factor that outweighs all of these.
The Absolutes.
At least 7-star and above.
Those who can perform miracles with a human body.
They are what determine the strength of a house.
What’s the use of having a massive force?
They’ll be crushed by a single Absolute.
A perfect example is the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
When the Blood-Drenched Demon King invaded the Dark Demonic House—
At that time, Nordian had already died due to a certain incident, and the remaining forces banded together to confront her.
The Dark Demonic House deployed over ten thousand Magi.
On the other hand, the Blood-Drenched Demon King stood alone.
And then came a famous battle that spread rumors even throughout the allied nations.
Over ten thousand Magi of the Dark Demonic House charged at the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
But… not a single one of them managed to even touch her fingertip.
What followed was a horrific massacre.
The Dark Demonic House only barely avoided annihilation thanks to her mercy.
After that, they fell into the role of her hound.
‘The Dark Demonic House lacks not only 8-stars, but even the number of 7-stars is insufficient. There are only two.’
On the other hand, there are many 6-stars.
Far more than in other places.
That too was strange.
Now, the reason was clear.
“It’s because you set limits on yourselves. If you hadn’t imposed those limits, the Dark Demonic House would be very different today.”
What if, during the Sacred Darkness Ceremony, you hadn’t restricted the Sacred Darkness?
No—what if, instead of forcing a so-called fair competition, you allowed the strongest to monopolize the Sacred Darkness?
‘Honestly, does everyone really need such extraordinary power? That’s like putting a pearl necklace on a pig.’
Chris looked at the dark demonic energy swirling around his body as he thought.
This isn’t a power just anyone can handle.
When someone unworthy tried to master it, it was like swinging a weapon far too large for their frame. It only backfired.
In Chris’s view, dark demonic energy was a power meant solely for a select few with exceptional talent.
[…….]
At Chris’s words, the room fell silent.
It was shock.
The family head remained silent for a while before speaking.
[There is a flaw in your argument. What if we don’t impose limits, and people absorb more Sacred Darkness than they can handle, only to hit a wall and fall into despair? That would happen in countless cases.]
It was a valid point.
Many would fall behind.
However—
“Well, of course, that would be unfortunate. But, may I speak frankly from the house’s perspective?”
[…Speak.]
“What does it matter if the unworthy fall behind? They were never going to amount to much anyway. Even if they’re fewer in number, the absolute powerhouses who overcome trials will benefit the house far more than a bunch of pathetic fools.”
[!!]
Everyone wore shocked expressions.
But Chris remained calm.
‘It’s not wrong, is it?’
And then—
The family head let out a laugh.
[Heh heh.]
An unexpected reaction.
It wasn’t one of displeasure.
Nordian felt like he had just taken a solid hit from Chris’s words.
‘The unworthy are unnecessary, huh. Not a wrong statement.’
A cold-hearted thought, but magic was the dominion of the strong.
It was a remark that perfectly pierced through the values that magic upheld.
But that didn’t mean Nordian agreed with Christian’s words.
What Chris had just said was far too detached from reality.
Surpassing the ultimate limit and becoming a superhuman—easier said than done. Only a tiny, chosen few could manage that.
And that was precisely why Nordian had ordered no one to absorb more than 70% of the Sacred Darkness.
[I understand your point. But no matter how convincing an argument sounds, if it can’t be proven, it’s just empty nonsense. Can you prove your claim yourself?]
Chris answered without hesitation.
“Of course.”
[Hmph.]
The family head turned away.
[Don’t regret it.]
Flaash!
The scenery shifted.
An illusion had been cast.
The figures of Merian and Simon vanished. So did the family head.
Chris was now standing alone in a dense, deep forest.
[I will begin the transmission of Dark Demonic Energy. Here is your first task.]
From an unseen, far-off place, the family head’s voice echoed out.
[Survive.]
* * *
Survive.
The meaning behind those words became immediately clear.
Flaash!
A flash of light burst forth.
An ambush from the blind spot!
Chris twisted his body on instinct and narrowly avoided the attack.
A giant, rock-skinned lizard beast was flicking its tongue, eyes locked onto him.
‘A 4-star magical beast—Rock Lizard. That’s one fiery start to a lesson.’
Considering that Chris’s level was still at 2-star, this was an opponent he had absolutely no chance of defeating.
‘Using combined power is out of the question.’
Then, another chilling sound echoed.
Grrr.
This time, a bear the size of a house appeared.
And it wasn’t just large.
It had two heads. And four arms.
It was a Twin-Head Bear—also a 4-star magical beast.
The real problem was, it wasn’t just one.
Two of them appeared simultaneously.
That made three 4-star magical beasts in total.
Even with combined strength, a head-on confrontation would be utterly impossible.
‘Could it be... did I piss him off with what I said, and now he’s using this test as an excuse to kill me?’
The thought wasn’t far-fetched.
Flaash!
A venomous dart shot from the lizard.
Faster than an arrow.
Chris barely dodged it, and the tree struck by the dart began to rot away.
If he hadn’t dodged, that would’ve been his body.
‘This is no joke.’
Whatever the head’s intention was, one thing was clear.
A single mistake here meant death.
— He’s not exactly the kind to teach gently.
Now Merian’s words made sense.
Thump, thump.
The Twin-Head Bear approached Christian.
As expected of a 4-star magical beast, it was intelligent, circling around him with its two heads as if forming a trap, gradually closing the distance.
And behind them, the Rock Lizard was patiently waiting for its chance to strike.
It was a desperate, life-threatening crisis, yet Chris grinned.
‘This is kind of fun.’
A thought completely unfitting for the situation.
‘There has to be some kind of answer.’
If this were a real battle, his heart would’ve been pounding, but this was a guided training session.
Surely, the family head wouldn’t give an impossible task.
And that answer had to be connected to the Dark Demonic Art.
‘If I don’t find the answer, I’ll die though.’
Flaash!
Kwaang!
Christian barely dodged the Twin-Head Bear’s strike and began drawing up the Dark Demonic Energy.
‘Let’s give it a shot!’
* * *
Just earlier, in the training hall where Christian had spoken,
The family head and Merian were having a conversation.
“That task again?”
[Yes.]
Merian wore a fed-up expression.
‘That awful hobby again.’
Nordian.
The strongest demonic being, but frankly, not someone fit to be a teacher.
No—in fact, the worst.
His standards were absurdly high, and his methods of teaching were excessively brutal.
Not a single one of Merian’s siblings had avoided serious injury while receiving Nordian’s instruction.
It was the kind of training where a lion tosses its cubs off a cliff.
But the biggest problem was,
‘…Even then, his teaching isn’t particularly effective.’
Even after surviving those cruel ordeals, it was hard to actually gain anything.
Why?
To be honest—
‘…The family head just doesn’t have a talent for teaching.’
And that was putting it kindly, for the sake of saving face—it was downright terrible.
Being strong doesn’t necessarily make you a good teacher.
That fact was clearest in the task Christian was currently undergoing.
A trial that she and all her siblings had experienced at least once.
[When you struggle to survive in an extreme situation, you’ll come to feel the essence of the Dark Demonic Energy more deeply.]
“……”
Merian fell silent for a moment.
‘…That’s not true, my lord.’
Not a single one of her siblings had achieved anything from that task.
It didn’t make sense from the start.
They were supposed to grasp the essence of the Dark Demonic Energy while being pushed to their limits—how was that supposed to work?
[To survive against those magical beasts, you’ll have to squeeze out every last drop of Dark Demonic Energy. That’s how you naturally come face-to-face with its essence.]
A completely unconvincing explanation.
But Merian said nothing.
‘All I can hope for is that he doesn’t end up too badly hurt.’
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                    One small relief was that the magical beasts appearing in the trial weren’t particularly agile.
The ranking of magical beasts is determined by the overall assessment of their abilities, and while these beasts were strong, they were relatively slow compared to other 4-star beasts, meaning that with enough effort and focus, it was possible to avoid them and hang in there.
Of course, all that meant was barely dodging—one mistake would still result in a fatal wound.
‘He’s definitely good at dodging.’
Through the projection orb, Christian’s movements were visible.
He was weaving in and out, narrowly avoiding the attacks.
[He certainly has talent. His movements are completely different from the other kids.]
Nordian’s voice held a hint of admiration.
[But he’s too clever. He’s predicting every movement of the beasts and dodging them all. He needs to be pushed to his limits to really feel the essence of the Dark Demonic Energy.]
What Nordian hoped to achieve through this task was simple.
Before giving him proper instruction, he wanted Christian to physically experience the essence of the Dark Demonic Energy in a life-or-death situation.
Feeling that essence right before one begins learning the Dark Demonic Art is a priceless experience.
‘The Dark Demonic Energy is a great power. If he could fully grasp and utilize its essence, he could even take down those magical beasts with that alone.’
Of course, that was an extremely high-level technique.
A profound skill that most users of the Dark Demonic Art never grasp in their lifetime.
Nordian had assigned this task to lay the groundwork for that path of ascension.
‘But at this rate… He won’t feel the essence at all…’
Just as that displeased thought crossed his mind—
Something unexpected happened.
Thud!
One of the Twin-Head Bears collapsed.
“!!”
[?!]
Merian and Nordian’s eyes widened.
It happened completely out of the blue.
“Did you intervene, my lord?”
[…No.]
“Then why—?”
Nordian couldn’t answer.
He was staring intently into the crystal orb, unable to believe what he had just seen.
‘What was that just now…? No. It can’t be…’
Right before the Twin-Head Bear collapsed, Christian had lightly touched its back with his hand.
It wasn’t an attack—just a touch.
And yet, the Twin-Head Bear had fallen.
There was only one thing.
Nordian knew of a phenomenon that could cause such a result.
It made no sense.
There was no way someone who hadn’t even officially entered the Dark Demonic Art could do such a thing.
But at that moment—
Thud!
Another deafening crash echoed.
The second Twin-Head Bear collapsed.
The hall fell silent.
This time, even Merian recognized it.
“My lord… Could it be, just now—?”
[…]
In place of the silent Nordian, Simon—who had been quietly standing nearby—smiled faintly and spoke.
“That looked like the technique you used to favor, my lord. Wasn’t it called ‘Dark… Execution’?”
“……”
No.
It was impossible.
And yet, even to Nordian’s eyes, the technique Christian just used was unmistakably Dark Execution.
He had only intended for Christian to feel the essence of Dark Demonic Energy, but instead, Christian had skipped dozens of levels and used an advanced technique outright!
And the surprises didn’t end there.
Seeing what Christian did next, Merian forgot she was next to the clan head and muttered aloud—
“…He’s insane?”
* * *
‘As expected of the old clan head. His reputation holds true. What a brilliant method of instruction.’
Christian was inwardly impressed.
At first, when the difficult magical beasts appeared, he tilted his head in confusion.
Why would he assign a task like this?
It just seemed dangerous.
But of course, he was wrong.
True to his title as the strongest Dark Demonic Master, Nordian had assigned the perfect challenge.
‘He’s telling me to use Dark Demonic Energy to take down those beasts!’
That wasn’t the task at all.
But Christian misunderstood it that way.
Because it seemed possible.
‘The only thing I have over those beasts… is that I possess Dark Demonic Energy.’
In that case, he had to use Dark Demonic Energy as a weapon.
That must be the answer to the task.
…It wasn’t that at all, but Christian misunderstood and arrived at the answer on his own.
‘The nature of Dark Demonic Energy is perfect darkness. And domination.’
What Nordian didn’t know was that Christian had already fully grasped the essence of Dark Demonic Energy.
It wasn’t a realization from knowledge.
It had been instinctively engraved into his body when he absorbed ten parts of the Sacred Darkness.
‘The nature of darkness and domination. How do I turn that into a weapon?’
It didn’t take long to find the answer.
Magical beasts also harbor darkness within them.
He had to subjugate that darkness.
‘It won’t be easy. But against these magical beasts… I can manage.’
Christian admired Nordian’s thoughtful “consideration.”
The magical beasts that appeared were strong and physically resilient, but in return, they were slow and had weak resistance to demonic energy.
Originally, the chosen beasts were meant to push Chris to his physical limits, but instead, they turned out to be perfect targets for testing Dark Demonic Energy.
At first, it didn’t go well.
He had no clear sense of how to dominate an opponent’s demonic energy.
No one had ever taught him.
But Chris gradually began to find the clue on his own.
‘Let go of the Dark Demonic Energy for a moment. Let it run wild on its own.’
Dark Demonic Energy naturally possessed the tendency to dominate other energies.
But if he tried to force that domination, it didn’t work well.
So then?
Just for an instant—release control.
Let the Dark Demonic Energy rampage freely.
Of course, it couldn’t stop there.
If the energy rampaged too wildly, the opponent’s demonic energy would generate a strong backlash, and he would lose control instead.
The moment Dark Demonic Energy asserted its dominance, he had to immediately seize control again and fine-tune it—only then could he manipulate the opponent’s energy as he wished.
It was like a tightrope act.
But after several tries, he started to get the hang of it.
‘I don’t need to dominate the entire core of the magical beast. Just control the energy flowing to key organs—through the blood vessels.’
For instance, the heart. Or dominate the energy flowing toward the brain, just enough to temporarily halt the function of that organ.
That way, he could take down his opponent using only a small amount of energy.
As expected, the Twin-Head Bear lost consciousness and collapsed with a thud.
‘This is perfect for Dark Demonic Energy training.’
Chris was impressed.
In truth, it wasn’t a technique easily applied against other dark beings.
They wouldn’t just sit still and let it happen, unlike this bear.
But against magical beasts like these—strong in physical power but slow to react and with weak resistance to demonic energy—it could be a powerful move.
Above all, it was the best possible training for mastering Dark Demonic Energy.
‘As expected of the clan head. He gave me this task specifically to train my control over Dark Demonic Energy. Next is the Rock Lizard.’
Just as the name suggested, it was a lizard with rocky skin.
Neither magic nor weapons could inflict real damage with external physical attacks.
‘This one, too… He must want me to defeat it with Dark Demonic Energy. How should I go about it?’
Simply dominating the energy flowing toward a vital spot wouldn’t be enough.
Unlike the Twin-Head Bear, the structure of this beast’s organs was different.
It had three hearts. And they were made of stone. They wouldn’t stop easily.
‘In that case—’
Christian’s eyes gleamed.
He moved into the Rock Lizard’s blind spot.
Once again, an unbelievable sight began to unfold.
* * *
“……”
[…]
Merian and Nordian remained silent.
‘…Am I really seeing this right?’
Merian thought with a dumbfounded expression.
Nordian hadn’t said a single word, but it was obvious what he was thinking.
Something that should never have been possible was happening right in front of them.
Simon shrugged and spoke in a cheerful tone.
“Oh? That’s an advanced application. Instead of simply halting the function of a specific organ temporarily, he disrupted the flow of demonic energy to inflict widespread damage across the entire body.”
In other words—
What Christian had just accomplished was this.
He temporarily “stopped” the flow of demonic energy coursing through the Rock Lizard’s bloodstream.
How?
Even with Dark Demonic Energy, it’s impossible to dominate the entire flow of the opponent’s energy.
So what Chris did was seize control at brief intervals, cutting the flow at various joints along the way.
Like a line of carriages moving in a row—he stopped some of the ones in the middle.
He didn’t halt many.
But Chris cleverly disrupted the flow in a sequential pattern.
Causing confusion in the leading flow, and then triggering chaos in the trailing energy right after.
That way, the entire train of energy shut down.
“…Merian, did you teach him that?”
“…No, I didn’t.”
“…Well, I suppose. That’s not something you can learn just by being taught.”
When someone first acquires Dark Demonic Energy, even getting it to move properly inside their body is difficult.
That’s the reason Dark Demonic Arts exist in the first place.
And yet—what was that just now?
‘…He’s handling it like it’s an extension of his own limbs.’
Merian swallowed hard.
What’s more, Christian’s insane display kept evolving as time went on.
Next, as Nordian had prearranged, more of the same type of magical beasts appeared—yet Chris, as if using it all for Dark Demonic Energy practice, gleefully started taking them down.
Each time, faster and more efficiently than the last.
“At this rate, does he even need to learn the Dark Demonic Arts?”
The Dark Demonic Arts are techniques used to control Dark Demonic Energy.
Simon chuckled lightly and asked,
“He seems way better at controlling it than most, don’t you think?”
“……”
Silence filled the room.
Only the image of Chris, excitedly taking down magical beasts, played across the screen.
After quite a while—
Nordian slowly opened his mouth.
[The task is over.]
At that moment, darkness swept in, and Christian was summoned back to the training grounds.
Chris looked momentarily confused, then bowed his head toward Nordian.
“Thank you for assigning me such a good task, Clan Head. Thanks to it, I was able to make a small breakthrough.”
Hearing that, Nordian’s expression was… how to put it—
It was the face of someone staring at something utterly bizarre.
Merian understood that look.
He probably had the same expression on his face.
A descendant of the family had shown an impressive display—he should’ve felt proud. But… was it because it was too impressive? The first feeling that came was bewilderment.
‘…I nearly died doing that task.’
Chris tilted his head at their reactions. Only Simon was barely holding back the laughter that kept slipping out.
“Clan Head?”
[…Yes. I saw how you performed. You did… better than expected.]
“You flatter me. It was thanks to the excellent task you assigned, Your Highness.”
Nordian fell silent again.
He had told him to experience an extreme situation, and instead, his grandson toyed with the magical beasts—he didn’t know what to say anymore.
Even if Nordian himself went back in time, he wouldn’t be able to do what Chris had done.
‘…Is this what they call a true genius?’
Nordian decided to acknowledge it.
That this thunderous, barefaced grandson’s talent far surpassed his expectations.
The moment he admitted that, his heart skipped a beat.
How long had he waited for such blood?
His other children and grandchildren—
They were his kin, but none met the mark.
He had given up expecting anything from them.
But with this kind of talent… maybe, just maybe, Chris could truly fulfill his long-cherished wish.
However—
Nordian hardened his expression.
‘He’s only just taken his first steps.’
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                    ‘Arrogance is forbidden.’
Exceptional talent can sometimes become poison.
That happens when one becomes conceited.
Nordian resolved to ensure that such a thing would never happen to Christian.
He deliberately spoke in a cold tone.
[Now, we begin the full transmission of the Dark Demonic Arts. Do not grow arrogant, and follow my instructions precisely.]
“Yes, understood.”
At last, the long-awaited moment had arrived.
Christian focused.
[Listen well. This is the incantation for the Dark Demonic Arts.]
The outsider, Simon, discreetly disappeared.
Nordian began reciting the incantation.
It was just a recitation, yet the incantation was long and drawn-out, taking several hours.
“Have you memorized it?”
The incantation combined the flow of demonic energy in the bloodline and magical formulas, complex and arcane—and to think he memorized it after hearing it only once.
But Christian calmly replied,
“Yes, I have memorized it.”
Nordian nodded.
He had expected that.
After all, he himself had memorized the incantation in one go when he was a child.
But then—
Christian asked an unexpected question.
“Excuse me… may I ask just one thing? There’s a part of the incantation I don’t quite understand.”
[It’s your first time hearing the incantation, so it’s only natural you don’t understand it. Reflect on it yourself, and ask questions later—]
“No, that’s not it. There’s a part of the flow in the incantation that doesn’t match with the others, so I wanted to check if I misheard it.”
[!!]
Nordian’s face hardened.
‘How did he notice?’
One of his twisted habits—
Was deliberately giving part of the incantation incorrectly.
To make learning it even harder.
Why do such an eccentric thing?
‘It may be inefficient now, but struggling to control the Dark Demonic Energy helps lay a strong foundation.’
But Christian noticed the discrepancy after hearing it only once.
It was an eerie level of talent.
Nordian concealed his surprise and answered in a stiff tone.
[To build your foundation, I introduced some variations. I will reveal the perfect incantation once your basics are solidified.]
Nordian rose from his seat.
[Watch closely.]
He extended his hand.
From the small hand of the boy’s incarnation body, jet-black demonic energy began to rise.
It formed the ‘Black Sword’, a blade forged by emitting demonic energy externally.
A power that can be used starting from the level of 3 stars.
To Nordian, a demonic being of 8-star rank, it was a trivial power.
However, the Black Sword wielded by Nordian was fundamentally different from that of others.
It wasn’t just about the strength of his demonic energy.
There was something inexplicable, a subtle profundity that even Chris couldn’t yet comprehend.
[This is a single sword strike unleashed through the Dark Demonic Arts.]
Whoosh.
It was a light swing.
It didn’t carry any intense force.
In fact, it didn’t produce any noticeable effect.
It merely cut through the air.
And yet, Chris felt chills run down his spine.
It was a jarring sensation, like a star flickering out.
‘Just now…’
In that single swing, countless shades of darkness were contained.
Crimson, black, blood-red, yellow, blue, grey, and more.
Nordian’s one sword was destruction, death, curse, poison, illusion—and a vast darkness containing all those things.
The Dark Demonic Energy that ruled over all forms of darkness.
It was the power of the Dark Demonic Arts, which harnessed that energy.
Meanwhile, seeing the surprise on Christian’s face, Nordian was even more surprised himself.
‘Hah… He actually recognized it?’
One sees only as much as one knows.
How many within the Dark Demonic Family could perceive the true meaning behind the sword Nordian just showed?
Nordian reaffirmed his resolve.
‘The ordinary methods won’t work. He’ll need even harsher guidance.’
A tower built easily crumbles easily.
Only by overcoming adversity from the ground up can one truly attain greatness—this was Nordian’s philosophy on teaching.
‘First, he must come to understand the difficulty of the Dark Demonic Arts.’
Because one must wield countless kinds of darkness as if they were one’s own attribute, the difficulty of the Dark Demonic Arts surpasses imagination.
Usually, it is standard to teach each part side-by-side.
“I will give you one month. Based on the demonstration I just showed, refine the incantation on your own. In half a month, I’ll check how far you’ve progressed.”
And with that, he vanished without a trace.
Seeing Merian flustered beside him, it was clear this wasn’t the normal course of action.
However—
‘There must be a reason for this too.’
Chris thought again to himself.
He may seem unkind, but Nordian surely wouldn’t do something like this without a purpose.
Just like the task he had given in the beginning, there was bound to be some deeper meaning hidden in this as well.
…Though that wasn’t the case at all, Christian misunderstood and believed Nordian had another purpose in mind.
‘Let’s do this.’
For reference, there was one problem with Nordian’s approach.
Until now, Chris had always learned things mostly on his own.
He had almost never received guidance from anyone.
In other words, he was very used to situations like this.
No—more accurately, he had often learned things without even knowing the proper incantations, so this was actually an exceptionally kind setup.
Chris closed his eyes and delved into the incantations of the Dark Demonic Arts.
At the same time, he recalled the single sword strike that Nordian had shown earlier.
A true darkness that held all forms of darkness within.
Time passed in the blink of an eye.
* * *
A month had passed.
“It’s time.”
“…Yes, Lord.”
“By now, he should have realized how difficult the Dark Demonic Arts are.”
“……”
Merian stayed silent.
That much was certain.
The Dark Demonic Arts weren’t something one could learn without guidance.
‘But what meaning does that even have…’
Merian thought to herself.
Nordian’s philosophy of education—that only by experiencing hardship and repeated frustration could one ultimately achieve great mastery.
It couldn’t have felt more outdated.
Christian had clearly wasted an entire month.
“Merian, are you saying you disagree with my method?”
“…No, sir.”
“Ha! Don’t deny it. I can read your thoughts as clear as day. But for Christian, that boy, this is a necessary process.”
Nordian continued his explanation.
“He’s absorbed over ninety percent of the Sacred Darkness. With each rise in star level, he’ll face tremendous walls. That’s why building a solid foundation now is crucial—so he doesn’t collapse later on.”
“……”
“What’s important for him isn’t speed. Even if it’s slow, he must climb step by step, one level at a time.”
Merian spoke carefully.
“Christian is currently taking the Young Lord Examination. To qualify, he must reach 3-star level within three months.”
“That’s impossible. Reaching 3 stars in three months? Considering the purity of his Dark Demonic Energy, that’s completely unrealistic.”
Nordian answered flatly.
Christian’s current progress was at upper 2-star level.
No matter how much of a genius he was, since he had absorbed over ninety percent of the Sacred Darkness, Nordian estimated it would take at least two more years to reach 3 stars.
And above all, what was some Young Lord Examination, anyway?
Laying a firm foundation was far more important than something like that.
“Let’s head out.”
Nordian once again descended into the young boy’s incarnation.
He leapt through space and entered the training grounds where Christian was.
[!!]
“!!”
Nordian and Merian couldn’t help but widen their eyes, stunned to the point of shock.
It was completely unexpected.
They had witnessed an unbelievable sight.
Christian was swinging his sword in midair—his blade engulfed in pitch-black demonic energy.
It was the Black Sword.
A power only those at 3-star demonic rank could wield.
“You… Christian? Just now? Don’t tell me you’ve reached 3-star level?”
Merian asked in a shocked tone, and Christian turned his head and spoke to Nordian with a bright expression.
“Thank you, Lord.”
[…Thank you?]
“Thanks to you, I was able to break through the 3-star wall faster than expected.”
[…What?]
Chris's voice was filled with genuine gratitude.
“You deliberately taught me the wrong incantations to awaken me, didn’t you?”
[…]
Nordian went silent.
He couldn’t understand what the boy was talking about.
Christian’s nonsense(?) didn’t end there.
“It wasn’t just the incantations. That single sword strike you demonstrated—wasn’t that meant to show me the realization needed to reach 3-star?”
No.
The demonstration Nordian had shown at that time had nothing to do with the enlightenment of reaching 3-star level.
What did forging a Black Sword have to do with condensing all attributes of darkness into one sword?
Yet Chris continued rambling on with things that made no sense to Nordian.
“As you said, the wall to 3-star was incredibly high. But through the guidance you gave me, I was able to find the answer and surpass it faster than expected.”
Then again, what guidance had Nordian supposedly given?
Chris recalled the past month.
At first, it wasn’t easy.
As expected of a top-tier demonic art, learning it alone wasn’t simple.
Especially since the incorrect incantations mixed in here and there interfered with the process.
Incantations that seemed like they were thrown in just to mess with him.
But Chris focused on those very incantations.
‘There’s no way those incantations were put in without purpose. They must’ve been meant to help me in some way.’
The incantations Nordian had mixed in disrupted the flow of dark demonic energy.
Why would he do that?
With what intention?
Chris recalled the demonstration Nordian had shown.
A single sword that contained all attributes of darkness.
And then, the answer began to take shape.
‘What matters isn’t the efficiency of controlling dark demonic energy. Even if it’s slower, the process of embracing every type of darkness as my own is what’s important.’
Like floating a leaf in a cup to prevent choking while drinking water.
It wasn’t just about hastily mastering the use of dark demonic energy—Lord Nordian’s message was to focus on accepting the darkness itself.
Christian followed Lord Nordian’s intent.
Dark demonic arts, in the end, are about mastering various attributes of darkness.
He recited the incantations, focusing on the meaning behind each one.
How many times had he repeated them?
Suddenly, a flash of realization pierced through his mind.
A thought, as if all forms of darkness were aligning onto a single trajectory.
Of course, he hadn’t yet reached the point of condensing all darkness into a single sword like Nordian.
It was merely a vague insight he sensed.
But in that moment, Chris’s level advanced by one stage.
1-star is the stage where demonic energy is accumulated within the body.
2-star is the stage where demonic energy is projected outside the body.
3-star is the stage where demonic energy is given tangible form externally.
Thus, each stage required a different kind of realization.
3-star demonic energy must transform an intangible force into something with physical form outside the body.
It’s like fixing a wave of light into a solid shape.
In other words, something impossible by normal means.
To achieve this, one must break existing concepts of demonic energy, reestablish their understanding, and approach demonic energy from a completely different perspective.
However, this becomes significantly harder as the purity of dark demonic energy increases—since pure darkness is that much harder to control.
Most people can manage to forge a Black Sword with only a faint realization, but if the dark demonic energy is highly pure, then a much more complete redefinition of perception is required.
In Chris’s case, with 100% purity, it went without saying.
But the moment he gained enlightenment from the clue Nordian had left him, his understanding of demonic energy was completely redefined.
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                    Not a vague fumbling like a blind man touching an elephant, but a realization filled with certainty.
In that moment, Chris understood.
That he had reached the realm of 3-star.
“It’s all thanks to you, Lord Patriarch. If not for you, I wouldn’t have reached the 3-star level this quickly.”
Christian spoke with genuine sincerity.
Had it not been for Nordian’s help, it would’ve taken him much longer—at least two or three more months, at minimum.
[…]
Nordian couldn’t find words and remained silent for a long while.
It was the most bewildering situation he had encountered in the last ten years.
In the end, all Nordian could say was this:
[…I will now begin your proper training.]
“…Training?”
Christian tilted his head slightly.
Wasn’t this already enough? What more was there to teach?
[You’ve merely memorized the incantations. You still need to learn how to properly wield the dark demonic arts.]
“Ah.”
It was the natural next step.
Simply throwing incantations at someone wasn’t proper instruction.
Meanwhile, watching Christian, Nordian felt a twinge of regret.
‘I shouldn’t have let him learn the incantations alone. He’s outstanding… but I didn’t expect him to be this outstanding.’
He hadn’t expected Christian to successfully learn the dark demonic arts’ incantations on his own.
The real issue was that Christian had actually succeeded in learning them by himself.
Having done so without proper guidance, there were bound to be countless bad habits or misinterpretations.
‘I’ll have to fix every single mistake perfectly.’
But then—
“Demonstrate the dark demonic arts.”
Christian unleashed the dark demonic arts.
And the moment he saw it, Nordian was once again taken aback.
‘There… aren’t any mistakes?’
No—there were.
The incantations Nordian had intentionally taught him incorrectly.
Christian executed those parts differently from the incantations Nordian had given him.
The problem was, this wasn’t a bad change at all.
‘…He improved them? Made them more efficient? He rewrote the incantations by himself?’
“I modified the incantations as part of the assignment you gave me, Lord Patriarch.”
[…Assignment?]
“Wasn’t it an assignment?”
Once again, Christian said something completely baffling.
He thought being taught incorrect incantations meant he was supposed to revise and improve them!
Nordian clamped his mouth shut once again.
He had no idea how many times this brat had left him speechless like this.
‘To revise incantations on your own… You have no idea what kind of risks that could cause.’
Each and every incantation is directly connected to the entire demonic art.
Even a slight error in an incantation can cause a fatal flaw in demonic arts.
But he couldn’t say anything.
There was simply no problem to be found in the incantations Chris had altered.
No—not just that there were no problems.
‘…Don’t they seem even better than the originals?’
It was absurd to think that this child’s casually revised incantations looked superior to those passed down over hundreds of years in prestigious families… yet even so, to Nordian—an 8-star Magus—there were no noticeable flaws in Chris’s changes.
To be honest—
‘…It’s like looking at a musical score revised by a genius born once in a millennium.’
It wasn’t the refinement of a seasoned master.
Instead, it carried a flash of brilliance that broke past conventional thought.
Of course, it wasn’t something to judge lightly.
The incantations of a core technique affect not just immediate energy control, but also the practitioner’s progress as their level rises in the future.
Even so, it didn’t seem like Chris’s modifications would have any negative consequences later down the line.
‘…Just what is he?’
Nordian swallowed hard.
He already knew that the boy’s talent was overwhelming.
But a genius?
He was far beyond that level.
Just how many times was this child going to surprise him?
An unfathomable monster.
Nordian himself was considered a genius, but this was a different league entirely.
Two emotions surged at once.
First—a pounding excitement in his chest.
How long had he waited for someone like this?
But alongside it came a chilling sense of caution, like a bucket of cold water poured over him.
‘I must guide him properly.’
This was the one ray of hope he had finally encountered after a long, drawn-out wait—going so far as to use a life-extending forbidden art of reversing the heavens.
He could not allow this to be wasted.
‘I must teach him thoroughly.’
Originally, Nordian had chosen to instruct Christian out of partial curiosity.
To see for himself what kind of vessel could absorb over 90% of Sacred Darkness.
But his mindset had shifted.
Now, he intended to give a proper and sincere education.
…Of course, that didn’t necessarily mean it was a good thing for Chris.
Because Nordian was the worst kind of teacher—one with outdated teaching methods and no talent for instruction.
He would push his student through hellish training while giving difficult-to-understand lessons, wondering, Why doesn’t he get this?
Nordian even made the following resolution:
‘I’ll drastically increase the difficulty of training beyond what I originally planned.’
It was already extreme—what could possibly be added to that?
Still, the fortunate thing was that Chris was the ideal disciple.
Even the most convoluted teachings, he absorbed flawlessly.
[Be prepared. The instruction I’ll be giving you from now on will be anything but easy.]
“The harder it is, the more grateful I am.”
[What do you mean by that?]
“I believe that every difficulty is part of the path you’ve prepared for me, Lord Patriarch.”
Christian answered sincerely.
After the previous two lessons, he had come to firmly trust Nordian.
Even if Nordian harbored a cold, snake-like heart, the teachings he gave were genuine.
Chris, who had rarely ever experienced such sincere guidance in the past, honestly felt grateful toward Nordian.
‘Of course, he’s teaching me because he wants me to be useful to the family. Still, I appreciate it.’
At Christian’s response, Nordian let out a snort.
[You speak well. But once the real training begins, you’ll regret it. And by then, it’ll be too late.]
“I’ll be fine. I believe in your guidance, Lord Patriarch.”
[Hmph. Very well, let’s see what happens.]
For a brief moment, Nordian and Chris locked eyes midair with a sharp intensity.
And so—
The worst teacher and the best disciple came together.
The result?
A relentless storm of astonishment.
* * *
Two more months passed.
That made it a total of three months since the wager with Marquis Langham.
“The promised date is almost here.”
Marquis Langham glanced at the calendar.
Just one day remained.
“Where is Christian?”
“He’s still in training.”
“With the Lord Patriarch?”
“…That seems to be the case.”
Marquis Langham furrowed his brow deeply.
Only a very small number of people—including Marquis Langham—knew that Christian was receiving instruction from the patriarch.
Still, Langham didn’t think much of it.
‘Unlucky brat. Of all people, he’s being taught by Father.’
Langham himself had once been taught by the patriarch.
He gained nothing from it but suffering. He could confidently say it had been a complete waste of time.
And now Chris was squandering his already-tight three months receiving that same guidance.
Langham thought the boy was truly unlucky.
For the record, Christian’s accomplishments had not yet been reported to Langham.
‘Maybe this is actually better for him. If he fails now, he won’t have to face the second trial.’
The second trial Christian would have to take as a candidate for heir.
Naturally, it wouldn’t be easy.
In fact, Langham intended to use that trial as an excuse to eliminate Christian.
It wasn’t just out of resentment.
‘For the sake of the Dark Demonic House, we need a sacrifice. That boy is the perfect fit.’
Just then, a report came in from outside.
“Your Excellency, an envoy from the Huam Ducal House is scheduled to arrive.”
Marquis Langham’s gaze darkened.
The Huam Ducal House.
That was the name of the “Venomous Demonic House.”
A rival house, positioned close by—an adversary.
Marquis Langham planned to use Christian as a pawn in a conflict with the Venomous Demonic House, under the pretense of the Heir Trial.
All for the benefit of the Dark Demonic House.
* * *
Creak.
The door to the training hall opened, and Chris stepped outside.
‘It’s been a while since I’ve been out.’
Chris stretched his arms.
He looked somewhat different than before.
His eyes held a deeper intensity.
He had not only taken his first steps into the realm of “3-Star True,” but had already reached a stable 3-Star level.
To be precise, he had arrived at the peak of the lower 3-Star stage.
To approach the mid-tier level in just two months—it was an unbelievable pace.
[...Don’t get conceited just because of a small achievement. You’ve only just taken your first steps.]
Nordian spoke solemnly.
His voice carried a cold pressure, yet Christian smiled broadly in return.
For the past two months, Nordian had constantly told him not to become arrogant.
Why?
Because no matter what he taught, Chris did well—there was nothing else left to say.
‘Looks like even the Patriarch was a bit surprised by my genius, huh?’
True to his stature as the family’s solemn head, he never showed it outwardly.
But even if it wasn’t visible, you could still feel it.
Later on, Chris had to hold back laughter as he noticed Nordian trying to maintain his composure.
Chris bowed his head toward Nordian.
“Thank you for your instruction during this time.”
It was sincere.
It had been a great help.
Above all, Chris had almost never encountered someone who guided him purely for the sake of his growth, so he felt genuinely grateful to Nordian.
‘Is this... what a teacher is like?’
He wouldn’t dare call the patriarch a teacher, of course.
Whether sensing the sincerity in Chris’s words or not, Nordian remained silent for a moment.
[Don’t be mistaken. I didn’t train you because I held you in any special regard.]
“I understand. Still, thank you.”
Nordian frowned, clearly displeased.
[Enough with the pointless talk. Go on.]
“Yes, understood.”
As Christian walked away, Merian spoke.
“He’s truly remarkable, isn’t he?”
[Remarkable? He’s only at the crawling stage.]
He grumbled, but it was clear those words weren’t his true feelings.
Over the past two months, Merian, who had been by his side, knew very well just how shocked Nordian had been by that boy.
“…Aren’t you going to help him?”
[Help him with what?]
“……”
Merian fell silent.
From now on, Christian would face all kinds of pressure from the family.
There was a high chance he’d be broken before he could even take flight.
[If he can’t overcome trials like that, then that’s all he ever was to begin with.]
“…Patriarch.”
[More importantly.]
Nordian spoke indifferently.
[Even if I don’t like him, he’s still my disciple. If he can’t overcome something of that level, then he doesn’t deserve to be called my disciple.]
Merian’s eyes widened.
Disciple.
Until now, Nordian had taught many.
But it was the first time he had ever used that term himself.
Though Chris didn’t realize it, Nordian, too, considered him his disciple.
* * *
‘I should go report to Marquis Langham and then just lie down. I need to lounge around for the first time in a while.’
He was the classic lazy genius type.
After grinding non-stop for the past three months, he was exhausted.
The second trial wouldn’t start right away, so he planned to just loaf around on his bed and rest until then.
On that note, he asked a servant and stopped by the wine cellar to grab a few expensive bottles.
‘I’m so done with ginger ale!’
Not that he was planning to actually drink.
The uptight ghost maid, Marie, wouldn’t allow it, so he’d just let the alcohol evaporate and drink it non-alcoholic.
While he was fully immersed in thoughts of lying around and relaxing, an unfamiliar voice called out.
“Christian?”
“??”
It was a girl he had never seen before.
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                    Long, dark blue hair. Emerald eyes.
An exceptionally beautiful appearance.
Her impression gave off an intellectual aura, but her upturned eyes made her seem prideful. A cold, haughty charm emanated from her.
‘Who is she? She’s not one of the Demonic House members.’
Chris looked puzzled.
She didn’t seem like an ordinary girl.
‘She’s at 3-star level.’
She looked to be in her mid-to-late teens, but her level was incredibly deep.
Not just any 3-star, but the upper tier of 3-star.
Considering her age, it was an overwhelmingly high level.
It didn’t seem like she held a low status, either.
Behind the girl stood several demons. All of them had considerable presence.
They were on par with the elite demons of the Dark Demonic House.
But strangely, the girl seemed to recognize Christian.
“You know me?”
“…Know you? Ha.”
The girl’s eyes sharply narrowed.
An angry reaction.
Not just from the girl.
Even the demons standing behind her exuded hostility toward Christian.
“You dare insult me like that….”
“…??”
So, it seemed she had known ‘Christian’ from before.
But for Chris, it was all bewildering.
“No, wait a second.”
Chris tried to speak, but one of the demons cut him off.
And cast him a contemptuous glance in passing.
“Lady, let’s just go. No need to bother with trash like him.”
“…Fine.”
The girl exhaled deeply and calmed herself.
Then, looking at the bottles in Chris’s hand, she sneered.
As if looking at something disgusting.
“Drinking in broad daylight. You haven’t changed a bit.”
“…No, I mean, this is. Hold on.”
Chris tried to explain something, but she didn’t listen.
She disappeared with a cold expression, as if unwilling to exchange another word.
“……”
Chris stood dumbfounded.
What kind of absurdity was this?
He hadn’t even taken a sip and had already dispelled the alcohol, yet the unfairness was overwhelming.
‘…Who the hell is she?’
But once Chris heard who the girl was, he understood why she reacted that way.
There was plenty of reason for such a reaction.
“She is Lady Marisa of the Venomous Demonic House.”
The halfling butler, having witnessed the commotion, explained the girl’s identity.
Marisa.
A name both unfamiliar and familiar.
Chris’s eyes widened as he recalled it after repeating the name a few times.
“…My fiancée?”
“More precisely, your former fiancée.”
The halfling butler corrected him firmly.
“Despite your disappointing behavior, Lady Marisa continued to postpone the annulment and waited for you. But in the end, didn’t you humiliate her severely, leading to the engagement being broken off?”
* * *
Lady Marisa of the Venomous Demonic House clenched her teeth.
‘That bastard.’
The image of Christian from earlier wouldn’t leave her mind.
“Are you all right, my lady?”
“…I’m fine.”
No—truthfully, she wasn’t.
In the past, when Christian was a child—before he became a delinquent.
And when Marisa herself was just a little girl.
Christian had been Marisa’s clumsy first love.
She fell for him at first sight during a gathering between their two houses.
When they were arranged into a political engagement to strengthen ties between families, she had run to her room and pounded her mandragora doll with joy.
But Christian changed.
Bad rumors about him never stopped, and the elders of her house began suggesting they annul the engagement. But Marisa refused.
She believed it was just a phase of youthful rebellion and chose to wait.
But when she saw him again, he subjected her to unbearable humiliation.
That long wait ended in bitter heartbreak.
And now.
[You know me?]
A voice that acted like he didn’t even remember her.
How could a person be like that?
“…My lady.”
“…I really am fine.”
Marisa took a deep breath.
She wasn’t at the Dark Demonic House on personal business.
She had come as an envoy, representing the stance of the Venomous Demonic House.
“This way, my lady.”
A high-ranking demon of the Dark Demonic House guided her, and soon, she came face to face with a certain figure.
The acting head of the house, Marquis Langham.
* * *
“I’ve come to discuss the matter of ownership regarding the relic discovered in the Neutral Zone.”
“I see. And what is the Venomous Demonic House’s position? Last time, your house claimed the relic. So are you willing to concede this one?”
“That would be unacceptable.”
The Magus Empire is divided into five regions.
The central territory is the direct dominion of the Demon Emperor.
And then, there are the four Magus Kingdoms in the east, west, south, and north.
The Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House both belong to the Southern Magus Kingdom, under the rule of the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
You’d think they’d be close, being in the same kingdom?
Half right, half wrong.
The Southern Magus Kingdom cooperates when facing external enemies.
But when it doesn’t?
They fight each other.
The two are the most frequent contenders in localized conflicts.
There are many reasons.
For competing interests.
For pride.
Just because they feel like fighting.
The two houses constantly clashed at the drop of a hat.
Then, not long ago, a troublesome incident occurred.
A “relic” appeared in the neutral zone between the two houses.
The Venomous Demonic House, who found it first, took it.
The Dark Demonic House protested, but of course, the Venomous Demonic House wouldn’t listen.
It was an incident that left the Dark Demonic House bitter.
It should’ve ended there, but recently, another complication arose.
Another relic was discovered in the neutral zone.
“Morally speaking, shouldn't this relic belong to our Dark Demonic House this time?”
“Morality between our two houses? That’s an odd thing to say. If the roles were reversed, would the Dark Demonic House have yielded?”
Marquis Langham let out a dry chuckle.
Absolutely not.
They would never have given it up.
They would’ve tried to monopolize both relics.
“So then, are you proposing that whoever finds the relic first gets ownership?”
The relic’s exact location had yet to be confirmed.
“Yes. However, with a condition: the expedition team must be twenty members or fewer, all below the third star rank.”
“To avoid direct conflict between our two houses?”
If the main forces of either house were to shed blood, it would inevitably lead to large-scale war.
That’s why such a proposal was made.
“Yes, if we end up spilling serious blood, it will only benefit our other enemies. And recently, the situation in the ‘Four Kings Fortress’ hasn’t been looking good either.”
Both houses had many enemies.
Nearby, there was the “Destruction Demonic House” within the same Southern Magus Kingdom.
Beyond that, there was the “Gold Cross” of the Crusade Alliance.
And to the side, the “Four Kings Fortress”—an alliance of the Necromancer, Blood Sword, and Curse Demonic Houses of the Eastern Magus Kingdom.
That’s why, despite their constant bickering, the two houses never crossed the line.
For reference, the ruler of the Magus Empire—the Demon Emperor—never intervenes in conflicts between the Magus Kingdoms under his rule. In fact, he rarely involves himself in anything at all.
As if he’s merely a bystander. Or perhaps, even encouraging the infighting.
"Fine, I accept the condition."
"Really?"
Marisa looked surprised.
Since the Venomous Demonic House had taken the relic last time, she had expected the Dark Demonic House to make an unreasonable demand in their favor this time.
"However, I have one additional condition. If the Venomous Demonic House breaks the agreement, then not only will this relic, but the ownership of the previous relic as well, go to our Dark Demonic House."
"What do you mean by breaking the agreement?"
"I mean interfering with our expedition through underhanded means. Traps and hidden weapons are specialties of the Venomous Demonic House, after all."
Marisa's face hardened.
"That won't happen."
"Then there should be no issue. If you don't accept the additional condition, there will be no negotiation."
Marisa frowned.
Something felt off.
But this was a situation where some compromise had to be made.
Above all, what Marquis Langham mentioned was unlikely to happen.
"Understood. I accept the additional condition."
"Will you be personally leading the Venomous Demonic House’s expedition?"
"Yes, that’s the plan."
Marisa replied firmly.
Since she would be personally leading the expedition, what Marquis Langham mentioned had no chance of happening.
"I see. Then I’ll be able to witness the prowess of the famed Young Mistress of Ten Thousand Poisons. I’m looking forward to it."
"Then, I’ll take my leave."
After bowing, Marisa disappeared.
Marquis Langham gently touched the cold, metallic frame of his glasses.
He looked at the chessboard in front of him.
He toppled the white knight and spoke.
"Marisa."
Next, a black knight.
"Jupien."
The Second Princess of the Dark Demonic House.
Finally, he toppled another black knight.
"Christian."
These three were the ones to be sacrificed in his plan.
* * *
"Here is the Black Sword."
When Marquis Langham saw Chris’s Black Sword, he said nothing.
Chris grinned.
"That’s a pass on the first test, right?"
"...Yes. I’ll tell you about the second test."
Marquis Langham spoke of the relic in the neutral zone.
"You want me to find the relic in the neutral zone?"
"Yes. If you contribute enough in retrieving the relic, I’ll grant you the title of Young Lord."
Chris looked puzzled.
An unexpectedly easy task.
He had expected to be given a life-threatening mission.
Of course, the neutral zone was a dangerous place.
A place where all sorts of magical beasts appeared.
With Chris’s current level of achievement, a single misstep could cost him his life.
Still, it was a far milder task than expected.
‘No… this is definitely a dangerous mission.’
An instinctive sense of crisis rang out like an alarm.
There was something beneath the surface of this mission that couldn’t be seen.
But Christian didn’t show it and bowed his head.
"Yes, understood. Am I to go alone?"
"No, it would be impossible on your own. You’ll be placed under the unit led by the Second Princess, Jupien."
In other words, he was to follow the Second Princess’s orders.
It wasn’t a pleasing arrangement, but there was no helping it.
Only after becoming a Young Lord would he be able to have subordinates of his own.
"This mission was originally assigned to Loin. But I’m entrusting it to you instead, so make sure you produce results."
"I will do as you say."
"You’ll be departing soon, so prepare yourself."
After stepping outside, Chris frowned.
"A relic from the neutral zone… What kind of incident is this?"
Thanks to the Chatterbox of Darkness, Chris had a rough idea of the major incidents that occurred within the Magus Empire.
But nothing came to mind for this one.
‘Was it not the kind of incident the Chatterbox of Darkness would talk about?’
At that moment—
A sudden question flashed through his mind.
—This mission was originally assigned to Loin.
‘Now that I think about it, what happened to Loin in the original history?’
Originally, the one who was supposed to become a Young Lord this time wasn’t Chris—it was Loin.
If not for Chris, Loin would have become the Young Lord without issue.
‘But I’ve never heard anything about Loin. Why?’
Despite being a Young Lord of a noble family, Chris had never heard a thing about Loin.
There was only one reason.
He died.
And quickly, without ever making a name for himself.
Why did he die?
Chris’s mind worked rapidly to deduce the truth.
‘…Could it be that he died because of this mission?’
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                    Chris swallowed hard.
‘Wait, this mission…’
Only then did he recall what the Chatterbox of Darkness had told him.
It wasn’t that she hadn’t mentioned it.
It was such a massive event that he hadn’t thought to associate it with this mission.
—Chris, what do you think was the most important incident of the continental year 975?
975 is this year.
Five years before the start of the First Great War.
The “Chatterbox of Darkness,” a nine-tailed fox from the Obsidian Demonic House, had swayed her tail slyly as she spoke.
—Was it a premonition of the coming storm? All sorts of major events began erupting across the continent. The coup of the Bloodsword Demonic House, the Fall of the Star incident involving the Gold Cross, the downfall of the Crown Prince of the Carn Empire. But I think there was something even more important.
—What is it?
—If you want to know, pet my tail.
—…No. You were going to say it anyway.
—Mmm~ mmm~ still, pet me, pet me~! I love Chris’s touch!
Chris, with a reluctant expression, petted her tail, and the Chatterbox of Darkness giggled before speaking.
—The Demon’s Amulet Incident.
—…What’s that?
—A relic conflict between the Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House, not widely known to the public. Honestly, at the time, it wasn’t seen as a big deal.
Perhaps it was the comfort of Chris’s touch? The Chatterbox of Darkness yawned.
—During the relic expedition, the unit from the Dark Demonic House was annihilated, and the Venomous Demonic House paid a heavy price in blood as well, but that’s not the point. What matters is that this incident causes a major butterfly effect later on.
—What kind?
—A few years later, this incident leads to the death of the Dark Demonic House’s Lord. At the hands of his own son, Marquis Langham.
The Chatterbox of Darkness spoke with a drowsy face.
—If it weren’t for this incident… If Lord Nordion had survived, the Blood-Drenched Demon King wouldn’t have been able to take control of the Dark Demonic House so easily. As a result, the Age of Ruins arrived even faster.
“!!”
Chris’s eyes flashed wide open.
That was definitely the incident!
‘I have to stop it.’
This wasn’t just a simple relic skirmish.
It was Marquis Langham’s scheme.
Marquis Langham planned to use the sacrifice of Chris and the others as a pretext to achieve his own ends.
An end that would one day lead to catastrophic disaster.
‘What should I do?’
Chris pondered.
For now, he had to join the mission. Only by stepping into it himself could he foil the scheme.
‘The problem is… with my current strength, it’s not possible.’
He was still only at 3-star level.
An incredibly fast achievement, but to true powerhouses, it was still at the level of a child.
‘Still… it’s not like I don’t have a way.’
Chris’s gaze sank deeply.
Does Marquis Langham know?
Does he know what kind of ability Chris, the one he tried to use as a sacrificial pawn, possesses?
Chris began to form a plan.
‘First, I need to get ready. I have to get outside.’
He couldn’t make preparations within the Dark Demonic House.
‘But what excuse can I use to go outside?’
Chris hesitated.
Suddenly leaving the mansion without any reason—Marquis Langham would notice.
He absolutely couldn’t let his preparations be exposed.
‘I need to find a way to leave without drawing suspicion.’
Just then, a calm voice rang out.
“You.”
When he turned his head, he saw a familiar face.
A girl with a cold impression.
It was the second princess, Jupien!
“Did you call me?”
“…Yes.”
‘Why is she acting like she knows me?’ Chris was confused.
It wasn’t just that she called him.
She was glaring at Chris with eyes full of hostility.
‘What’s with that look? Ah, is it because of Royen?’
He had heard that Royen and Jupien were particularly close as siblings.
In the Sacred Darkness Ceremony, a direct descendant who failed to gain even a speck of dark mana would no longer be treated as a proper heir.
Since Chris had ruined her precious brother’s standing, her reaction made sense.
‘Hmph. But Royen wasn’t exactly innocent either.’
Wasn’t it Royen who picked a fight with Chris first?
Honestly, he got what he deserved.
Naturally, Chris’s tone wasn’t all that polite.
“What do you want?”
“…What do I want?”
Jupien’s eyes narrowed in a scowl.
“I don’t like you. I want to crush you right now.”
“……”
“But we’re on the same mission, so I’ll hold back for now. In exchange, you’ll follow my orders. From this moment on, I won’t tolerate disobedience.”
Chris smirked faintly.
‘Cute.’
Second princess Jupien looked young for her age.
Though she was in her late teens, she looked much younger.
Her expressionless face made her seem like a walking doll.
Maybe that’s why, even when she tried to act intimidating, it didn’t feel threatening at all.
‘Not that I mean she’s actually cute.’
Then, a good idea suddenly came to Chris.
“Follow your orders, huh. Nah, I don’t think I will.”
“…What?”
“Technically, Your Highness is my superior, but well—who knows.”
Chris gave a shrug.
Then he put on an incredibly irritating expression.
“I’m not sure if Your Highness even has the right to give me orders.”
“!!”
A chill settled over Princess Jupien’s face.
Her already expressionless, doll-like features became even colder.
“…You.”
But Chris didn’t stop provoking her there.
“Am I wrong? If you're the sister of that idiot Royen… I think I can already guess your level.”
“!!”
Jupien glared sharply at him.
Chaang!
She drew her sword.
“…Take that back. Now.”
“But it’s true Royen’s a brainless idiot, so what exactly am I supposed to take back? Ah, maybe you’re too blinded by sibling affection to notice? He cried like a baby when I beat him down. Shouldn’t it be you, Your Highness, who owes me an apology for raising him so poorly?”
The air around Jupien dropped to freezing.
“…You’ll regret this.”
“Oh? Really?”
“…Be ready.”
Dark energy began to rise from the sword she gripped.
It was a stabilized manifestation of dark mana.
A clear sign that her level was at least mid 3-star or higher.
Fwoosh! The Black Sword flew straight at Chris.
But—
Chris raised his hand.
Toward the oncoming Black Sword.
“!!”
Jupien furrowed her brow.
‘What is he doing?’
This wasn’t just a normal sword—it was a blade materialized from dark mana.
The moment it touched him, it wouldn’t just cut. His entire palm would be torn apart.
But she didn’t hesitate.
Despite her doll-like appearance, she too was a Maginite.
If he got hurt from doing something that foolish, it was Chris’s responsibility. There was no reason to hold back.
But then Chris did something she couldn’t have imagined.
“As expected, must be the idiot’s sister—you’re really nothing special.”
His palm brushed the side of her blade.
It didn’t touch.
A hair’s breadth apart, a dangerously close distance.
Just barely slipping past—Chris’s hand grazed the blade as it passed.
And in that moment, something unbelievable happened.
“!!”
Jupien’s Black Sword, which had been firmly materialized, trembled slightly!
As if it were trying to revert to its original form of dark mana.
Chris had exerted control over the dark mana and disrupted her magic!
‘So it can be used this way too?’
Chris cheered inwardly.
He had tried it, thinking it might work—and it worked perfectly.
Chris moved again.
Jupien froze for a moment, startled by the sudden turbulence in her mana core, and in that brief pause, Chris reached out toward her still-intact Black Sword.
He exerted his control over it again,
Fwoosh!
And the Black Sword completely disassembled!
Of course, he hadn’t used just control alone.
Jupien’s attainment was higher than Chris’s. So there were limits to what he could do with control alone.
Instead, Chris had targeted the structural weakness of the Black Sword.
To manifest mana as a solid Black Sword, it required core-like pillars throughout. Chris had pinpointed those supporting points and interfered with them through his control.
It was like a feat of pure skill.
“…How?”
Jupien’s face went pale.
She wasn’t on Chris’s level, but she was still an exceptional talent in dark magic.
She understood what kind of insane thing Chris had just pulled off.
‘This is unreal.’
But it wasn’t the time to be stunned.
Chris launched a counterattack.
His hand moved toward her neck.
She tried to dodge back—but her body suddenly froze.
Chris had cast a dark binding spell.
‘How dare you.’
Dark magic wasn’t something only Chris could use.
Jupien had studied dark magic just as deeply as swordsmanship.
She unleashed not one, but three dark spells in rapid succession.
‘Curse Release’ to free herself from Chris’s dark magic.
‘Instant Paralysis’ to halt Chris’s movements.
And finally, the destructive dark magic ‘Corroded Skin’ to rot away his hand on contact.
Even a professional dark mage would’ve been impressed by the seamless spell chain.
But—
Just before her spells could fully materialize and take effect in reality—
Fwoosh!
All three were canceled at once.
Because of Chris.
Chris had interfered with her spells.
And this wasn’t through control.
He had used counter-dark magic to cancel her spells right at the point of manifestation.
Only a specialized mage with a vastly superior understanding of magic and lightning-fast calculation speed could pull off such a feat.
And he did it while physically exchanging blows?
‘Well, interfering with a mere magic swordsman’s sloppy spells is easy enough.’
By classification, Jupien was a magic swordsman who had trained in both swordsmanship and magic.
No matter how advanced her dark magic was, her depth of magical knowledge couldn’t match that of a professional dark mage.
In contrast, Chris had no such limitations.
He could master both swordsmanship and magic at the highest level.
Tap.
Chris’s hand touched the back of her neck.
That was it—she had lost.
Completely unexpected.
“You… you…”
Jupien’s eyes widened to the point of tearing.
For someone usually expressionless, it was a shockingly strong reaction. That’s how surprised she was.
And she wasn’t the only one. The demons watching the fight around them also stared in disbelief.
That Chris had defeated Princess Jupien in a head-on duel?
Chris gave a deliberately smug smirk.
“To be this weak… I don’t think I need to listen to anything you say, Your Highness.”
“!!”
Jupien’s face turned red.
But she couldn’t say a word.
Because she lost.
Of course, Jupien had her excuses.
She hadn’t gone all out. She was caught off guard before she could even try anything.
She hadn’t even used her specialty, the illusion sword technique—phantom swordsmanship, which combined illusion magic and swordplay.
If she had fought seriously from the start, she wouldn’t have gone down so easily.
But a loss is still a loss.
“I’ll handle the mission on my own, so don’t try to interfere with me again. And don’t bother trying to look for me either. I’ll be out of the castle for a few days.”
“…The castle? For what?”
Chris replied casually.
“I’m going out to have some fun.”
“!!”
“I’ll suffer enough during the mission, so I should enjoy myself while I still can.”
It was the excuse Chris had come up with to leave.
Total playboy behavior.
But since he was originally a playboy, it suited him perfectly.
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                    The name of the Dark Demonic House's noble family was the Duke Baren household.
The name of the castle was also Castle Baren.
As expected of the castle governed by the Dark Demonic House, it was incredibly vast.
‘If I want to ruin Marquis Langham’s plan, I’ll need money first.’
Chris crossed his arms.
Not just money—he needed an astronomical amount.
‘Well, it doesn’t matter. I can just get the money from someone else.’
There were plenty of wealthy people in the world, and he only needed to dig into their pockets.
First, he decided to fully enjoy himself.
Castle Baren also had a well-developed entertainment district.
“Bring me liquor!”
“B-But—?”
“Hah! Do you not know who I am? I am Christian von Baren, blood of the Dark Demonic House! The soon-to-be heir! Are you saying you won’t serve me liquor right now?”
Chris put in effort to act like a true scoundrel.
Surprisingly, it suited him well.
‘If I’m going to play, I may as well do it properly.’
He didn’t sense any eyes tailing him.
But this was the heart of the Dark Demonic House. If he did anything even slightly suspicious, it would be reported to Marquis Langham immediately.
‘If I live it up without restraint, no one will suspect a thing.’
Honestly, that was half an excuse.
He just wanted to have fun.
‘If not now, when would I get to play? I’ve been stuck training every day like it’s my fate! What I wanted was the life of a noble slacker born with a silver spoon! I just want to enjoy myself!’
He partied to his heart’s content.
Except for alcohol.
As expected, the stewards were rigid about liquor.
Even when he flaunted the authority of the Dark Demonic House to threaten them, they still refused to give him alcohol. He had no idea how the previous “Christian” managed to get his hands on it.
In the end, he had no choice but to hold a glass of ginger ale while partying.
‘Damn it, I hate ginger ale! I’m sick of this ginger juice!’
Other than alcohol, he partied like a proper scoundrel.
He had such a blast that people started saying things like:
“As expected, a scoundrel.”
“Didn’t they say he changed? I heard he absorbed an incredible amount of dark energy during the Dark Awakening Ceremony.”
“I don’t know. I thought he’d changed, but he’s the same. Guess you can’t change a scoundrel’s nature.”
Sounds of people clicking their tongues echoed here and there.
Chris faintly raised the corner of his lips and focused even harder on partying.
‘It’s not every day you get a chance to blow money like this!’
His favorite was, of course, card games.
He was completely immersed in the game.
“That young master lost again!”
“Shouldn’t someone stop him?!”
Chris got even more excited and shouted.
“10,000 rupes more!”
The manager of the gaming hall wore a troubled expression.
“Young master, you’re already 100,000 rupes in debt. Perhaps it’s time to stop?”
“Hey! Do you not know who I am? I’m Chris. Chris, the future heir of the Dark Demonic House! And you’re making a fuss over a mere 100,000 rupes?! 10,000 more!”
In no time, he lost another 10,000 rupes.
That repeated a few more times.
Chris’s debt at the gaming hall surpassed 200,000 rupes.
The atmosphere in the hall gradually turned ice-cold.
“Shouldn’t someone stop him now?”
“…Yeah, really.”
“Are those guys completely clueless? Why do they keep winning? Do they want to get themselves hurt?”
No matter how much of a scoundrel he acted, Chris was still of the bloodline of the Dark Demonic House residing in Castle Baren.
And yet they were draining 200,000 rupes from him in one sitting?
That crossed the line.
But the most anxious person there was the manager of the gaming hall.
‘What the hell are they doing? Why do they keep winning?!’
The manager shot the dealer a murderous glare.
When someone from the Dark Demonic House came to play, it was customary to let them lose just enough.
But now they were practically draining the pillar of the household dry—how could he not be horrified?
‘Are you trying to get us all killed?’
The dealer, pale-faced, sent a signal back.
[Th-this is weird. I’m not trying to win, but the hands keep coming out this way.]
Card games are games of probability.
Unless someone was cheating, it was impossible for one side to win repeatedly like this.
But who in their right mind would dare cheat someone from the Dark Demonic House?
Above all, this gaming hall, ‘Rudolph,’ was run directly by the giant trading company Rudolph of the Magus Empire—they would never cheat a customer.
The problem was that more and more people were starting to suspect something.
“What’s going on? Are they seriously cheating?”
“Wow… five matching hands in a row? Is that even possible? The odds of that hand appearing are one in 170,000.”
“Just now it was an eight-match sequence on even-odd? And you’re telling me those rare hands came out back to back? The chance of both those hands appearing in succession is one in 800 million.”
Chris lost another 20,000 rupes.
As his excitement peaked, Chris tilted his head.
“This is strange. Why are the hands coming out like this?”
The moment he spoke, the manager of the hall dropped to his knees in a panic.
“M-my lord, this is a misunderstanding!!”
“We would never cheat!”
Everyone in the gaming hall turned pale and bowed their heads.
“Then what? Are you saying I lost because I’m an idiot?”
“N-no! Absolutely not! We don’t know what’s going on, but we apologize! Please, spare us your wrath!”
The managers begged for forgiveness without even knowing what they had done wrong.
‘Hmm, I kinda feel bad now.’
Chris thought to himself.
There was only one reason such strange results had occurred.
Chris had cheated.
To make himself lose.
Why?
To frame them.
‘Well, the staff didn’t do anything wrong, but the Rudolph Trading Company has plenty of sins to atone for.’
It was a famous trading company.
Just hearing the name was enough to shout "jackpot."
He had a deep connection with them in his previous life.
“W-we’ll cancel all the young master’s debt! No, we’ll even offer you compensation!”
“You think I’ll just take a bit of money and walk away?”
“Th-that’s absolutely not what we meant!!”
“Bring me the one in charge.”
“…Excuse me?”
Chris curled his lips into a cold smile.
“After committing such a serious offense, you’re not thinking of sweeping it under the rug, are you? I’ll hold your superior accountable directly.”
* * *
He was guided to the VVIP room on the top floor of the hotel connected to the gaming hall.
“P-please wait here for a moment. The branch manager will be here soon.”
“He’d better not be late. My patience isn’t that deep.”
“Y-yes, of course!”
The gaming hall manager hurried away in a panic.
Chris crossed his legs and sat on the plush, top-grade sofa.
“As expected of the Rudolph Trading Company. Everything here is first-class.”
Chris grinned.
“Even if I bleed them dry, it won’t leave a mark.”
Too much, you think?
Not at all.
Chris had deep ties with the Rudolph Company in his previous life.
Mostly of the unpleasant kind.
‘That bastard of a company head gave me no end of trouble.’
Chris furrowed his brow slightly.
The man was a formidable merchant.
Chris had been backstabbed by him more than a few times.
‘Though I did repay him several times over in the end.’
In truth, “repay” wasn’t enough—Chris had completely turned him into a sucker.
He practically became Chris’s personal wallet.
—How long are you going to bleed me dry, you bastard?!
—Until the world ends?
It was as if he could still hear the trading company head’s voice screaming, echoing like a memory.
He had bled him dry until the world ended, yet Chris still hadn’t let go of the grudge.
He was petty—once betrayed, he never forgot.
‘It must be fate that we’ve crossed paths again. I’ll make him my sucker once more.’
Just in time—Chris had been thinking he needed a personal wallet anyway, so this worked out well.
‘First, a drink.’
He poured the liquor from an old-fashioned glass bottle into a cup.
Everyone had been so uptight that he rushed to get a drink out of thirst,
‘…Damn, it’s ginger ale. These damned bastards.’
Because Chris was a minor, they had brought him ginger ale!
Just as he scowled in frustration, the door opened.
A strikingly handsome young man appeared.
“I greet the famed young master Christian von Barren Khazar of the Dark Demonic House. I am Rubid, head of the Rudolph Trading Company.”
Chris showed a brief flicker of surprise.
Because the company head showed up unexpectedly?
No, that wasn’t it.
‘Now, what’s this?’
The Rudolph Company head he knew was a woman.
But the one standing before him now was a man.
What could this mean?
‘Interesting.’
Already knowing the company head’s “secret,” Christian gave a faint smile.
He took in the features of Rubid, who had introduced himself as the company head.
Dark brown hair, blue eyes.
A pleasant, friendly expression.
With soft, androgynous features, he looked almost like a woman at a glance.
Chris, intrigued, knocked back the ginger ale in his cup.
“So, I assume you’ve been briefed?”
“Yes. Honestly, I don’t understand what happened. A scam card game, involving you, young master… it’s bewildering.”
“So, you’re saying it wasn’t your fault?”
“No, absolutely not. But since someone as distinguished as yourself was offended, we can’t say we bear no responsibility.”
Rubid, the company head, held out an envelope.
“As an apology, all the debts you incurred at the gaming hall will be considered null and void. And though modest, please accept this gift.”
When Chris opened the envelope, he saw the Rudolph Company’s seal stamped on it.
“If there is anything you desire, please let us know. Whatever it may be, we will procure it at cost.”
The Rudolph Company ran an auction house.
So they had easy access to all kinds of rare items.
“Hm, may I tell you what I want now?”
“Please do.”
“Ruina.”
“…Excuse me?”
“Bring me a woman named Ruina.”
For a moment, a fine line crossed the company head’s face.
Then, like a lie, he smiled again.
“What do you mean by that?”
“You know who Ruina is, don’t you?”
“Well… I do. She’s a famous merchant from the Alliance, isn’t she?”
Gypsy Ruina.
She was one of the most prominent merchants of the Alliance, operating the Dear Trading Company.
“No matter how capable our company is, bringing the head of a major Alliance company is…”
“Is it really impossible?”
Chris asked, staring directly.
Staring at the face of the company head—
To be precise, at the delicate, androgynous features that could easily be mistaken for a woman’s.
“I think it’s possible.”
“!!”
Did Rubid sense something in Chris’s tone?
His expression hardened.
He took a step back awkwardly and forced a smile.
“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about…”
“You don’t? Then maybe you’ll understand if I don’t call you Rubid…”
Chris spoke in a deep voice.
“Head of the Dear Company, Ruina.”
“!!”
“You hid it well. Is it the power of a holy relic?”
That’s right.
The one before him was both Rubid and Ruina.
To be exact, a woman disguised as a man, living a double life.
In the Magus world, she was the head of the Rudolph Company.
In the Alliance, she was the head of the Dear Company.
For a moment, Rubid—no, Ruina’s expression changed through a spectrum of emotions.
Realizing Chris knew everything, her face flickered with paleness, shock, and a sense of danger.
And finally—killing intent.
Just as her hand moved toward her inner coat, likely to silence him—
“If you pull that out, you die.”
“!!”
“If you don’t believe me, feel free to gamble.”
In that instant, madness and hesitation flashed across Ruina’s face.
She looked into Chris’s eyes, bit her lip tightly—then finally,
“…How did you find out?”
She surrendered.
Flash!
With a faint static-like distortion, her appearance began to change.
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                    A bold and beautiful woman.
It was the face of Ruina, one Chris knew well.
‘Of course I do. We had quite the connection in my past life.’
Originally, the fact that Ruina from the Alliance and Rubid from the Magus world were the same person was a closely guarded secret.
Considering the relationship between the two powers, it was only natural.
Even Chris didn’t find out that the two were the same person until midway through the Age of Ruins.
“Because I’m a genius.”
“…What did you say?”
“You’re probably well-informed, haven’t you heard? That I’m a once-in-a-millennium genius.”
Chris spoke in an irritatingly smug tone.
“The artifact’s disguise effect was a bit sloppy, so I saw through it. Once I pierced the disguise and saw the real face, it matched that of Ruina, the merchant from the Alliance.”
“Th-that’s absurd…! There’s no way something like that is possible!”
Ruina cried out in disbelief.
It was only natural.
What she used to hide her appearance was a sacred relic called Mask of a Thousand Faces.
This artifact, imbued with the power of a Constellation, possessed an absolute power that prevented anyone—no matter how high their level—from seeing through its disguise.
Of course, Chris hadn’t actually seen through it, but he lied with a straight face.
“Didn’t I tell you? I’m a genius. What else can I do when it’s so obvious?”
“……”
Ruina firmly shut her mouth.
In any case, the reason didn’t matter now.
“…What do you plan to do with me?”
“Well, I do think it’d be fun to tell everyone about it.”
“You’ll regret it.”
Ruina’s gaze turned cold.
Ruina was an ordinary human.
But she seemed to have something to rely on.
‘She’s probably armed to the teeth with relics.’
The Rudolph Company runs an auction house.
So does the Dear Company.
Since they handle all sorts of treasures from the shadows of the world, she would have plenty of self-defense relics on her.
If she used an artifact with some outlandish power, even Chris would have a hard time.
“I told you, didn’t I? You’ll regret it if you pull something out.”
“!!”
“You’ll die.”
Ruina gritted her teeth.
She stared into Chris’s eyes, torn with inner conflict.
‘Just what is he…’
She had heard the rumors.
That the mad dog of the Dark Demonic House had recently changed and started showing remarkable talent.
That he might be worth keeping an eye on going forward.
But in the end, he was still only 3-star..
Considering his age, it was an impressive achievement—but there was no way he could withstand the power of the relic she was holding.
Then why couldn't she ignore the warning from that arrogant bastard?
The moment she pulled out a relic, it felt like something irreversible would happen.
In the end, she decided to follow her instincts.
More than anything—
“Please, let’s not play games.”
“Hm?”
“You’re not planning to reveal my identity anyway, are you?”
“And what makes you say that?”
“If you were going to, you wouldn’t have gone through all this trouble just to meet with me. You must want something from me, don’t you?”
Ruina spoke calmly, her face more composed.
“As long as there’s something you want from me, you can’t just crush me recklessly.”
Chris whistled inwardly.
As expected of Ruina.
Not easy to deal with—just like the woman who once stabbed him in the back.
In truth, he couldn’t bring down the Rudolph Company.
‘It’s not easy to find another sucker like this.’
There were plenty of rich merchant guilds.
But the only one that moved between the Alliance and the Magus world and built such an enormous intelligence network was Ruina’s.
Not to mention her knack for securing countless treasures through a massive underground auction house.
For his future plans, the power of Ruina’s guild was absolutely necessary.
‘The problem is, she’s not someone you can easily make a sucker out of.’
But just because it was difficult didn’t mean it was impossible.
He knew Ruina’s weak spot.
[How long are you planning to bleed me dry?!]
Recalling Ruina’s cry echoing like a memory, Chris grinned.
“Yeah, I want something from you.”
“What is it?”
“Money.”
“…What?”
“And the many treasures you possess.”
A look of disbelief spread across Ruina’s face.
As if saying—Did this lunatic just ask a merchant for money and treasures?
“What’ll you do if I don’t comply?”
“Well, I’m not planning to threaten you. What I want is a deal. I’ll offer compensation.”
“What kind of compensation?”
Chris pointed to himself.
“A chance to offer your money to me.”
“…What?”
“In return, I’ll be your backing.”
“……”
Ruina went silent.
‘…What the hell is this lunatic?’
It was an honest sentiment.
Of course, it’s not uncommon for those in power to take bribes from merchants and act as their backers.
Ruina herself was connected to all sorts of powerful figures.
But Christian wasn’t in any position to offer that kind of backing.
So he really is a fool. Can’t even judge the situation properly.
She tried to appease him with the gentlest words possible.
“I’m sorry, but I already have many excellent patrons supporting me. If it’s money you need, I can give you some—no strings attached…”
She was essentially telling him to take some pocket money and go away, but then Chris said something unexpected.
“Out of all those patrons, I doubt any of them can save your guild.”
Ruina’s face hardened instantly.
“What do you mean by that?”
“As a merchant, you should know. The political climate of the continent is looking unstable. At this rate, it’s only a matter of time before war breaks out.”
“……”
“The Magus side will fight among themselves, the Alliance will do the same. And in the end, there will be a full-scale war between the Magus Empire and the Alliance.”
It was something that would truly happen.
The result? Catastrophe.
And as someone with influence in both factions, Ruina had already started sensing the signs.
“When that war breaks out, it’ll be obvious what’ll happen to your guild.”
Ruina had branches in both the Alliance and the Magus side, trading between them and raking in enormous profits.
Her main trade goods were precious metals and rare treasures.
Sending the Alliance’s treasures to the Magus side—
And the Magus Empire’s treasures to the Alliance—she built her wealth this way.
But the moment war breaks out, that trade will be cut off completely.
No, that’s not even the real problem.
If she wasn’t careful, she’d be branded an enemy by both sides, have her guild’s assets confiscated, and be burned at the stake.
“…That’s an exaggeration.”
“Exaggeration? You know the atmosphere in the Four Kings Fortress. Funny how optimistic you are. This is about your life and your entire fortune, and you’re this relaxed?”
Ruina went silent for a moment.
The Four Kings Fortress—home to the Blood Sword, Death Spirits, and Cursed Demonic Families all gathered in one place.
She knew it was a powder keg ready to explode at any moment.
“In this situation, there’s only one thing you can do to prepare. As soon as possible, you’ll need to shut down your guild in either the Alliance or the Magus side, and erase all traces of connection between them. If you do that, even if war breaks out, you can avoid the worst-case scenario.”
“……”
Ruina didn’t respond.
Doing something like that would mean a loss she couldn’t even begin to quantify.
It was absolutely out of the question.
In the original history too, she never gave up on either side and walked a tightrope with her life on the line until the very end.
Even though being exposed on either side would mean immediate execution by fire, she never gave up.
Why?
Because she was an extreme money-chaser.
Her obsession with money was so deep that she’d rather die than suffer a financial loss.
And that—was exactly the weakness Chris was targeting.
“If you don’t like it, there’s only one option—stop the war.”
Chris began laying out his pitch.
“…Are you saying you can stop the war?”
“That’s right. It’s possible.”
“…How exactly?”
Ruina scoffed as she asked, but Chris answered plainly.
“We just have to stop the clash between our Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House.”
“!!”
“If our Southern Magus Kingdom stands firm, the Four Kings Fortress won’t dare start a war.”
Ruina’s expression shifted.
She was a merchant deeply versed in international affairs.
She understood what Chris meant.
And his words had merit.
If the Four Kings Fortress wants to wage war on the Alliance, they’ll need the cooperation of the Southern Magus Kingdom where the Dark Demonic House resides.
That’s why, in the original history, before the war with the Alliance, the Four Kings Fortress—led by the Blood-Drenched Demon King—subjugated the Southern Magus Kingdom.
Weakened after a series of upcoming crises, the Southern Magus Kingdom was unable to withstand the invasion and crumbled without resistance.
And that led to the First Great War with the Alliance.
“You’ve probably heard about the relic war between our house and the Venomous Demonic House, haven’t you?”
“I have. But I heard both houses agreed to limit their forces to avoid a full-scale conflict…”
“You believe that? How naive. There will be bloodshed. A lot of it. And this event will be the decisive trigger that drives a wedge between the two houses.”
“……”
“I want to prevent that rift between our houses. I plan to resolve this relic conflict without any casualties. If our two houses end up shedding blood, it’ll give the Four Kings Fortress the perfect excuse to start a war.”
“Then what do you mean by saying you need money and treasures?”
“Exactly what it sounds like. To prevent the disaster at this relic war, I need to make preparations—and for that, I need money and treasures.”
Chris said,
“So I ask you—do you intend to sponsor me?”
“……”
Ruina’s face twisted in deep thought.
Honestly, it was all just a possibility.
Whether this incident would really trigger a conflict between the Dark and Venomous Demonic Houses—
Whether it would truly give the Four Kings Fortress justification to start a war—
And whether that would actually lead to a war between the Magus side and the Alliance—
She still believed that probably wouldn’t happen.
—Funny how optimistic you are. This is about your life and your entire fortune, and you’re this relaxed?
But if events really unfolded just as that young master said—
The problem was that the chance wasn’t zero.
In the worst-case scenario, she could lose everything.
No!! Do you know how hard I worked for that money?
Imagining a war that would shut down trade, the confiscation of all her assets,
Ruina’s vision went dark.
She wasn’t afraid of being burned at the stake, branded a traitor by both sides.
But the thought of losing her wealth—was absolutely unbearable.
‘Well, it’s obvious what choice she’ll make.’
Chris waited for her answer with a relaxed heart.
It had been a similar situation in the past.
Chris had once led a massive organization. Back then, the one who funded him was Ruina.
Why?
To protect her own money.
The reason she became the purse-holder and sponsor for the Hero’s party was the same.
Because she loved money so much, she had no choice but to support them generously just to protect it.
This time was no different.
There was no way someone with her obsessive attachment to money could ignore Chris’s warning.
In the end,
“…Is there truly such a risk in this relic conflict?”
“Yes, absolutely.”
Ruina let out a deep sigh.
“…Understood. I’ll follow your lead, young master.”
Chris smirked.
“Smart choice. But it’s going to be a bit pricey.”
“Pricey?”
“There are things we need to prepare—and none of them come cheap.”
“…How much are we talking about?”
“I don’t know the exact cost myself. I’ll just tell you what items we need.”
Chris listed off the preparations.
With each item, Ruina’s face turned paler and paler—
Until finally, she let out a short scream.
“Are you insane?”
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                    For reference, the total cost of the supplies Chris mentioned amounted to:
1 million Rupee.
It was enough to buy several mansions even in a large castle like Baron Castle.
* * *
Ruina immediately prepared the items Chris had requested.
As expected of the owner of an auction house, her speed was like lightning.
Gritting her teeth, Ruina said,
“…If it turns out that this upcoming struggle won’t result in a major disaster, I’ll be billing you for every coin!”
Chris shrugged.
‘Why’s she making such a fuss? This is only the beginning.’
Ruina couldn’t even imagine it yet, but their connection was just getting started.
From now on, she would steadily end up playing the role of his purse. If she wanted to avoid ruin, that is.
‘Don’t feel too bad about it. Think of it like a tax.’
Just like one pays taxes to maintain the army that protects them.
Chris figured that the work he would be doing from now on would protect her merchant guild, so it was only fair that she paid her share.
‘Still, there really is a lot to take care of.’
Chris recalled the events that were about to unfold.
The horrific disaster of Gold Cross.
The conflict between the Venomous Demonic House and the Dark Demonic House.
The revolt of Jinnok.
The death of the Duke of Noga.
The rampage of the Destruction Demonic House.
And the Demon King's plot from Cheongnyu.
All of these were set to take place within a few years in the Southern Demon Kingdom. And that was just the major ones.
Unless he stopped them all, he wouldn’t be able to prevent the first great war against the Four Demon Castles.
The worst part was that this wasn’t even the end.
Eventually, he would have to reach the pinnacle of the Magus Empire.
‘Hey, why the hell do I have to go through all this?’
Overwhelmed, he let out a deep sigh.
‘This is the kind of suffering the Hero was supposed to go through! Why the hell did I have to regress in his place?! Damn it.’
The more he thought about it, the more furious he became.
‘I’m not going to suffer through this alone. One day, I’ll gather the entire Hero’s party again and work them to the bone.’
For now, he was only active within the Magus Empire.
But there was plenty to be done on the Alliance’s side as well.
When the time came, he planned to find Evan and the rest of the Hero’s party and make full use of them.
Especially the Hero Evan!
Top of the list of people he would overwork.
‘Just wait until I see you. I’ll work you like a ruthless boss.’
That was the end of his idle thoughts.
When he returned to the mansion, a row of sharp-eyed demons were lined up.
There were thirty of them.
At the front stood a familiar girl with a cold expression—Jupien.
It was an expedition team headed for the Neutral Zone.
“……”
Jupien stared at him without a word.
Her eyes clearly asked, 'What were you doing until now?'
“Ah, I was having so much fun, I lost track of time.”
At his nonchalant response, the demons beside Jupien frowned.
There was no way Chris, who had just returned from playing around in the castle right before an important mission, could be seen in a favorable light.
Chris didn’t care either way. He let out a short snicker and yawned.
“Maybe I had too much fun. I’m tired. I’ll just follow along while sleeping in the supply wagon. That’s fine, right?”
“!!”
At those insane words, the demons glared fiercely.
Jupien’s gaze also grew sharper.
“No, Young Master. No matter what, that’s—”
Just then, Jupien raised her hand.
“Enough.”
“But, Lady Jupien?”
“Let him do whatever he wants. Just ignore him.”
Jupien spoke coldly.
In truth, after their brief duel before, Jupien had started to look at Christian a little differently.
He had great talent and skill.
Of course, if she had properly used her specialty, the Illusion Sword Technique, she wouldn’t have lost so easily. Still, what deserved recognition had to be acknowledged.
Though he had a bad history with her younger brother, Jupien wasn’t as reckless as Royn. She knew how to recognize strength.
But to see him goofing off in the castle until the mission started and now behaving like this again—
The disgust that had subsided flared up once more.
'That guy has no right to be an heir of the main family.'
Jupien decided to leave Christian alone.
If he didn’t participate sincerely and failed to accomplish anything, it would only hurt him in the end.
“…Move out.”
Jupien muttered, and the horses began to run.
The wagons carrying supplies also started moving, and Chris, lying inside one of them, smiled faintly.
'Lying down like this is comfortable.'
Chris thought to himself.
'Of course, things will get rough soon enough.'
He hadn’t lied in the supply wagon just to take it easy.
He had his reasons.
'Everyone better be thankful to me.'
Originally, this expedition team was destined for annihilation.
To prevent that disaster, he had to catch everyone off guard. Even his allies had to be deceived.
It was the start of the operation.
* * *
The Dark Demonic House ruled over a vast territory.
The Venomous Demonic House was no different.
Each was larger than most small nations.
They had divided the territory like national borders, but the problem was with areas like forests, demon zones, and mountainous regions, where boundaries were difficult to define—leading to clashes over territorial claims.
As the damage accumulated, those areas were declared Neutral Zones.
The place where the relic appeared this time was one of those Neutral Zones—the Viskin Mountains.
A demon zone where high-level monsters frequently appeared.
As they neared the destination, Jupien gave a warning.
“No one is allowed to act alone. Form groups of at least three.”
It was an order meant to prepare for the frequent appearance of powerful monsters, ranked 4-star and above.
“Yes, understood, Lady Jupien!”
“But what should we do about Young Master Christian’s group?”
Jupien furrowed her brow slightly.
Christian was still lying in the supply wagon.
“…Leave that worthless bastard alone.”
It was then, as they were preparing for the expedition—
From far ahead, a cloud of horse dust rose.
They were demons dressed in deep indigo robes tinged with black!
“They’re from the Venomous Demonic House!”
At the front was a girl with an intelligent and proud expression—the Venomous Demonic House’s noble daughter, Marisa, who approached from that side.
“You’ve arrived right on time. I’m Marisa.”
“I’m Jupien.”
“I assume you’ve heard the rules.”
Relics are items imbued with the power of either the Celestial Thrones or demons. They are referred to as Holy Relics and Demon Relics, respectively.
They possess great power, and each time one appears, it brings a storm of bloodshed.
The worst-case scenario is when one appears along the borders of major powers, as it has now.
It goes beyond simply desiring the relic—it becomes a matter of pride between the factions. It wasn’t rare for near-war levels of bloodshed to occur.
Originally, this could have turned into such a disaster, but to avoid unnecessary bloodshed, both sides agreed to compete in a match-like contest.
However, in order to prevent any later disputes, perfectly fair rules were established.
“During the expedition, laying traps or deliberately attacking the other side is prohibited.”
An excessively fair rule—uncharacteristic for demons.
But precisely because they were demons, such rules were necessary.
Otherwise, both sides would focus more on killing each other than on retrieving the relic.
“Alright.”
“…You're quite blunt with your words.”
“Aren’t we enemies? Should I be more polite?”
“…No. That won’t be necessary.”
Marisa cleanly lowered her speech level as well.
“Well then, I’ll take my leave.”
As she turned to leave, Marisa suddenly paused.
She glanced around at the demons from the Dark Demonic House—as if searching for someone.
Just then, Christian slowly sat up from the supply wagon and let out a long yawn.
A pitiful sight, clearly just woken up from sleep.
Marisa pressed her lips tightly together.
And then.
“…Hmph.”
Marisa returned to her faction with the other members of the Venomous Demonic House.
Now the competition had begun.
Jupien addressed the members of the Dark Demonic House.
“We’re starting the exploration. Follow my instructions.”
She gave her orders.
Everyone was to form into groups and not stray beyond a certain range. If they encountered a monster beyond what they could handle, they were to immediately call for help.
No one knew exactly where in the Demon Zone the relic was located.
All they knew was that it had “appeared” somewhere in this mountain range.
So rushing in blindly wouldn’t get them anywhere.
Getting impatient would only lead to casualties.
More than anything, this Demon Zone was too vast and dangerous to move carelessly.
The proper method was to calmly divide the area and search every section thoroughly.
Just then, Christian got up from the supply cart, yawning, and approached Jupien.
“Would it be alright if I moved separately?”
“…What?”
“With the way we’re crawling around like slugs, when will we ever search the whole mountain range?”
Jupien’s eyebrow twitched.
She already had a bad impression of Christian.
And from their first meeting until now, he’d done nothing but get on her nerves.
“…You really—”
“It’s frustrating, that’s all. If we miss the relic because we’re following your sluggish orders, it’ll be a disaster.”
Jupien’s eyebrows trembled with fury.
But unlike before, she didn’t draw her sword.
It wasn’t wise to cause internal conflict right before a mission, so she held back.
“Do as you please. But.”
Her voice turned icy.
“Don’t expect any rescue if you run into a powerful monster.”
She looked at him like he was garbage.
Christian just shrugged.
‘She completely hates me now. Ah well, she already did, so does it matter?’
If anything, it was better this way.
For his “operation” to work, he needed to be completely free of everyone’s eyes.
“This is perfect. In that case, I won’t be needing this.”
Christian tossed a small crystal orb onto the ground.
It was a magic tool that allowed teammates to track each other’s locations in case of emergencies—but he had discarded it.
Now, not even Jupien or the others in the expedition could track Christian’s whereabouts.
“Well then, good luck.”
Swoosh!
Christian dashed alone into the mountain range.
“Th-that lunatic…? Can he even do that? Does he know how dangerous this Demon Zone is?”
“Is he going to come back as a corpse?”
The other demons murmured among themselves.
Even Jupien felt conflicted.
Was it really okay to leave Christian alone like that?
But by then, Christian had already vanished deep into the mountain range.
Jupien bit her lip and glared in the direction he disappeared.
* * *
However, Christian didn’t encounter any danger at all.
“Why would I run into monsters? I can just avoid them.”
Christian had traveled through countless Demon Zones with the Hero’s party.
He was thoroughly familiar with the habits of magical beasts and how to avoid encounters with them.
Especially here, which was a neutral zone between the two Houses.
The types of beasts appearing here had already been thoroughly investigated, so avoiding them was easy.
“I have to move fast. Otherwise, I’ll be too late.”
Marquis Langham’s scheme was already in motion.
He was hurrying along when he unexpectedly ran into someone.
“…Christian.”
It was Marisa!
She widened her eyes as she saw him.
‘Great.’
He was in a hurry, and this was not someone he wanted to see.
‘She’s just a former fiancée now. We’re unrelated. Just ignore her.’
He tried to pass by without saying a word, but something unexpected happened.
Whoosh!
Black poison flew through the air!
In the direction Christian had been heading.
He stopped in his tracks, and the poison sizzled as it melted the ground.
“…What do you think you’re doing?”
“I have something to talk to you about.”
Christian frowned.
This wasn’t a coincidence.
He realized Marisa had come looking for him on purpose.
‘What is this about?’
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                    It didn’t seem like she was trying to harm him.
The attack just now wasn’t aimed at him—it was to stop his steps by hitting the ground.
Still, it was a nuisance.
“Say it.”
“…Don’t you have any intention of apologizing to me?”
“……”
“I still can’t tolerate the humiliation you put me through.”
Chris remained silent.
‘What the hell did this Christian guy even do to her?’
The girl’s emerald eyes were glaring at him, filled with Venom.
This wasn’t the look of someone holding a petty grudge.
‘I’m busy, but maybe I should just give a quick apology and move on. Even if it wasn’t actually my fault.’
But then Chris suddenly remembered something.
‘Wait… Marisa’s the one who’s fated to be falsely accused and sacrificed in this expedition.’
During this exploration, the Dark Demonic House’s team gets annihilated.
Marisa is the one who ends up being framed.
She has both hands cut off, her eyes and tongue ripped out.
‘Well, whatever happens, it’s not really my problem.’
Still, considering the upcoming conflicts between the Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House, it wouldn’t be bad to make one of their key figures owe him a debt—turn her into one of his assets.
With that in mind, Chris spoke.
He picked his ear and responded with the most insincere tone possible.
“Sorry. That enough for you?”
“……”
Marisa’s face turned red.
“You… you’re the worst.”
“You asked for an apology, and I gave one. What else do you want me to say? Don’t tell me you still think we’re engaged or something. We’re already over. Anyway.”
Chris gave a cold smile.
“Didn’t you underestimate me a bit too much?”
“…What?”
“You came to find me all alone, without any fear. If I take you down here, this exploration would be a win for our side, wouldn’t it?”
Marisa’s expression changed.
Chris was saying he would subdue her right here and now!
‘If I restrain her, there’ll be no need for her to be framed.’
Proving Marisa’s innocence in this expedition was simple.
He just needed to give her an alibi.
How?
Subdue her, tie her up, and lock her away.
Chris saw it as a favor, a show of generosity.
But Marisa trembled with rage.
Then she let out a short laugh.
“Fine. We’re enemies now. I’ll make you regret it.”
Her gem-like emerald eyes gleamed with a chilling light.
“For the humiliation you gave me last time, too.”
Zzzzt.
Toxic energy began to boil from her body.
It wasn’t a single color.
A kaleidoscope of colors surged wildly—proof of just how many kinds of poison she could control.
‘She really is worthy of the name Little Queen of Ten Thousand Poisons.’
Chris whistled inwardly.
It was a nickname given to her because she could freely handle countless poisons.
Despite being born of a concubine, she was recognized as a direct heir and a leading next-generation figure.
“I’ll give you one last chance.”
The light in her emerald eyes changed.
In an instant, they shifted—murky red, then white, then black, then green.
Her eyes changed every moment, reflecting the different poisons she was drawing out.
“Kneel and apologize to me now. If you don’t… you’ll turn into nothing more than a splash of blood under my poison.”
A chilling warning.
Chris just scratched his ear again.
“You talk a lot. Does the Venomous Demonic House fight with words? You’re all mouth, like the rest of the Alliance dogs.”
“!!”
Marisa’s expression twisted viciously.
Fsssh!
Magical energy burst from her hand.
And it wasn’t just any magical energy. The deep blue aura quickly transformed into a pale, hazy mist.
It was Demonic Poison—the technique of transforming intangible magic into poison!
A level comparable to the Black Sword technique, one only usable at 3-star or above.
Marisa’s attack didn’t stop there.
Next, she pulled out small glass vials from her pouch.
They were poisons, of course.
And not just any poisons—each one was considered a top-tier toxin.
Since her current level didn’t allow her to manifest multiple poisons as Demonic Poison all at once, she threw them as alchemical weapons.
Shatter!
The vials she threw burst in midair and transformed into gas, engulfing Chris completely.
Chris was surrounded by more than five different kinds of poison.
Marisa spoke coldly.
“Now you’ll suffer pain like hell itself.”
The poisons she used weren’t the kind that killed instantly.
Instead, they were cruel toxins that caused unbearable agony over time—until the victim slowly died.
And she’d hit him with not just one, but five different kinds. Chris was now facing unspeakable torment.
“Apologize to me now. I’ll give you the antidote.”
“…Apologize, huh. I don’t feel like it.”
The same answer.
Marisa scowled harshly.
“Apologize right now! If you don’t, you’ll die!!”
“I don’t know… doesn’t seem like I will.”
"Even if you bluff...!!"
At that moment, the poisonous mist began to clear.
And when Chris’s figure was revealed, Marisa’s eyes widened as if they would tear apart.
He should’ve been writhing on the ground in agony, but instead, he stood there perfectly fine.
It wasn’t that he was pretending to be composed.
The poison hadn’t affected him at all!
“W-why…?”
“Ah… that.”
Chris let out a small chuckle.
“I took the antidote in advance.”
“T-that’s impossible!!”
It wasn’t just one—there were five types of poison.
And how could he have gotten the antidotes to the secret poisons of the Venomous Demonic House ahead of time?
“Have you heard of a panacea?”
“W-what?”
“I made something like a universal antidote that works against all kinds of poison, and, well, it’s working pretty well.”
An explanation that made no sense.
But it was half true.
‘They aren’t poisons imbued with will—just physical toxins. Making an antidote for that is simple.’
The poisons of the Venomous Demonic House were categorized by several levels.
Poisons of a physical nature.
Poisons imbued with magical effects.
Poisons infused with will.
Poisons that triggered phenomenal transformations.
Among them, the poisons Marisa used were physical poisons.
They were among the highest grade of physical poisons, but to Chris, they were child’s play.
That was only natural.
“Actually, I’m quite skilled in medicine.”
In the past—
Chris had held countless professions.
He was once a former comrade of a Hero.
He had also been the leader of a massive organization.
And among his many titles was this one:
Doctor.
No, to be precise—
He wasn’t just a doctor.
His medical skills were exceptional. He was called a divine healer, even revered as a saint.
It wasn’t like that from the beginning.
At first, he was just a renowned physician of ordinary caliber, but due to a fateful encounter during the Age of Ruins, he came to possess peerless medical skills.
Among the many renowned medical families, the one considered the greatest—also one of the Union’s Seven Great Houses.
A family once known as the natural enemy of the Venomous Demonic House.
Chris was the last disciple, and the 27th head, of the Immortal Healer Clan.
That was one of his many former titles.
* * *
- You’re really insane.
A phrase Chris had heard countless times from the Hero’s party in the past.
It wasn’t just from the Hero’s party.
Everyone who knew Chris, upon seeing his talent, said the same thing. It was truly an insane talent.
- If you had learned swordsmanship or magic, the fate of the world would have been vastly different.
They lamented this countless times.
But unfortunately, Chris did not learn swordsmanship or magic.
It wasn’t some cruel twist of fate.
For various reasons, Chris absolutely could not learn swordsmanship or magic.
Had he learned them, the original family Chris was born into wouldn’t have let it slide. They would have definitely had him killed.
Because of that, Chris deliberately closed his eyes and ears to swordsmanship and magic.
‘Stupid bloodline.’
Chris let out a small chuckle.
In reality, Chris had been born into a lineage more precious than anyone could imagine.
Even across the entire continent, it would be hard to find a lineage rarer than his. But it was, in fact, a cursed bloodline. A pitiful one.
Instead, he learned numerous odd skills.
It wasn’t something he specifically intended to do.
He just happened to pick them up while wandering the back alleys.
Just by watching others, he quickly became more skilled than experts.
Medicine was one of those skills.
Among the various odd skills, medicine was the one he learned most thoroughly.
‘Healing people makes money.’
It was a respectable profession, one where he could live comfortably without anyone holding him back.
If the Great War hadn’t happened, he might have settled down as a full-fledged doctor.
But the Great War, triggered by the Blood-Drenched Demon King, threw his life into a terrible storm.
He went through countless experiences, and along the way, he met a fateful connection.
- ...Insane. Hah, why did I have to meet someone like you now? I don’t have much time left to live.
The last surviving member of the Immortal Healer Clan.
The Immortal Healer Clan had once been one of the Union’s Seven Great Houses, a family that had earned the respect of people across the world, but they couldn’t escape the massacre carried out by the Blood King.
The 26th Clan Head, when she met Chris, didn’t have much time left.
In fact, she passed away exactly one week after meeting Chris.
She entrusted Chris with not just a burden, but a responsibility.
[…Now you are the 27th Clan Head of the Immortal Healer Clan.]
She handed him a book containing the secret techniques of the Immortal Healer Clan.
It wasn’t the complete version.
The original had 45 volumes, but when the clan was wiped out, only 15 volumes were salvaged, which Chris received.
Not even a third of the original.
And there was no teacher to teach him the secret techniques.
For a whole week, she suffered in agony and was on the brink of death, so she could hardly pass on any teachings. He had to learn everything by himself.
Despite this, Chris was able to gain remarkable abilities under these harsh conditions.
‘Though I failed to acquire the unique healing power of the Immortal Healer Clan, the Immortal Healing Energy.’
Instead, what he gained was medical knowledge.
Chris acquired the finest medical knowledge on the continent.
The deadly poison of the Dark Demonic House?
No matter how outstanding Marisa's poison was, called the Subtle Poison, it was ultimately just a level of poison that couldn’t surpass physical limits.
It could be neutralized with ease.
Of course, this applied only to physical poisons, but making an antidote on the level of an all-purpose antidote was incredibly expensive in terms of the materials needed. That problem was easily solved by robbing the purse of Ruina.
“Unbelievable…”
Chris glanced down.
Marisa was tightly bound by magical ropes, restrained and subdued.
‘...Looks like the shock was too much for her.’
Since her long-standing poison didn’t work, the outcome of the duel was clear.
Of course, the Dark Demonic House’s powers weren’t just limited to poison.
They also possessed some of the continent’s most advanced assassination techniques, but it was no match for Chris.
“Wh-What did you do?!”
“Hm, nothing special.”
Chris casually answered as he rummaged through Marisa’s belongings.
“The principle of physical poisons doesn’t go beyond irritation, paralysis, neurotoxicity, hemorrhagic effects, hypersensitivity, corrosion, necrosis, and so on. So, if I create an antidote that counteracts all those principles at once, it’s pretty simple.”
Marisa’s face went blank.
What was that crazy person just saying?
‘Is something like that even possible?’
It was physiologically impossible for the human body.
In fact, even the Immortal Healer Clan’s secret techniques did not include the antidote Chris had used.
It was an antidote Chris had created by referencing the Immortal Healer Clan’s secret techniques.
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                    "There are so many types of physical poisons. It’s too much trouble to carry around an antidote for each one, right? So, I made this."
Leaving Marisa, who had fallen silent as if struck dumb with shock, Chris eagerly rummaged through his belongings, and soon found what he was looking for.
A transparent orb.
A location signal magic device used to inform allies of one’s position.
An essential magic device when acting separately from the party like this.
"...What are you trying to do?"
Chris grinned.
"What do you think would happen if I sent a false signal to the Venomous Demonic House's demon soldiers using this?"
"!!"
Marisa growled a warning.
"Don't you dare pull any stupid tricks. The moment you mess with it even a little, that magic device will self-destruct."
For location signal magic devices, security was paramount.
If an enemy who had subdued someone used the device to send a false signal to their allies, it could put everyone in serious danger.
Thus, if even the slightest error was detected in the magic pattern input, the device would immediately self-destruct.
The destructive force would be at least equivalent to a 4-star level destruction spell.
"You wouldn’t even leave behind a corpse."
Chris nodded.
She was right.
If such a powerful destruction spell detonated right in front of him, even Chris would find it hard to survive unscathed.
However.
"I just have to make sure it doesn’t explode."
"...What?"
Marisa’s eyes widened as if they would tear apart.
Chris was injecting his mana into it!
"You insane bastard?!"
Marisa squeezed her eyes shut.
If the magic device exploded, it wouldn’t just be Chris who was doomed. Marisa, standing right next to him, would also be caught up in it.
She braced herself for the impact about to engulf her body, gritting her teeth — but something was strange.
It was quiet.
"……??"
Marisa cautiously opened her eyes, and once again, she couldn’t help but open them wide in disbelief.
Chris was doing something crazy again.
"Is this the pattern? How's the security for the transmission circuit? Is the core of the security at the back of the spiral?"
He was infusing mana into the magic device here and there, like he was playing with a toy.
But there was no rejection reaction at all.
"H-How?"
She had no idea how many times she had asked that question since meeting Chris.
Chris kindly explained again.
"It’s nothing much. You just have to make sure the magic device doesn’t recognize my mana."
"……."
In other words, how in the world was he even doing that?
It was like saying, "Even if you're staring at it right in front of you, you just have to make it so they can't see it."
"Ah, it's done."
With a click, the magic device’s security was released.
Immediately after, a signal rang out.
A green alert.
It was a prompt asking to confirm Marisa’s safety.
If a response didn’t come back in time, the Venomous Demonic House’s demon soldiers would come to rescue Marisa.
"What’s the signal code for the Venomous Demonic House?"
"...Do you really think I’d tell you?"
Disabling the security on the magic device wasn’t the end of it.
Normally, when sending a signal with a device like this, more than ten different patterns were combined to create a code.
"Well, even if you don't tell me, there’s a way to figure it out."
At his calm words, Marisa tensed up.
'No way... is he going to torture me?'
It was the easiest method.
If she were in Chris’s position, she would have chosen the same way.
If a false signal was sent from her device as the commander, the Venomous Demonic House’s expedition team would be thrown into complete disarray.
'Damned bastard.'
Marisa clenched her fists tightly.
But she couldn’t blame him.
Right now, she and Chris were enemies.
As soon as she thought about being tortured by Chris, an overwhelming surge of emotion she couldn’t understand welled up, and she bit her lip hard.
It was absolutely miserable.
She didn’t even know exactly what about it was so miserable, but it was the worst.
'Why did I ever get engaged to a guy like him.'
"Hurry up and do it."
"Do what?"
"If you're going to torture me, just get it over with!"
"...What are you talking about."
"What?"
"I need to focus, so can you be quiet? Ah, there we go."
While Marisa stood there blinking blankly, Chris casually tapped on the magic device to send a signal.
He combined the unique code patterns of the Venomous Demonic House.
"……."
"Are you curious how I did it again? Well... hmm. I just did it because I’m a genius. Even if I explained, you wouldn’t be able to copy it anyway, so don’t worry too much about it."
To be precise, he hacked into the magic device, traced the mana patterns, and deduced the code, but Chris couldn’t be bothered to explain it properly, so he brushed it off casually.
Chris gave a smug, annoying smile.
"Well then, I’m off. Oh, and just so you know, don’t even think about trying to undo the binding. No matter how much you struggle, there's no way you could break it with your level of skill."
Without even glancing back, he disappeared.
Left alone, bound and abandoned, Marisa wore a blank expression.
She stared for a long while in the direction where he had disappeared, then muttered a single sentence.
"...You bastard."
* * *
Chris moved quickly.
‘I’ve wasted too much time.’
But it wasn’t without any gain.
First of all, he had made Marisa owe him a debt.
She might curse him now, but once everything was over, she would realize that it was thanks to Chris that she had survived.
‘There will be many entanglements with the Venomous Demonic House from now on. I’ll use this as leverage to make her an easy mark.’
That wasn’t all.
The location signal magic device.
Marisa was the leader of the Venomous Demonic House’s expedition team.
With this magic device, he could issue false orders.
‘First, I’ll order them to climb down the cliffs and conduct an exploration. Next, I’ll have them dig up the swamps and search the ground. I’ll keep them endlessly busy with meaningless work so they won’t get in the way.’
Chris grinned wickedly.
That wasn’t all either.
‘I’ll keep them suffering and then use them at the critical moment.’
Chris decided to use the full force of the Venomous Demonic House’s expedition team for the climax of his ‘operation.’
The Venomous Demonic House’s expedition team would end up dancing in the palm of his hand without even realizing it.
‘Now I need to steal the relic.’
Chris’s eyes darkened.
The relic discovered this time didn’t have overwhelming power in itself.
But depending on how it was used, it could create incredible miracles.
After more than two years of research, Marquess Langham had discovered a way to utilize the relic, which resulted in a horrific disaster for the Dark Demonic House.
That incident led to the death of Nordian, the lord of the house.
‘I can’t let that happen.’
Lord Nordian had to survive to prepare for the future to come.
And for Chris’s own sake, he had to obtain the relic.
‘I’m the only one who can properly use the power of this relic. The problem is where the relic is.’
There were two ways relics appeared.
First, they could have been hidden from long ago.
Second, they could newly fall from the sky.
The phrase ‘falling from the sky’ wasn’t a metaphor.
They were literally thrown down from Gehenna or the Celestial Realm onto the surface. Relics were originally items created by demons or constellations, imbued with their powers.
Almost as if they were watching and enjoying the sight of lowly creatures fighting over their relics, demons and constellations would periodically send relics into the world.
‘I heard roughly where it would be.’
The northwest side of the mountain range.
But even that covered a vast area.
Searching alone could take days or even longer.
‘Still, I have my ways.’
First, he headed toward the northwest side of the mountain range.
Along the way, he didn’t forget to use Marisa’s location signal magic device to issue strange orders to the Venomous Demonic House’s expedition team.
"Why does Lady Marisa keep ordering us to explore places like this?"
“It’s Lady Marisa’s order. There must be a reason for it, right?”
“Well, it is Lady Marisa, after all.”
The Venomous Demonic House’s expedition team tilted their heads in confusion but still followed the signal orders sent by Marisa.
Meanwhile, after Chris arrived at the northwest side, he began to act in an unexpected way.
He inspected the ground and checked for signs where grass and bushes had been bent.
It wasn’t an action to search for the relic.
“Bingo.”
Chris smiled faintly.
They were faint traces.
Signs that someone had passed through.
Traces so subtle that only a professional tracking unit could notice them, but they were unmistakable.
‘This is the deep part of a demonic realm where no human should be living. There’s only one reason why traces like this would be here.’
Chris carefully followed the trail.
When he used the secret techniques of the swordsmanship clans’ shadow arts, his presence completely vanished.
How far had he moved after that?
An astonishing scene appeared before him.
“Have the Dark Demonic House people not arrived yet?”
“No, not yet.”
“How much longer do we have to wait? Damn slugs. Hurry up and let the Dark Demonic House bastards take this relic.”
There were two masked demons standing there!
Judging by their physiques, one appeared to be a woman and the other a man, but it was immediately clear which faction they belonged to.
‘Poison energy. They’re from the Venomous Demonic House.’
And not ordinary demons either.
The man appeared to be 4-star.
The woman seemed to be a formidable 5-star.
However, the man seemed to have a higher status, as he spoke to the woman in a commanding tone.
“How tedious. To think someone like me has to play this mole game. Damn it. Because of that cursed woman, Marisa.”
It was a slip of the tongue that revealed a lot.
‘The man must be a direct heir of the Venomous Demonic House. Probably… one of the young masters.’
The 5-star woman in front of him seemed to be his subordinate.
But why would such high-ranking members of the Venomous Demonic House be here?
Chris answered himself internally.
‘They must have joined hands with Marquis Langham.’
Exactly.
This scheme wasn’t something Marquis Langham had orchestrated alone.
There were collaborators within the Venomous Demonic House as well.
Most likely, they had allied themselves with him to bring down Marisa, their rival in the succession struggle.
As if to confirm Chris’s suspicions, the man spoke in a dark voice.
“Well, it can’t be helped. Once this is over, I won’t ever have to see that unlucky woman Marisa’s face again, so I’ll endure it.”
“……”
“You’ve memorized the plan properly, right? Once Lady Jupien of the Dark Demonic House takes the relic, we lure her into a trap and annihilate them all. Make sure there’s evidence left that points to Marisa.”
It was the full outline of the plan devised by Marquis Langham.
Through the vile scheme of the Venomous Demonic House, the Dark Demonic House’s expedition team was to be completely annihilated.
Among the victims would be Jupien, a descendant of the Baron family, and Chris as well, so it was not a matter to be taken lightly.
Marquess Langham would use the sacrifice of the expedition team as a pretext to demand the reward he desired.
He would claim not only the relic discovered during this expedition, the "Emblem of the Constellation," but also the relic found previously by the Venomous Demonic House, the "Amulet of Twilight."
‘I can’t allow them to have either.’
First, he had to secretly steal away the Emblem of the Constellation right in front of him.
Just then, the masked man from the Venomous Demonic House spoke.
“By the way, I don’t know what kind of relic this is. It seems to be related to the holy relics, but we can’t even open the seal first.”
When relics are first discovered, they are hidden in the form of a seal.
“Well, it doesn’t matter since I won’t be the one keeping it anyway. I just need to deal with that woman Marisa. You, go set the trap now.”
“At your command.”
The 5-star woman vanished swiftly.
Once the masked man was left alone, Chris lowered his body.
‘This is my chance.’
Honestly, if the 5-star woman had stayed, Chris wouldn’t have been able to pull off any move.
But the man was different.
The man’s level was 4-star.
And... Chris’s level was also 4-star, at the realm of "Holy Radiance."
‘Even in a direct fight, I can win.’

                
Chapter 62

                    But right now, the objective wasn’t to kill the man.
He had to steal the relic without letting any presence be detected.
‘Shouldn’t be too hard. He doesn’t seem like a smart one.’
Chris immediately got to work.
As he wandered around, he came across just the right targets to use.
Stone-Throwing Monkeys.
They were 1-star demonic beasts.
They weren’t strong individually, but they moved in groups.
[Ook, ook!]
The monkeys pointed their fingers at Chris and laughed.
Then, true to their name, they tried to throw stones.
“Stay still.”
The monkeys’ movements froze completely.
Chris had activated a dark art to control beasts!
‘It’s even easier than when I practiced before.’
Chris showed a slightly surprised expression.
‘It’s thanks to the Dark Demonic Energy.’
His purity was at a perfect 100%.
Therefore, any kind of dark power he used would operate at a level beyond optimal efficiency.
‘This works out nicely.’
Chris immediately took control of the monkeys.
Whoosh, smack!
“What the hell?”
The man, who had been leaning idly against a tree, frowned deeply as a stone suddenly flew at him.
“How dare these filthy beasts.”
But then he hesitated.
If he used poison, it would leave traces.
If the Dark Demonic House’s expedition team noticed anything suspicious, it would be a problem.
“I’ll spare you, now get lost.”
It wasn’t an empty threat.
The masked man raised his aura.
It was a pressure so strong that any ordinary demonic beast would have been instantly overwhelmed and cowered.
In fact, the Stone-Throwing Monkeys also retreated with frightened expressions.
The masked man sighed and irritably leaned back against the tree again.
But then—
Smack!
Another stone flew at him!
“You little bastards….”
The masked man ground his teeth.
The monkeys pointed at him from a distance, laughing "ook ook" wildly.
Some monkeys even stuck their red rear ends toward him, mocking him, while others urinated in his direction.
The highlight was a monkey defecating right in front of the man and then throwing the feces at him.
Of course, all of it was orchestrated by Chris.
'Still holding back? Let’s see how long you can endure.'
Hiding nearby, Chris continued controlling the monkeys.
As he kept doing it, he realized it was unexpectedly fun.
The monkeys under Chris’s control all defecated right in front of the man, then started throwing feces at him.
“……”
As the feces rained down like a storm, the air around the man turned cold and tense.
“You damn bastards.”
As expected, he took the bait!
The man glanced at the location of the relic, then spoke with a voice boiling over with rage.
“I’ll kill you all.”
Flash!
The man moved away from the relic, creating distance.
He couldn’t deal with them near the relic, so he intended to lure the monkeys far away first and then eliminate them.
Chris controlled the monkeys to keep throwing feces while chasing after the man.
Eventually, once the distance had grown sufficiently—
Screeech!
The poisoned demonic monkeys screamed in pain.
‘Now!’
Chris made his move.
When he arrived, he saw a small box.
It was the "Sealing Box" that held the relic.
He swiftly grabbed it and pulled out an item he had prepared in advance.
It was a "Sealing Box" with an identical appearance.
He had obtained it through Ruina, the merchant of money pouches.
Since she dealt in all kinds of treasures and auctions, she had items like these in her possession.
'When relics are first discovered, they’re usually contained in similar types of Sealing Boxes.'
However, the Sealing Box he got from Ruina was a used one that had been opened before.
It had been specially treated by a Dwarf Meister to make it look as if it had never been opened.
For reference, inside the swapped Sealing Box was a low-grade relic of pitiful quality.
Shortly after, Chris hid himself again and vanished.
The relic’s Sealing Box, appearing completely untouched and unchanged as if no one had ever come near, continued to shimmer with the light of the blessing of the Constellation.
* * *
Meanwhile, at that time, the expeditions from the Venomous Demonic House and the Dark Demonic House —
The expedition team from the Venomous Demonic House was endlessly exhausting themselves following Chris’s false orders, while the team led by Jupien was diligently exploring the zones of the Demon Realm one by one.
“There’s nothing in this area, Lady!”
“Then move to the next zone.”
Jupien replied shortly.
Instead of rushing, she designated zones and thoroughly searched each one, step by step.
A textbook exploration.
Next was the northwestern part of the mountain range.
As they were combing through the northwest region for some time, one of the demonic beings cautiously spoke up.
“But... will Young Master Christian be alright?”
“……”
Several days had already passed, yet there was no word from him after he first left.
Enough time for something to have gone wrong.
Jupien slightly regretted not stopping him.
She didn’t have particularly good feelings toward Chris — no, she wanted to crush him right away — but for now, she was the leader of the expedition team.
And Chris was a member of the expedition team she was responsible for.
Knowing he could be in danger, it bothered her that she had let her resentment push her into turning a blind eye.
'No, he left on his own. How is that my fault? What does it matter what happens to a guy like that?'
Jupien shook her head briskly.
Just then, a shout shattered her wandering thoughts.
"Here, a relic!!"
"!!"
They had finally found one!
When she went over to check, it was indeed a Sealing Box containing a relic.
"A sacred relic?"
"It appears to be so."
Jupien nodded.
It was a bit disappointing that it wasn’t a demonic relic, but there were still ways to make use of a sacred relic.
Either way, the purpose of the relic would be decided by the elders of the family, so their job was simply to retrieve it and return to the family.
"Let’s head back now."
"Understood! Everyone, we’re heading back!"
The demonic beings who had succeeded in their mission shouted energetically.
"Which route should we take on the way back?"
"Head toward the Lankas Gorge. We don’t know what those Venomous Demonic House bastards might try."
It was a direction where demonic beasts appeared more frequently than elsewhere.
However, the Lankas Gorge had a major advantage.
It connected directly to the territory of the Dark Demonic House, making it impossible for the Venomous Demonic House to pull any tricks.
"Right, unless the Venomous Demonic House bastards have gone completely mad, they wouldn’t dare try anything in Lankas Gorge. We’ll head that way."
The expedition team’s pace quickened without hesitation.
They arrived at the Lankas Gorge.
"Whew, we’re almost there now."
The Dark Demonic House expedition members all looked visibly relieved.
Although the Lankas Gorge was technically neutral territory, it was practically part of the Dark Demonic House’s domain.
However, the expedition members still tilted their heads as they noticed Jupien’s frowning face.
"Is something bothering you?"
"……."
What was bothering Jupien—
It was Christian.
'He must be dead, right?'
Judging by the complete lack of news, something must have happened.
It was his own fault.
There was no reason for her to feel any pity at all.
However.
"Squad 1, Squad 2."
"Yes?"
"You won't return. Stay behind and search for Christian."
No matter how unlucky he was, he was still blood of the main family.
She thought it was right to at least make an effort to recover his body.
"...Is that really necessary?"
"Just follow my orders."
"...Understood."
The expedition members bowed their heads reluctantly.
'Lady Jupien really is soft-hearted in her own way.'
'Why bother with that unlucky bastard?'
"There's a high chance he's already dead, so absolutely don't overdo it. If you can't find him within three days, return."
"Yes, understood!"
Just as the expedition team was about to split into two groups—
An unexpected change occurred.
Rumble!!
Massive boulders came tumbling down from the top of the gorge.
"!!"
Fortunately, the rocks didn’t fall directly on them.
Instead, they crashed down in front and behind them.
As if trying to trap them within piles of stone.
"This is...?"
"What is happening?"
While the expedition team was thrown into confusion,
Jupien, grasping the situation, shouted.
"Everyone, hold your breath and take cover! It's an attack from the Venomous Demonic House!"
But it was already too late.
Fwoosh!
Thick blue poison was sprayed down from the top of the gorge, engulfing them.
* * *
'It's over.'
A masked woman thought from atop the gorge.
This was the fearsome strength of the Venomous Demonic House.
It was possible to wipe out the enemy at once by luring them into a trap.
'Since this place is near the Dark Demonic House’s territory, doing something like this is basically suicide.'
It didn't matter.
Her goal was to intentionally expose herself and frame Marisa with the blame.
The poison used was also a deadly toxin developed personally by Marisa.
'Blue Flower.'
It was a terrifying poison that had made Marisa one of the top candidates for successor.
Once engulfed by it, unless one had reached the four-star level capable of defending their entire body with a Black Sword, survival was impossible.
Otherwise, unless they immediately consumed a miracle cure crafted by the medical clan known as the Union's greatest, the 'House of Divine Healing'—
'They must have all died instantly.'
The woman lightly jumped down from the gorge.
Now, all she had to do was recover the relic and place it in Marisa's laboratory at the main house of the Venomous Demonic House.
The poison used was also Marisa's poison.
Since the relic would be found in Marisa’s laboratory, Marisa would have no choice but to bear the blame.
'Before the Dark Demonic House gets here, I need to retrieve it quickly...'
But then, something unexpected happened.
Crash!
A Black Sword flew toward her.
"!!"
The masked woman flinched and narrowly dodged the Black Sword.
Turning her gaze, she saw a small girl, coughing up blood, shakily lifting her trembling body.
"You... I won't... let you go...."
'How?' The woman’s face was filled with shock beneath the mask.
Marisa was a genius in poison crafting.
Even though the poison she developed was a physical toxin, it far exceeded the power of a three-star.
Yet not only was this girl still alive, she was even managing to stand?
It wasn’t just the girl, Jupien.
Other expedition members were also slowly beginning to rise to their feet.
They were bleeding from their pupils, noses, and ears, barely able to support themselves, but none had died.
'Could it be?'
The woman thought of one possibility.
"Did you consume the elixir from the House of Divine Healing?"
"...What?"
"Otherwise, it would be impossible for people of your level to survive this poison!"
The masked woman was convinced as she observed the reactions happening inside their bodies.
"Even the unique recovery reaction of the House of Divine Healing’s elixir... You really did take it."
However, Jupien and the other expedition members all wore confused expressions.
A shout they couldn't understand.
"What... nonsense...."
Then Jupien abruptly closed her mouth.
'I did take an antidote.'
Since there was a possibility of clashing with members of the Venomous Demonic House, they had taken an antidote that enhanced resistance to poison.
But the antidote felt strange.
It had a clear, pure sensation.
The appearance of the medicine was the same as before, but it felt far more effective.
'Was that actually an elixir from the House of Divine Healing?'
But that couldn’t be.
The elixir from the House of Divine Healing was a treasure even demons sought.
If the family had provided such a rare item, there was no way she wouldn’t have known.
She had personally checked and received the supplies from the family’s storage, so she was certain.
'Or... did someone swap the antidote along the way?'
That was even more absurd.
Who would do such a thing, and why?
Above all, the expedition had strictly guarded the supplies.
It was impossible to tamper with the antidotes.
But at that moment—
Jupien suddenly thought of one person.
'...Wait. There was one possible person.'
Jupien swallowed hard.
'Christian, that unlucky bastard.'
Christian had spent the entire journey here sleeping atop the supply cart.
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                    So, he could have tampered with the antidote,
'...No way, that can't be.'
It was an absurd thought.
There was no way he would have done something like that.
"Well, it doesn't matter. I'll kill you all."
Clang!
The masked woman drew her weapon.
It was a bundle of long throwing needles.
She was about to annihilate the expedition using the assassination techniques unique to the Venomous Demonic House.
"I won't... go down so easily."
Jupien pointed her sword.
A dark shimmer of heat haze rose from her blade, distorting the view.
It was Illusion Swordsmanship.
Flash!
Thus began the fierce battle.
Unexpectedly, the fight was not easily decided.
First of all, Jupien’s skills were formidable.
Though she had been easily defeated by Chris before, she was still a princess of the Dark Demonic House.
She possessed power that far exceeded an ordinary three-star level.
Above all, the masked woman was unable to use even half of her true strength.
'What a bother. If I used my original assassination techniques, I could wipe them out instantly.'
But that would leave traces behind.
She had to use only the level of poison and assassination techniques that Marisa would typically employ.
However, the balance did not last long.
No matter how much she suppressed her strength, a five-star was still a five-star.
Even if a tiger pretended to be a cat, a cat could never defeat a tiger.
"Urgh!"
Boom!
The long needles tore through Jupien’s illusions with a sharp burst of sound.
Jupien vomited blood again.
"This power... you're not Marisa."
The masked woman smiled.
"What does it matter? You're all going to die here anyway."
Flash!
The long needles flew in again.
Jupien barely managed to evade, but the other expedition members were not so lucky.
The number of people collapsing to the ground rapidly increased.
A hopeless situation.
At this rate, the result was obvious. They would all be annihilated.
'I need to come up with a plan.'
Jupien’s eyes darkened.
Following her core, demonic energy began to surge.
Sensing the complex intertwining of her demonic energy, the masked woman's expression stiffened for a moment.
Her vision darkened completely.
In the pitch-black darkness where nothing could be seen,
Jupien’s sword split apart.
One blade, two blades... four blades, eight blades, sixteen blades.
The Dark Demonic House’s secret Illusion Swordsmanship, 'Splitting Blade.'
As one's level rose, the number of blades could be increased exponentially.
At Jupien’s current level, sixteen blades were her limit.
But that didn’t mean it could be taken lightly.
Those illusions could not be distinguished from the real one.
And if they could not be distinguished, none could be ignored. Every blade was equally threatening.
"Die."
Suppressing the turmoil in her body from forcibly drawing out her power, Jupien swung her sword.
Sixteen blades flew in simultaneously from sixteen different angles.
An unavoidable attack.
"!!"
The masked woman furrowed her brows.
She instinctively realized that with the strength of a three-star, she could not break through that attack.
In that case, there was only one option.
The masked woman's long needles were dyed black.
She manifested a Black Sword through her needles.
But it didn’t end there.
The nature of the Black Sword transformed.
It became harder, more brilliant.
It wasn’t simply forming a blade with demonic energy.
It was as if a steadfast pillar had been planted, infused with a will powerful enough to crush any resistance.
Sword Force.
In the Alliance, it was called Aura.
In the Demonic Path, it was called Black Steel Energy.
It was a destructive power that only true masters who had reached the five-star level or higher could wield.
The moment the Black Steel Energy was unleashed, everything was shattered.
The illusions of the sixteen swords.
The darkness that had consumed her vision.
And even Jupien’s sword.
Dropping her broken sword, Jupien coughed up blood and fell to her knees.
"Now, die already."
The masked woman said coldly.
The long needle cloaked in darkness pierced through the air.
Aimed precisely at Jupien’s forehead.
'Ah... no.'
There was no way to dodge.
In the face of impending death, Jupien’s vision darkened with terror.
'I... I don’t want to die.'
Pretending to be strong, but still a young girl. She couldn’t remain calm in front of death.
'Please... someone, save me....'
The moment she cried out into the meaningless wind,
an unbelievable miracle occurred.
Kwaang!!
With a roar like a bomb exploding, the long needle was blasted away.
Jupien's eyes widened in shock.
Standing before her was a boy.
A beautiful appearance.
And at the same time, an endlessly annoying impression.
It was Chris.
* * *
The hall fell silent.
Everyone stared at Chris in disbelief.
Chris shrugged his shoulders and spoke lightly.
"I’m late. The main character is supposed to arrive late, so I came slowly on purpose."
In truth, that wasn’t the reason.
He had been waiting for the masked woman to reveal her true power.
Why?
To use it as evidence.
So many people had witnessed the masked woman's Black Steel Energy; she wouldn’t be able to deny it.
Chris glanced around at the fallen Dark Demonic House members and chuckled.
"You guys got wrecked pretty badly. You should’ve trained harder instead of slacking off. Here, medicine. I happened to pick some up, so take it."
Chris snapped his fingers and threw medicine toward Jupien and the fallen members of the Dark Demonic House.
Jupien caught the medicine and once again looked astonished.
A mysterious, pure energy emanated from the medicine.
There was no doubt. It was from the Medical Saint Family.
It was really Chris who had switched the antidote!
"You... you're giving us the Medical Saint Family’s antidote?"
Chris nodded as if it were obvious.
"I figured the Venomous Demonic House would resort to underhanded tricks. So I secured medicine from the Medical Saint Family in advance at the Black Auction and swapped it out."
‘Well, technically, I just gathered the ingredients and made it myself.’
Jupien clamped her mouth shut.
The other members were the same.
From his debauched behavior back at Baron Castle before the mission, to all the reckless acts he had shown until now—
they realized it had all been part of a deep plan to thwart the Venomous Demonic House’s conspiracy.
Having misunderstood and cursed Chris all this time, no one in the hall could find any words to say.
At that moment, the masked woman spoke coldly.
"...So you're the Dark Demonic House’s fool. You did think a little, but you're just a clever idiot."
Chaang!
This time, she drew a dagger.
"If you saw the Black Steel Energy, you should have run. I’ll kill you here as well."
Once again, thick darkness enveloped her.
A destructive power on a completely different level from the Black Sword.
'It's true that I have no chance against a five-star martial artist.'
Whether martial artist or mage, every rise in star level brought explosive growth in power.
However, from 1-star to 4-star, the change wasn’t very significant.
1-star was the accumulation of demonic energy.
2-star was the manifestation of demonic energy.
3-star was the Black Sword.
4-star was the transformation of the Black Sword.
That was the difference.
But starting from 5-star, a dramatic transformation occurred, as if shedding one's skin.
5-star, "Steel Energy."
6-star, "Will Manifestation."
7-star, "Dominance."
8-star, "Absolute."
9-star, "Transcendence."
At this point, the realms were so different that a lower realm could hardly even contend against a higher one.
No matter how outstanding Chris was, it was an insurmountable gap.
Yet Chris still spoke with a calm face.
"Stupid idiot."
"...What?"
"Well, with a brain like yours, I guess it makes sense you'd resort to cheap tricks. You think a great genius like me would ever step into a fight without a chance of winning?"
Chris never fought battles he couldn’t win.
No—more accurately, turning impossible battles into victories was his specialty.
"Take a look."
And then.
From the opposite side of the canyon, a group appeared.
They were members of the Venomous Demonic House!
- Chris!
Leading them was Marisa, a young girl who shouted his name furiously.
'Perfect timing.'
Chris whistled inwardly.
He had deliberately arranged for the Venomous Demonic House members to rescue Marisa and lure them to this spot.
Thanks to the signal magic device he had stolen from Marisa, it was easy.
"Chris, I won’t let you get away with this...!!"
Marisa, usually so composed and intelligent, charged forward like an enraged bull, her usual calm nowhere to be seen—then abruptly stopped.
The situation unfolding before her was strange.
"This... What is this? My poison?"
Marisa looked around in confusion.
The members of the Dark Demonic House were collapsed, and the lingering scent of the "Blue Flower" poison she had personally developed filled the air.
And that masked woman?
"......"
At Marisa’s gaze, the masked woman brought a hand to her face with a troubled expression.
The worst situation had unfolded.
The last people she should have encountered here were members of the Venomous Demonic House—especially Marisa.
That’s why she had deliberately operated near the Dark Demonic House’s territory.
"...Who are you?"
Marisa asked in a low voice.
“They must be from the Venomous Demonic House. State your name and affiliation.”
“......”
The masked woman, of course, couldn’t provide any answer.
Marisa’s face grew colder.
At that moment, Chris mocked her.
“What are you asking for? You must be a traitor from that family.”
“!!”
“Your objective... It’s probably obvious.”
Marisa immediately deduced the situation.
‘They’re trying to steal the artifact. And they wanted to frame me for it.’
It was a guess very close to the truth.
Marisa clenched her teeth and gave an order.
“Everyone, subdue that one and make her kneel!”
“Understood!”
The Venomous Demonic House members rushed at the masked woman.
‘This is bad.’
The masked woman faced them with a troubled look.
She didn’t seem as confident as she did when fighting the Dark Demonic House members.
It wasn’t that she was reluctant to use force because they were from the same family.
Members of the magical families didn’t have such sentimental ties.
‘I can’t reveal my true identity by using my unique poisons or the Black Sword.’
The masked woman gritted her teeth.
When fighting the Dark Demonic House members, she had subtly incorporated her own skills and hidden techniques.
She had mimicked the power of 3-star, but the actual power was closer to 5-star.
However, the Venomous Demonic House members would recognize her right away.
She couldn’t let any trace of her identity be revealed, so it was almost like fighting while binding one hand and one foot.
It was just as Chris had planned.
And Chris, using the sort of dirty weapon that any demon would detest, made his move.
A broken holy sword.
Clang!
The masked woman couldn’t afford to underestimate it, quickly retreating to avoid the holy sword.
At that moment, Marisa and Chris’s eyes met.
“…You.”
“What? Want me to apologize again?”
“No, that’s not it.”
Marisa seemed to have something to say but hesitated, then pressed her lips together with a complicated look in her eyes.
“…Never mind.”
“How childish. Cover me. I’ll subdue her.”
Subdue a 5-star demon.
Even if her claws were tied, a tiger was still a tiger—this was an absurd notion.
But Chris intended to make it happen.
‘It’s possible.’
Everything was going according to his plan.
If it continued like this, it was achievable.
Chris pressed the masked woman with overwhelming force.
Indeed, the holy sword was a cheat weapon.
The masked woman couldn’t even face the holy sword, frantic in trying to dodge.
And it didn’t stop there; Marisa’s hidden techniques supported Chris.
With the right timing, darts and needles were thrown.
‘Damn it.’
The masked woman started to feel increasingly uneasy.
‘By rank, she’s only 3-star at best, so what’s with these movements?’
It wasn’t just the holy sword that was tricky.
Chris was predicting all the movements of the masked woman and acting accordingly.
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                    Dodging every incoming attack a step ahead, he read the masked woman’s movement path and launched a counterattack.
This won’t work like this.
It was impossible to subdue her while hiding his true skills like this.
He had to use real power.
There’s no other way now. I have no choice but to kill them all to silence them.
The masked woman’s eyes turned fierce.
Fwoosh!!!
A dark pillar of destruction surged from her dagger.
Black Steel Energy.
A holy sword without the radiance of mana would never withstand that destructive force.
“Die.”
A critical moment.
Watching the battle with Marisa, Jupien couldn’t help but shout out.
“Dodge…!!”
But then, Chris did something completely unexpected.
He charged at the masked woman instead.
An act no different from suicide.
“Foolish.”
The masked woman swung her dagger.
The destructive slash howled with a terrifying force.
But in that moment, something completely incomprehensible happened.
Flick.
Like a flame blown out by the wind, the Black Steel Energy was extinguished!
“?!”
The masked woman was visibly shaken.
Why?
It wasn’t intentional.
Chris grinned calmly and lunged into her arms.
“Your Energy level is too low for that.”
Energy is the manifestation of will.
Its strength and stability vary depending on how strong the will is.
Depending on how firm that will is, even within the 5-star tier, levels are divided into upper, middle, and lower.
The masked woman’s level was 5-star low.
A stage where one has just begun to establish their will.
At this stage, it’s difficult to maintain Energy with willpower alone, so many complex techniques are used in tandem.
Chris had tampered with those techniques beforehand.
How?
I used the dominance of dark demonic energy.
During the earlier exchange, Chris hadn’t just pressured the masked woman with his holy sword.
He had secretly infused her dagger with his dominance.
The moment the Energy manifested, it interfered with the core circuit, disrupting it.
A one-time trick made possible only because the masked woman let her guard down, unlikely to be pulled off again—
But it was enough.
Chris didn’t miss the opportunity.
Slash!
The masked woman’s shoulder was cut.
It wasn’t a deep wound.
An injury that could be ignored.
But the real problem was that Chris’s sword was a holy sword.
The power of the Constellation embedded in the holy sword clashed with the demonic energy in her body, causing secondary damage—like being burned by a fire that won’t go out.
Even her core trembled.
And there was an even more critical detail.
“Bingo.”
Chris glanced at his holy sword and grinned.
He had gotten her blood.
He quickly pulled back and cast a curse spell.
When using the opponent’s blood as a medium, a curse could be cast with much greater potency.
Fatigue, pain, weakness, fear, and more—
The masked woman staggered as curses burrowed into her body.
Ha. What is this? These low-grade curses have this kind of effect?
The masked woman was dumbfounded.
Every curse Chris cast was of 2-star grade or lower.
Curses that normally wouldn’t even penetrate her body’s defense.
Yet somehow, like curses woven by a seasoned high-tier sorcerer, they pierced through her demonic energy defenses and dragged her physical state into a swamp.
Chris’s follow-up attacks came without pause.
Flash—one strike grazed her nape, sending a chill down her spine.
The masked woman clenched her teeth.
How dare he.
But that didn’t mean she was in real danger.
A tiger doesn’t fall just because it’s been scratched a few times by a cat’s claws.
Still, her pride was wounded.
I’ll end this quickly and kill him.
The masked woman unleashed her secret poison technique.
Whoosh!
Black smoke engulfed Chris.
It wasn’t just a physical toxin that harmed the body.
It was a magical poison, imbued with magical effects.
Infused with destructive black magic, it collapsed the body from both inside and out simultaneously.
“Christian!”
As Chris was swallowed by the black smoke, Marisa cried out in shock.
She knew how lethal that poison was.
Even with an antidote from a renowned medical family, it couldn’t be resisted.
But inside the black smoke, Chris thought—
It’s going just as I planned.
An incomprehensible thought.
Even Chris couldn’t withstand that magical poison.
Because it was magical in nature, the antidote from the medical noble house he had prepared wouldn’t work.
Even the magical artifact meant to block poison was useless.
It was corroding rapidly, clearly unable to hold out for long.
At most, five seconds.
After that, he would die.
And yet, he smiled.
I finally got my chance.
In truth, Chris had been nervous.
Worried about what he would do if the masked woman didn’t act as he expected.
That’s right.
He had been waiting all this time for the masked woman to use her magic poison.
“You were impressive for a brat, but you didn’t know your place. Die in agony.”
Her voice was composed, as if she was certain of Chris’s death.
But did she know?
That this moment was what Chris had been waiting for the most.
From the very start of the fight until now—
Chris had waited for this exact moment.
The instant her magic poison filled the air and blocked vision.
Magic poison didn’t just obscure sight.
It was filled with demonic energy and magical power.
And that meant—
Because of the interference from the poison’s aura, it was hard to perceive what was happening inside from the outside.
Neither with the naked eye, nor with magical senses.
In other words—
Even if he used the power of the Alliance, it couldn’t be detected from outside.
Chris moved his holy sword.
His hand trembled.
The masked woman sneered.
She didn’t even consider dodging in advance.
Like watching a kitten play, she casually observed and planned to avoid it easily at the last moment—
But then, her body suddenly froze.
[Giant’s Shackles]
It was a 4-star grade curse-type black magic.
A spell that Chris shouldn't be able to use with his current level.
But Chris had modified the black magic in advance, to make it his trump card for this decisive moment.
He added strict activation conditions, allowing it to be used even at the 3-star level.
The condition Chris set was the opponent’s blood.
That’s right.
All those earlier curses were just a diversion.
The real reason he drew blood with the holy sword—was to activate this black magic.
Just for a fleeting instant, to bind her movement.
Of course, it wouldn’t last long.
At most, two or three seconds.
Within that time, the masked woman would surely dispel the curse.
But even that brief moment was enough.
Enough for the sword to reach her heart.
And yet, the masked woman did not panic.
"You used your head quite well, but it's unfortunate."
A deep blue demonic aura cloaked her body.
Like a shield.
Even a holy sword wouldn’t be able to pierce it.
But then, something unbelievable happened.
Paaah!
Light burst out from the holy sword.
The masked woman's eyes widened to the point of tearing.
"Sha… Shine Blade?"
It was faint, but unmistakable.
The power of light said to be wielded by heroes.
Chris smirked bitterly.
"…Because I’m a genius."
The masked woman tried to dodge, but it was useless. She hadn’t managed to break free of the Giant’s Shackles.
The broken holy sword pierced through the masked woman’s heart.
* * *
The events of that day threw both Houses into chaos.
After all, one side had broken the pact and attempted to massacre the Dark Demonic House’s expedition team.
Tensions between the two Houses reached a boiling point, and the Venomous Demonic House, who had committed the offense, was put in a difficult position.
Honestly, it was an unfair situation for the Venomous Demonic House.
The real orchestrator behind this incident was Marquis Langham.
There had been inside collaborators, but it was likely Marquis Langham who extended the dark hand first.
Everyone had been played by him.
Still, it’s better than in my past life. Back then, things went as badly as they could.
When the entire Dark Demonic House’s forces were wiped out, and it was revealed that the culprit was Marisa, the successor candidate of the Venomous Demonic House, both Houses nearly went to war.
In the end, the Venomous Demonic House had no choice but to admit guilt and hand over the "Amulet of Twilight" that Marquis Langham demanded.
But this time, the situation is different.
The damage was minimal.
Even the severely wounded were saved thanks to the elixirs Chris had passed along from the famous medical House.
As a result, the Venomous Demonic House’s responsibility was drastically reduced.
Compensation.
That was all they had to pay.
They never identified who the masked woman was, but well, that’s not such a big deal.
The moment her heart was pierced, the masked woman’s body melted away in the poison.
A self-destruct method to prevent her identity from being revealed. A common technique used by the mages of the Venomous Demonic House.
Still, it seems like Marisa has a rough idea of who she was. Well, it’s an internal matter for the Venomous Demonic House, so they’ll handle it.
In any case, it was a conclusion that wasn’t bad for anyone—except Marquis Langham.
And the one who gained the most from it was, naturally, Chris.
This should be enough to become a noble heir.
If not for Chris, the entire expedition would have been annihilated.
His elevation to noble heir was guaranteed.
And that wasn’t the only thing he gained from this incident.
I obtained the Sigil of the Constellation.
Chris quietly stroked the relic hidden inside his pocket.
In truth, the Sigil of the Constellation was a relic of uncertain nature.
No one could tell what it was supposed to be used for.
In his previous life, even Marquis Langham, after obtaining the Sigil, couldn’t figure out how to use it for two years.
But Chris knew exactly what kind of ability the Sigil of the Constellation possessed.
It was a relic that would bring him tremendous benefit.
No—Chris was the only one in this world who could properly make use of the Sigil of the Constellation.
There were also a few other small gains.
– We’re truly sorry, young master.
The surviving mages of the expedition team bowed their heads to Chris.
– You are our savior, young master. Thank you so much.
For the first time, he was acknowledged by the mages of the main family.
It was faint recognition, but still.
Just then, the ghost maid Banshee, Mari, fluttered over.
[Ohoho… Is your body feeling better?]
“It hurts.”
[To hear that you’re in pain, young master… it breaks my heart. But to be able to nurse you so dearly, my heart goes ba-dump, ba-dump with joy. I’ll bring you some soup—now, say ah.]
“…I can eat it myself, you know?”
[Ohoho… There’s no need to be shy about my touch, young master. Although, this bashful look of yours is adorable as well. Now, open wide. Ah—]
Chris frowned sharply.
“Didn’t I tell her not to feed me with poltergeist tricks?!”
Marie was a ghost.
So even if it looked like she was holding a spoon, it was all done through psychic phenomena.
[Ahhh… To have you all to myself, young master. I wish this moment could last forever.]
“…Could you not say horrifying things like that?”
Just then, there was a knock at the door.
Mari’s expression turned sour.
[It seems… another bothersome guest has arrived.]
“……”
It was only a knock, but he already knew who it was.
They’d already come by several times.
[Why must she keep coming and disturbing the precious time I have with young master? I don’t like it.]
Marie smiled stiffly and opened the door.
A small girl with a cold impression stepped inside.
It was Jupien.
“…You’re here?”
“Yeah.”
“…Again?”
“…You’re one of my team members. I came to check as the squad leader to see if you’re doing alright.”
For the record, their mission wasn’t over yet. The incident hadn’t been fully resolved.
The two of them were attending the joint meeting between the Venomous Demonic House and the Dark Demonic House to testify as witnesses.
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                    “…I’m fine now, so you don’t have to keep coming.”
Chris said with a troubled expression.
Since that day, Jupien had been coming to visit him every single day.
And without saying a word, she would just sit there quietly.
Just like now.
“……”
She simply stared at Chris with a blank expression.
‘…Is she coming just to make me uncomfortable? Revenge?’
It was a petty yet powerful form of revenge! Incredibly awkward.
Mariedidn’t seem pleased either and spoke with a cold, ohoho laugh.
[Would you care for something to drink, Lady Jupien? Perhaps… virgin’s blood juice?]
“No, I prefer bachelor’s blood juice. If possible, make it the blood of a handsome man.”
[…Bachelor’s blood juice isn’t really my specialty.]
As expected, Jupien was a formidable opponent.
She replied without even blinking, leaving Mariedeflated.
‘…When is she leaving?’
There was nothing much to say, and even when he tried, she barely responded—so he just stayed quiet.
After a while, Jupien started preparing to leave. Just as Chris felt relieved inside—
“I don’t like you. One day, I’ll crush you.”
“…I see.”
“But still.”
Jupien’s voice grew softer.
Turning her head away, she said,
“…Thanks for this time.”
“……”
Was it his imagination, or did her pale earlobes seem faintly red?
Chris looked slightly surprised for a moment.
Then he smirked and said,
“I didn’t quite catch that. Could you say it a bit louder?”
“…Forget it if you didn’t hear.”
Jupien responded coldly again.
“Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m just acknowledging what you did.”
“Well, I did accomplish something impressive. If you understand that, you may treat me as your lifesaver from now on.”
“……”
Jupien shot him a glare and said,
“Things will be different once you become a noble heir. Keep that in mind and don’t get cocky.”
Chris understood what she meant.
It was a warning.
‘Things definitely won’t be the same as before.’
Until now, Chris and the noble heirs had been worlds apart.
He had been someone not even worth trampling.
But once he became an heir, the situation would change.
He would stand on equal footing with them.
That meant the other noble heirs would also try to crush him with everything they had.
‘Well, it doesn’t matter.’
Chris wanted to crush them just the same.
The most promising candidate, Second Heir Ashid.
First Heiress Yulian, who was hiding a secret.
The savage Third Heir, infamous for his cruelty toward enemies.
And the mad First Heir, Sherad.
All of them were people he had to crush.
‘And among those targets… does that include Lady Jupien too?’
Chris tilted his head as he looked at Jupien, sitting blankly like a doll in front of him.
She had helped him this time, but that didn’t mean their relationship had grown any closer.
Once he became an heir, he would have to compete with Jupien too.
Still, he didn’t feel any strong hostility toward her.
It was probably because of Jupien’s personality.
She might seem blunt, but she wasn’t someone with a twisted character.
Especially when considering the circumstances of her death in his original life—it became even clearer.
In his original life, Jupien died during the First Great War.
At the time, the Dark Demonic House had submitted to the Blood-Drenched Demon King and followed his orders. She had refused the king’s command to massacre a small village of the alliance, and as a result, was thrown alive into a beast pit and killed.
It was such an unusual case that he remembered it vividly.
“What are you staring at? Am I that pretty?”
“……”
Jupien seemed to be a bit eccentric.
“Forget it then. I’m leaving.”
As she got up blankly, Chris spoke a word of advice.
“You should practice separating your illusion from your consciousness.”
“……”
“If you don’t, the illusion won’t be able to act independently.”
That was advice based on the split-sword technique she used against the masked woman.
Jupien stared at Chris for a moment.
“…Do you know a lot about illusion arts?”
“I studied it for about three months.”
For reference, Jupien had trained in illusion arts for over five years.
“You’re arrogant.”
“Geniuses are supposed to be arrogant.”
Jupien frowned quietly and left the room.
‘Did she understand that?’
It didn’t seem like she ignored it.
‘Whether that one comment leads her to an insight is uncertain. Well, she’ll figure it out.’
It was just a whim of help, so whether she gained something or not didn’t matter much.
‘Anyway, I need to recover quickly too.’
Chris made a pained expression.
If he used the secret healing techniques of the Medical Clan, he could recover fast, but with others watching, he couldn’t afford to.
[Ohoho… Now that the intruder is gone, let’s enjoy some cozy time together again, young master.]
“…You should leave too.”
[Ohoho… I shall bring the young master’s favorite ginger ale. A romantic drink with this girl? Wadda ya say?]
“…I hate ginger, okay? And what the hell kind of romantic mood….”
As he grumbled, there was another knock at the door.
[…Is it that bothersome lady again?]
“Who knows. Who could it be?”
This wasn’t the main residence of the Dark Demonic House, but a villa set up near the meeting hall, so there wasn’t really anyone besides Jupien who might visit.
Marie opened the door with her usual face reserved for unwanted guests.
But it wasn’t Jupien.
It was a face he hadn’t expected.
Marisa of the Venomous Demonic House!
She stood before Chris with an awkward expression.
“…What brings you here?”
“…Are you alright?”
“…So-so? Still hurts quite a bit.”
That was it.
Marisa kept her mouth tightly shut and didn’t say anything more.
A mix of emotions flickered across her jewel-like emerald eyes.
‘…Why did she come here now? If she came, she could at least say something. Is she here to make things uncomfortable too?’
Ghost Marie spoke up as if telling the nuisance to be gone.
[Ohoho… If you have nothing to say, why not go back? Our young master needs my tender nursing care, you see.]
But then, Marisa said something unexpected.
“There’s someone who wants to see you.”
“Who?”
“My father.”
“…What?”
Chris could only stare blankly in response.
He had no choice.
“Your father, meaning….”
“Yes, that’s right.”
Chris swallowed hard.
Marisa’s father.
Duke Huam, head of the Venomous Demonic House and a Demon Lord of 8 stars.
* * *
Chris followed Marisa outside.
He was still recovering, but walking a bit was manageable.
“Did Duke Huam come to the meeting hall? I thought only the working-level officials were attending.”
“He didn’t attend the meeting directly. He stayed behind the scenes to coordinate.”
“…I see.”
Chris nodded.
It was an unexpected meeting with a major figure.
‘I didn’t think we’d ever cross paths.’
Duke Huam, like Lord Nordion, died before the First Great War broke out.
It was something that would happen in just a year or two.
But then, Marisa, walking ahead, said something unexpected.
“…Are you really alright?”
“Huh? More or less.”
“…I see.”
Silence again.
Chris tilted his head.
It felt like she had something more she wanted to say.
“What is it?”
“…Can I ask just one thing? You had a hunch about the plot and prepared for it, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, that’s right. Just like I testified at the meeting hall.”
Marisa clamped her mouth shut again.
“…Then, subduing me back then—was that part of it too?”
Chris didn’t deny it.
“I figured if the Venomous Demonic House was behind a plot, they might target you. The succession within the Venomous House is complicated too. So… just in case, I restrained you.”
“…I see.”
A complicated look returned to Marisa’s eyes.
Come to think of it, Chris had deliberately provoked her back then.
She had cursed him as the worst at the time, but in hindsight, it had been a kind of consideration.
As humiliating as it was, because Chris had subdued her, Marisa hadn’t fallen under any suspicion.
Had it not been for that, she would have gone through hell trying to prove she wasn’t involved in the incident.
‘…I owe him.’
Marisa glanced sideways.
She could see Christian’s face.
For some reason, her heart felt restless.
She frowned at her own emotions she couldn’t quite understand.
“…Anyway, thanks. If it weren’t for you, I would’ve been in serious trouble.”
Watching her, Chris thought to himself.
‘Good… at least she knows to be grateful.’
It was about time to make Marisa into one of his pawns.
He began making his move.
“What? You’re important to me.”
“…What did you just say?”
Thump.
Marisa’s heart sank.
Her heart started pounding uncontrollably for no reason.
Blood rushed to her head, and she stammered in confusion.
“W-what?”
‘We’re already over. If you say stuff like that…’
She tried to say something along those lines, but the words wouldn’t come out as she floundered. Then Chris continued.
In a flat tone.
Devoid of a single shred of emotion.
“There are going to be a lot of things between the Venomous Demonic House and the main family from now on. So, I’d like us to be in a political alliance. For the benefit of both sides.”
“……”
It should’ve been a decent proposal, but Marisa’s expression turned cold.
Chris tilted his head.
“Is it because of our past relationship? You don’t need to worry about that. I have no intention of reconnecting or reversing the annulment. We’re complete strangers now.”
He emphasized it firmly to reassure her, but her reaction was odd.
She turned even colder, like a block of ice.
“…Marisa?”
“…I’ll accept the proposal. For the benefit of both families.”
That was it.
Marisa didn’t say another word.
“??”
“……”
Chris kept tilting his head in confusion, but she remained silent with her lips tightly shut.
It was puzzling, but he didn’t have time to think more about it.
They had arrived at their destination.
It was time to meet Duke Huam, the head of the Venomous Demonic House and a Demon Lord.
* * *
Duke Huam was gazing out the window.
He looked to be in his mid-fifties?
Roughly the same age as Marquis Langham.
An 8-star Magus.
However, unlike when Chris had first seen Lord Nordion, he didn’t feel an overwhelming pressure.
It was likely because the man was intentionally concealing his presence.
Even his impression felt unusually gentle for a magus.
He looked like a typical scholar.
But that didn’t mean he could be underestimated.
Duke Huam was a sovereign of poison who could annihilate an entire army with just a gesture.
That mild appearance surely hid an unfathomable abyss.
“Duke, I’ve brought Christian of the Baron Ducal House.”
Duke Huam turned his gaze.
A smile appeared at the corners of his lips.
“Ah, Lisa. Didn’t I tell you to call me Father?”
“…Duke.”
“You keep building a wall between us, and it saddens me as your father.”
“There’s a guest present. Please restrain yourself.”
Duke Huam chuckled softly.
“Alright, alright. That was thoughtless of me. In exchange, have dinner with me later. I’ve asked them to prepare that venison dish you like.”
“…Understood.”
Marisa turned and walked out, and Duke Huam watched her back with a warm gaze for a moment.
…That’s unexpected.
Chris looked surprised at the affectionate display between father and daughter.
To think Duke Huam was this kind of man.
In his previous life, Chris had never met Duke Huam.
But he still knew all about him.
It was unavoidable.
He was a very famous figure.
In the Alliance, Duke Huam was actually far more well-known than Lord Nordion.
Because he was strong? No.
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                    Duke Huam’s level is Lower 8-star.
On the other hand, Nordion has reached the peak of Upper 8-star.
It would take at least three Dukes like Huam to match Nordion.
Though weak for a head of a prestigious magic family, Duke Huam’s name would still become known across the world.
It was because of what he would do later.
“Are you Christian?”
“I greet Your Grace.”
“Yes, you seem decent enough, just as the rumors said. No, to be honest, you’re impressive. You’re already remarkable now, but I look forward to your future even more.”
Duke Huam seemed to have assessed Chris in a single glance.
“Of course, when I think about what you did to our princess before, it makes me want to tear you limb from limb.”
“……”
Just what kind of wrong had the previous ‘Christian’ committed against Marisa?
The fortunate thing was that Duke Huam didn’t seem particularly hostile.
Duke Huam gave a faint smile.
“Let’s say what you did to Marisa never happened thanks to this incident. Thank you. If not for you, my youngest would have suffered greatly. In the worst case, I might have had to do something horrific to that beloved child myself.”
Chris understood what he meant.
Marisa is the daughter of the head of the family.
But in her past life, she had both hands severed, her eyes and tongue torn out.
She had been framed for a grave sin, but even for a head’s daughter, the punishment had been excessively cruel.
It was because Duke Huam’s power was weak.
‘Duke Huam may be the head, but he’s not the strongest in the Venomous Demonic House.’
The true strongest of the Venomous Demonic House was someone else.
Duke Huam’s sibling.
Another power who split the Venomous Demonic House’s authority.
It was the seed of the tragedy that would later occur in the Venomous Demonic House—the Jinnok Revolt.
‘…That’s something to think about later.’
Chris shook his head.
For now, he had to deal with Duke Huam in front of him.
“Why did you call for me?”
“I was curious about my son-in-law’s face?”
“…We’re already broken off.”
Duke Huam only gave a smile that revealed nothing.
“Actually, I called you to ask one thing.”
“Please ask.”
“What’s your relationship with the Medical Saint House?”
“!!”
“You claimed you got the medicines at the auction house, but that’s not true. Our Venomous Demonic House always keeps an eye on the black market auctions. We have to keep track of any important medicinal ingredients. But recently, no medicines from the Medical Saint House have shown up for sale. How did you come to know their secret techniques?”
“……”
“Explain it to me.”
A dangerous question.
But he had already prepared for all of this.
“I have no connection whatsoever with the Medical Saint House. I’ve never even met them.”
“No connection? Even though you made a medicine containing their secret techniques?”
“That’s just because I’m a genius.”
“…What?”
“I had a few chances to see the Medical Saint House’s medicines before. So I just tried mimicking them. It wasn’t all that difficult, really.”
Duke Huam looked at him, speechless.
“That’s even possible?”
“It worked for me. I could even roughly figure out the ratio of the ingredients in Marisa’s secret poison, Blue Flower. Want me to tell you? You take the Kanacia flower, mix in the extract of a Hallu Spider, and then add a portion of powdered Papin Magic Stone…”
“…Enough. That’s quite alright.”
Duke Huam shook his head firmly.
“I can’t believe this.”
“Yes, I also think I’m a genius beyond comprehension.”
“……”
Chris spoke with complete confidence.
“Then, is your business with me finished?”
To think he’d summoned him just to ask that? Chris looked puzzled.
“No, now let’s get to the real point.”
Duke Huam looked Chris straight in the eyes.
“How about coming to the Venomous Demonic House?”
“!!”
“With your talent, you could master the Venomous Demonic House’s poison arts to perfection. If you come to our house, I’ll pass on the clan’s true secrets to you.”
Chris looked slightly surprised.
The clan’s true secrets.
They’re only passed on to direct descendants.
“What do you mean by that?”
“I mean become our son-in-law. Weren’t you and Marisa engaged anyway?”
It didn’t sound like Duke Huam was speaking lightly.
“…May I ask why you’re making such an offer to me?”
Duke Huam replied as if it were the most natural thing.
“Because of your talent.”
“……”
“After hearing the story from Marisa, I thought to myself. If it’s true that you reproduced the Medical Saint House’s elixir, then you must be recruited at all costs. Medicine and poison are two sides of the same coin—your talent will truly blossom in the Venomous Demonic House.”
“I carry the blood of the Dark Demonic House.”
“But it’s a bloodline under persecution.”
“……”
“And now that you’ve become a ‘noble son,’ you’ll find yourself in even more trouble. Everyone in the Dark Demonic House will become your enemy. That’s why I believe my offer isn’t such a bad one for you.”
Chris stayed silent.
It was an unexpected proposal.
But it wasn’t unusual for one born of a prestigious magic family to switch allegiances to another house.
Even the current head steward, Simon the Vampire, was the top pureblood of the Blood Sword Demonic House, wasn’t he? And he had once sailed on the same ship as the Blood-Drench Demon King.
However.
Chris let out a small laugh.
"Your joke goes a bit too far."
"……."
"You already know I wouldn’t agree anyway, don’t you?"
Talent in medicine or poison?
He excelled at everything. Not just limited to poison.
Above all, persecution from his clan?
"They’ll all kneel before me in the end anyway."
Duke Huam remained silent.
Chris looked straight at him and spoke.
"Tell me what His Highness truly wants from me."
Duke Huam let out a low chuckle.
Still a gentle impression.
But unlike earlier, there was a heavy weight to it now.
"You're right. I knew you wouldn’t accept my offer. But it wasn’t made lightly. I truly desire your talent."
"……."
"Let’s get to the real reason I’m here."
Duke Huam let out a deep sigh and said something unexpected.
"May I ask you for a favor?"
"A favor?"
A favor from the Duke?
"If something happens to the main family, could you take responsibility for my daughter Marisa’s safety?"
"!!"
"I’m not asking you to marry her. I just want you to make sure she survives. That alone is enough."
Chris’s face hardened.
"That’s a sudden request."
Duke Huam spoke bitterly.
"I understand your surprise. Outsiders may not know, but things aren’t going well in the main house. It’s unlikely, but I want to be prepared just in case."
He knew.
What was currently happening within the Venomous Demonic House.
And what would happen soon.
‘This is troublesome.’
Chris quietly furrowed his brow.
When he didn’t respond, Duke Huam continued.
"Of course, I’m not asking you to do it for nothing. I’ll compensate you. Here, take this."
It was a crystal orb.
Chris took it and showed a slightly surprised expression.
"This is?"
"It contains a copied manuscript of the Medical Saint House’s secret poisonous medical arts. It covers the first and middle sections."
"!!"
The Medical Saint House’s secret manuals were divided into three parts.
15 volumes in the first part. 15 in the middle. 15 in the final.
Among them, what Chris had mastered were the 15 volumes of the first part.
But now, the contents of the middle 15 volumes were being added.
"How did you come to possess something like this?"
"Aren’t the Venomous Demonic House and the Medical Saint House long-time enemies? I bribed someone on the inside and smuggled out the manuscript. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get the final part. That one is only taught to the direct main line of the Medical Saint House."
Even so, it was an incredibly valuable treasure.
Especially to Chris.
The middle 15 volumes contained the 'Medical Energy Art,' the unique healing technique of the Medical Saint House.
The power that made the members of the Medical Saint House no different from Saints, born with holy power.
'Especially if I use it together with the artifact I recently acquired, the Crest of the Constellation, it will produce an incredible synergy effect.'
It was certain to become a weapon that would greatly aid his future plans.
However.
"I'm sorry. I cannot accept it."
"!!"
"The reward is insufficient for the difficulty of what you're asking."
He meant it sincerely.
Chris thought to himself.
Duke Huam probably had no idea.
Just how difficult the favor he’d just asked truly was.
To save Marisa, he would have to stop the ‘catastrophe’ that would occur in the Venomous Demonic House.
'But with my abilities, it’s impossible to prevent what’s going to happen in that house.'
He was a genius, but not omnipotent.
The things that were going to happen in the Venomous Demonic House were irresistible events.
That’s why Chris had originally planned to give up on preventing the catastrophe altogether and focus only on minimizing the damage.
"…I see."
Duke Huam muttered bitterly.
"I’m sorry for bringing it up unnecessarily. Please forget what I just said."
Though he was a giant who had reached the 8-star level, why was it?
His shoulders looked small.
His sincere feelings for Marisa could be felt.
He must have been desperate enough to make such a difficult request to someone as insignificant as Chris, who was like a speck of dust by comparison.
Was it because of that heartfelt paternal affection?
For a moment, his father’s voice from his past life flashed through his mind.
– Why are you still alive? You’re annoyingly persistent.
Chris’s brow twitched.
Fatherly love was his reverse scale.
He gave a decidedly impulsive answer.
"However, if you agree to my conditions, I’ll give it a try."
"You will?"
"I can’t make any promises. But I’ll try. If it looks impossible, though, I will give up."
Duke Huam nodded repeatedly.
"Yes, that alone is enough. What are the conditions you want?"
"I have three conditions."
“Say whatever it is.”
“First, in the future, please pass down to me the secret true techniques of the Venomous Demonic House.”
“!!”
Duke Huam's eyes widened in surprise.
“Are you referring to the true techniques passed down only through the direct bloodline?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
Chris nodded.
‘In any case, if I want to grow stronger, I’ll need to master other elemental powers at a high level too.’
Because of the nature of Dark Demonic Energy.
Dark Demonic Energy governs the darkness of all elements.
So, the more types of elemental powers he mastered, the more synergy they would create, producing even greater strength.
Above all, he had to master the highest level of poison arts for there to be even a slim chance of stopping what would occur within the Venomous Demonic House.
“…Alright, I understand. However, it will be difficult to do so through official channels. Unless you were to marry Marisa, that is.”
“An unofficial route is enough.”
To Duke Huam’s subtle suggestion, Chris responded flatly.
“Then what are the other conditions?”
“Second, please keep today’s conversation between us a secret from Marisa.”
“…I will. But is there a reason?”
Chris nodded.
There was.
A reason why it had to be kept that way.
“What’s the third condition?”
“First, I want you to promise that you will agree to it, no matter what.”
“Very well, I promise. Now you’ve built it up, I’m curious what it is.”
Chris looked Duke Huam straight in the eye.
“Even if I kill people from the Venomous Demonic House, do not blame me.”
“…What?”
“Even if they include people dear to you.”
Duke Huam’s expression hardened.
But Chris did not take back his words.
The future awaiting the Venomous Demonic House could not be stopped without a great deal of bloodshed.
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                    After finishing his conversation with Duke Huam, Chris stepped outside to find Marisa waiting.
“What did you talk about with my father?”
“He told me to marry you.”
“…What?”
“Don’t worry. I clearly refused. He won’t bring it up again.”
“……”
Marisa’s face turned bright red, then quickly cooled to a cold expression.
“…Follow me. I’ll take you back to your quarters.”
With a sharp turn, she briskly walked ahead.
Chris quietly stared at Marisa’s back.
‘…Stopping the catastrophe of the Venomous Demonic House wasn’t part of the plan. I was only trying to minimize the damage.’
With his current strength, it was an impossible task.
He had about one or two years left, but even considering that, it was still unreasonable.
A sigh escaped him.
‘Still, there’s time. Let’s think of a way. More than anything, I have to become stronger. So strong that I can’t even be compared to how I am now.’
Only by becoming stronger would he be able to do something.
‘For now, I’ll return to the Dark Demonic House.’
Another important event awaited him.
The protagonist is Chris.
It was the ceremony for becoming the Young Lord.
At last, the moment he would become the Young Lord had arrived.
* * *
Caw, caw.
The southern border of the Southern Demon Nation where the Dark Demonic House resided.
The border region with Gold Cross.
Crows were cawing ominously.
Beneath the crows, countless corpses were strewn about.
Judging by their equipment, they appeared to be an elite mercenary corps, but all had died in gruesome conditions.
It wasn’t just defeat in battle—they had clearly died after horrific torture.
“How boring. Aren’t there any more entertaining ones?”
“Why don’t we just go straight into the Union’s territory?”
Masked figures chattered idly among the heap of corpses.
The masks depicted ominous blood-red shadows.
At the far edge of the group, a man was staring off into the distant northern horizon.
“What are you doing, you crazy young master?”
“Ah.”
The man had his mask tilted halfway off, revealing a stunningly beautiful face.
His long silver hair fluttered as if it were moonlight itself, gleaming brilliantly.
His delicate facial features resembled a woman’s. If not for the prominent Adam’s apple, one wouldn’t take him for a man at all.
His slender frame and fragile appearance evoked a sense of maternal protectiveness, but that was only on the surface.
The blood that stained his entire body revealed just how ominous this seemingly delicate man truly was.
“Ah, I just heard an interesting rumor.”
“Rumor?”
“Yeah, they say an interesting younger sibling has appeared for me.”
“Younger sibling?”
The person Chris was speaking with tilted their head in confusion at his words.
“Ah, young master. You’re from a prestigious family, right? Was it the Dark Demonic House?”
“It’s not in the past tense. They’re still part of the family. They haven’t been exiled yet.”
“They’re still not exiled? The Dark Demonic House is insane. They haven’t cast out a madman like you yet?”
The masked figures chuckled.
Though they were all insane, the beautiful-looking man was by far the most dangerously unhinged among them.
The beautiful-looking man smiled back at them, seemingly amused, then asked again.
“Are you entertained?”
“…Huh?”
“Am I entertaining?”
The masked man’s laughter immediately stopped.
“Ah, no, I didn’t mean—”
“It’s fine. We’re comrades, after all. I can joke around. But…”
Splat!
The masked man’s head was severed from his body.
Without even attempting to avoid the blood, or perhaps even savoring the sight of it, the beautiful man smiled as the blood spurted upward like a fountain, splattering all over him.
“Looks like we’re no longer comrades.”
An awkward silence filled the air.
Though he had killed his comrade on a whim, no one dared to say a word.
After all, they were that kind of group.
A collective of the worst human scum.
No, it wasn’t even right to include them in the human category.
They were demons, lower than humans.
“This is boring, too.”
The beautiful-faced man muttered softly.
“I think I’ll head back now.”
“Back to your family?”
“Yeah, I’ve been away for a long time. I should at least show my face. I’ll also check on the younger sibling they say has appeared. What was their name… Kring… something like that.”
The man scratched his head and smiled brightly.
“Well, the name doesn’t really matter.”
If there’s no interest, there’s no concern.
If interest is piqued… they die.
So, a name was of no importance to him.
That was his way of thinking.
“I hope it’s an interesting younger sibling. I’ll give them plenty of ‘attention.’”
With that, the man—
The mad first son of the Dark Demonic House, Sherad—vanished in an instant.
The blood-red shadow mask he had discarded lay on the ground.
* * *
Chris’s appointment as the prince was officially announced.
For the first time in the long history of the Dark Demonic House, a branch family member had become the prince.
The Dark Demonic House was in an uproar.
“Did you hear? That wild Chris is now the prince.”
“We can’t call him a wild one anymore.”
“Yeah, you’re right. Look at the achievements he made during this incident.”
“He completely saw through the tricks of the Venomous Demonic House and, in the end, fought and won against a 5-star mage.”
“I can’t believe it.”
The current setting was the banquet hall celebrating Chris’s appointment as the prince.
Shocked voices were heard from all around.
In particular, many admired the achievements Chris made during this incident.
If it weren’t for Chris, the exploration team would have been wiped out.
But not everyone thought the same.
The voices acknowledging Chris were still few.
The majority of the Dark Demonic House sneered at Chris.
“Just because he succeeded in a trivial operation with nothing more than 3-star mages.”
“He defeated a 5-star mage? It must have been because a Venomous Demonic House member got careless. Becoming a prince is too easy.”
They downplayed Chris’s achievements.
That wasn’t all.
“He became a prince with no backing.”
“If he were from the prestigious Shupen Marquis family, it’d be one thing, but what can someone from the youngest branch, the Khazar Count family, do?”
“I wonder if he even realizes that he walked right into the lion’s den. Overreaching will get him nowhere.”
The influential members of the Dark Demonic House clicked their tongues.
Becoming the prince didn’t simply mean an increase in status.
It meant stepping into a fierce battleground of life and death.
Now, Chris had become the enemy of all the other princes.
No, it wasn’t an exaggeration to say that, with the forces following those princes, the entire Dark Demonic House had become his enemy.
Indeed, despite being the center of attention at the banquet, Chris stood alone in the middle of the hall, silently sipping from his glass.
No one approached Chris.
They were afraid of being marked as part of Chris’s faction by the other princes.
“Tsk, how pitiful. He’s going to walk down a thorny path and meet his death.”
“Maybe he should just give up now and return to the Khazar Count family. That would be the smart choice.”
Could he sense his own fate?
Chris’s expression wasn’t good.
As he tilted his glass, he looked as if he was drinking something poisonous.
What Chris was thinking right now was,
“Damn, I hate ginger.”
He was cursing the ginger ale in his glass.
He had asked the servant for some alcohol, but they had brought ginger ale instead.
“Why, as the main character of the banquet, am I drinking ginger ale again? You damn stubborn mages.”
He had been feeling this way for a while now—mages who were supposed to be heartless and ruthless seemed to be oddly more honest and stubborn than even the Alliance members.
“Well then… hmm.”
Chris looked around the banquet hall.
“As expected, the atmosphere is just as I thought. Very good.”
He grinned.
An unexpected thought.
He was being ignored by everyone, yet he was happy?
“I hope the banquet goes just as I expected.”
Here’s a question.
Chris’s goal wasn’t to become a prince; it was to take control of the Dark Demonic House.
What would be important to achieve that?
First, his own strength.
Second, the forces that followed him.
“No matter how strong you are, it’s impossible to rule over everyone as a lone commander.”
That’s why princes are officially allowed to build their own forces.
Leadership, the ability to lead others, is an essential element for the head of a family.
The problem was that, as a branch family member, Chris would inevitably be weaker in terms of forces compared to the direct descendants of the family.
While the direct descendants, by just standing still, would have crowds gather around them, Chris had to build his forces in his own way.
“But I have someone who will help me.”
An unexpected thought.
“I hope ‘he’ moves as expected.”
Chris glanced sideways with the mindset of a fisherman casting bait.
In the distance.
There was a young man looking at him with a disdainful gaze.
The 3rd prince, Mysak.
The youngest son of Marquis Langham, and currently the prince with the most “noble bloodline” in the Dark Demonic House.
Marquis Langham had four children.
The 1st prince, Sherad.
The 2nd prince, Ashid.
The 1st princess, Yulian.
And the 3rd prince, Mysak.
Among them, Mysak was special.
Even more so than Ashid, who was considered the next heir.
It was because of his maternal lineage.
The first three were born from Marquis Rangham’s late wife.
Only Mysak had a different mother.
Silver Snowflower, Frecia.
Currently, the mistress of the Dark Demonic House.
What was even more important was that she was the daughter of the “Destruction Demonic House” head.
The head of the Destruction Demon House was an absolute mage who could be compared to Nordian.
Also, the power of the Destruction Demon House was so strong that it could compete with the top five houses among the 12 legendary magical houses.
With such a powerful background, no one dared to treat the 3rd prince Mysak lightly.
“Thanks to that, he’s said to have an extremely arrogant personality. He can’t stand leaving an annoying opponent alone, and must trample them down to feel satisfied.”
Mysak would definitely make a move.
At that time, Chris would turn the tables in his favor by using Mysak’s schemes against him.
‘Still staying quiet.’
Did Mysak think someone as insignificant as Chris would not be worth his attention?
Mysak was just drinking and sending a contemptuous glance in his direction.
‘Should I start provoking him slowly? That way, things will unfold as I intended.’
Chris thought about how to catch the 3rd prince Mysak’s attention. More specifically, he thought about how to get on his nerves.
But unexpectedly, some unintentional help came.
“Would you like a drink?”
“!!”
It was Jupien.
Was she trying to congratulate him on becoming a prince in her own way?
She appeared with a pout on her face.
“I don’t particularly like you, but I felt sorry seeing you all alone, so I came.”
“I’m fine, though.”
“…Aren’t you going to speak formally?”
“We’re both princes and princesses now, so why would I speak formally to you?”
Chris said shamelessly.
Jupien frowned and then extended her glass.
“Just have a drink.”
“Sure.”
But when she saw the drink in Chris’s hand, she sneered.
“Ginger ale… Now that I think about it, you’re still underage.”
Chris felt a sense of defeat.
By the way, Jupien was eighteen, barely an adult by the standards of the Magus Empire.
“You’re like a child. From now on, call me ‘sister.’”
“......”
In terms of age, she was right.
But for Jupien, who looked and acted like a child, calling her “sister” felt strange.
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                    He absolutely hated the idea, but Chris suddenly smirked as a mischievous thought came to mind.
“So that means you’re going to treat me like a little brother from now on?”
“What?”
“Looking forward to it, Jupien noona. I’m so happy to have a cute older sister like you.”
“!!”
Jupien’s expression twisted like she’d just heard a bug whispering in her ear.
“Don’t. You. Dare.”
“Why not? Don’t be shy. I know how you feel. You act like you don’t like me, but deep down, you actually care for me like a younger brother, right?”
“I do not! Don’t talk nonsense.”
With a flushed face, Jupien spun around and stormed off.
Meanwhile, the people around them watched with surprised faces.
They didn’t know what was said, but the two didn’t seem to have a bad relationship after all.
‘Lady Jupien usually doesn’t even bother associating with others.’
‘Did she acknowledge that troublemaker after what happened?’
It was unexpected.
Third prince Mysak, looking slightly surprised, spoke to Jupien as she approached him.
“Jupien, I can’t believe you were talking to that kind of guy. Don’t lower yourself like that.”
“…….”
“I’m saying this because I care about you. That guy’s different from us by birth. Even if he became a prince, he’s just from a collateral line.”
Mysak spoke in a lecturing tone, trying to sound authoritative.
“He’s just a bug meant to be crushed under our feet. If you pay him any attention, it’ll only drag you down.”
But Jupien responded in a completely unexpected way.
“I didn’t say anything to you.”
“…What?”
“You’re noisy. Don’t open that filthy mouth of yours near me. It reeks like a sewer.”
Mysak froze for a moment, dumbfounded.
Of course, they were never really on good terms to begin with.
Far from it, they often glared and growled at each other with open contempt.....but this?
“You… You’re not seriously taking his side, are you?”
“Taking sides? Nope. I don’t like him.”
“Then why?”
“Because your mouth really stinks. You’re always saying disgusting things.”
“…….”
“My ears feel like they’re rotting, so get lost.”
With a cold expression, Jupien walked away.
After snapping back to his senses, Mysak ground his teeth furiously.
‘That damn wench.’
But Jupien wasn’t someone he could touch easily.
Her father had sacrificed his life for the Dark Magus and was a war hero respected by many.
Instead, Mysak’s rage shifted toward someone else.
Chris.
‘That bug… I won’t let him be.’
Mysak took a deep breath.
Then, after calming his expression, he walked toward Christian.
As Mysak approached Christian, a cold tension swept through the banquet hall.
The atmosphere felt like a confrontation could erupt at any moment.
“Hey.”
Chris blankly stared at Mysak for a moment.
Mysak’s brow twitched.
But he didn’t immediately explode in anger.
Considering himself of noble status, he thought it beneath him to lose his temper at someone as lowly as Christian.
“Did I not call you? Can’t you hear me, you wretch?”
Still, there was no response.
Instead, as if to outright ignore him, Chris raised a glass of ginger ale to his lips.
“You…! How dare you…!!”
Just as Mysak finally snapped.....
Christian looked at him calmly.
“Were you calling me?”
“…What?”
“You barked like you were ordering around a servant, so I wasn’t sure you meant me.”
Chris lifted the corners of his mouth.
“Seems like you’re mistaken. I’m not your servant. Or are you someone who doesn’t even know how to show basic respect to a fellow prince? If your blood is so noble, you should at least act like it.”
“!!”
Mysak’s face turned bright red.
“Who would ever consider a mutt like you a prince….”
“So you’re saying you’re disregarding the authority of Marquis Langham, acting head of house, who acknowledged me as a prince? No, since the acting head’s decisions are equivalent to the head’s, are you saying you’re ignoring the will of the head of House, Duke Nordion?”
Mysak’s mouth froze.
If he said the wrong thing here, it would be seen as defying the head’s authority.
“You… you….”
“Not ‘you.’ It’s Prince Christian.”
Christian spoke clearly and deliberately.
“The proper title you should use is Prince Christian. That is, unless you intend to defy the authority of the head of house.”
“…….”
Mysak, his face flushed red, fell completely silent, like a mute with honey on his tongue, and Chris let out a soft chuckle.
“Oh please. After all the years I’ve lived.”
To Chris, a pampered noble brat like Mysak was nothing more than a well-prepared meal on the table.
“I’ll piss him off as much as I can.”
Chris’s goal was to make Mysak lose his temper.
Why?
To make him act recklessly.
And that recklessness would become a huge opportunity for Chris.
An opportunity to win over the hearts of the common dark mages.
“How strange. For someone born of such noble blood, Prince Mysak seems completely ignorant of the most basic manners.”
Christian tilted his head.
Naturally, and in a way that made him seem twice as obnoxious.
Then he whispered softly.
Just loud enough for Mysak to hear.
“Could it be that Prince Mysak wasn’t properly educated by his parents?”
“!!”
Bingo.
Mysak completely lost it.
“You… you….”
Fwoosh.
A sinister aura flared up from Mysak.
A black and red energy.
It was destructive demonic energy tinged with red, mixed into dark demonic energy.
Influenced by his mother, a direct descendant of the head family of the Destruction Demonic House, Mysak had mastered destructive black magic to a very high degree.
Even more than his dark magic energy.
He was at the lower tier of 4-star level.
A skill level befitting the title of prince.
If it were a fight without the help of the Union, even Chris wouldn’t be able to handle him right now.
But Mysak didn’t raise his hand directly.
Instead, grinding his teeth, he said this:
“Arrogant bastard. All talk, aren't you? The merit you earned during the artifact expedition.....must’ve been rigged somehow.”
“……”
“I refuse to acknowledge your achievement this time. Especially the nonsense about someone like you defeating a 5-star demonic human.”
“So, what exactly are you trying to say?”
Mysak gave a twisted smile.
“Prove right here and now that you’re truly qualified to be a prince. Let’s see… Sir Usran should do.”
“!!”
The hall broke into a commotion.
Usran.
A 5-star demonic human.
A squad leader-level fighter.
“If you really defeated a 5-star demonic human from the Venomous Demonic House, then you should be able to take on Sir Usran. Prove it here.”
An absurd proposition.
Absolutely impossible.
A 3-star defeating a 4-star is a long shot but not unthinkable.
Because the power gap isn’t absolute. With enough variables, upsets can happen.
But from 5-star onward, it’s different. A lower rank can never stand against a higher one.
More importantly, Chris wasn’t even a 4-star.....he was just a 3-star. And he hadn’t even been one for a full month.
“There’s been a misunderstanding. I was able to take down the 5-star demonic human of the Venomous Demonic House thanks to the combined strength of several comrades. It wasn’t something I achieved on my own.”
“So, you’re saying you’re going to run?”
“That’s not it. Being able to cross swords with someone as great as Sir Usran is an honor for any demonic human, so I have no reason to avoid it regardless of the outcome. However.”
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“It just bothers me to see someone as important to the House as Sir Usran dragged into something as ridiculous as this farce, rather than a proper duel that upholds the honor of demonic humans.”
“!!”
A farce.
The hall fell silent.
He was exactly right.
This duel wasn’t a true duel between demonic humans.
It was being held at the whim of a high-ranking noble.
More precisely, it was a duel brought on by Mysak’s arrogant caprice.
They might have no choice but to go along with it, but for a proud and powerful demonic human.....especially someone at the level of 5-star.....there was no way it could sit well.
But Mysak didn’t realize any of that. It was because he was so used to being flattered and ordering around his House’s demonic humans like servants.
“You sure talk a lot. Afraid your pathetic weakness will be exposed, aren’t you?”
Christian let out a quiet sigh.
“If you put it like that, I suppose I have no choice. But I have one condition.”
“What is it?”
Chris looked over at Sir Usran, who was standing on one side of the banquet hall with a frown on his face.
Then he bowed his head politely.
“I would like to treat this duel as a lesson, requesting your guidance. Sir Usran, please grant me your instruction.”
A request that elevated Sir Usran’s honor.
For a moment, a flicker of emotion passed through Usran’s eyes.
With that single request, the duel was no longer a farce.....it became a mentorship duel where a prince was being guided.
‘...I’m grateful.’
Usran thought to himself.
Mysak had forced him into similarly humiliating situations multiple times before.
He had complied because he had no choice, but that didn’t mean it ever felt good.
Naturally, compared to Mysak, Chris left a far better impression.
And that feeling wasn’t Usran’s alone.
‘They called him a reckless fool, and yet he acts like this?’
‘He’s not what the rumors say.’
The honor of a demonic human wasn’t about factions or power.
Any demonic human would appreciate the attitude Chris had just shown.
In other words, with just a single statement, Christian had succeeded in leaving a favorable impression on every demonic human present.
‘This isn’t the end.’
Christian stepped into the duel arena.
Banquets for demonic humans always had a duel arena prepared, just in case something like this happened.
‘I need to leave a clear mark.’
In the end, what mattered most to demonic humans was strength.
He had to prove he was worthy of being a prince.
No, that he surpassed every other prince.
‘Victory is impossible.’
Sir Usran’s level was mid-5-star.
At the time, it was higher than that of the masked woman from the Venomous Demonic House.
The higher one rose within a star level, the greater the gap between low, mid, and high tiers became, so it would likely take at least two of that masked woman to defeat Sir Usran.
‘But I don’t necessarily have to win. I’ve already planned for this.’
Exactly.
Chris had predicted that Mysak would act this way.
So he had thoroughly researched the combat styles of the high-ranking demonic humans attending the banquet.
“Thank you for granting me the opportunity to receive your precious guidance.”
Before the duel, Chris offered a respectful greeting, and Sir Usran replied with a softened voice.
“I should be the one thanking you for your consideration, Prince. Since this is a mentorship duel, I’ll yield the first ten seconds.”
“I won’t hold back, then.”
Fwoosh!
Chris charged forward.
What he held wasn’t his holy sword.
Just a regular longsword.
Dark mana surged up.
Clang!
Chris’s sword clashed with Usran’s.
“A clean strike. Impressive.”
“Thank you. I’m continuing.”
Ten swift exchanges followed in rapid succession.
The spectators watched in awe.
“Prince Christian’s movements are remarkable. I heard he’s only at low-3-star right now.”
“Didn’t they say he only came to his senses a few months ago?”
His movements far exceeded expectations, and for a brief moment, a thought passed through everyone’s minds.
.....If only Christian had come to his senses a little earlier.
‘He might’ve even had the potential to surpass Young Master Ashid.’
That’s how outstanding Christian’s movements were.
But at the same time, it also meant there was a limit.
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                    Impressive as it was, it was still just impressive within the limits of a 3-star level.
‘This will be over quickly.’
At last, ten seconds had passed, and Usran moved.
“In gratitude for the Prince’s consideration, I’ll end this in one strike.”
Fwoooosh!!!
A fierce pillar of dark energy surged into the sky.
At a glance, it was far more powerful than the black steel energy the masked woman had used.
Chris’s skin tingled with instinctive danger.
A destructive force capable of shattering any barrier rushed toward him, and just as everyone thought the fight was over......
Swish.
A faint glint brushed past the back of Usran’s neck.
He barely turned his head in time to dodge it.
‘A hidden weapon?’
No.
It was a transparent shard of glass.
‘When?’
There was no time to think.
More shards flew in from another direction.
Not just one......over five shards at once.
Targeting lethal areas: the nape, the eyes, the nerve plexus at the shoulder, the radial artery in the wrist, and the femoral artery in the leg.
‘So he prepared all this during those first ten seconds of attack. Remarkable.’
Usran was deeply impressed.
Countless tiny glass shards floated in the air.
All were being controlled by Chris using demonic energy.
“To control that many shards at once?”
“How powerful is his control over demonic energy?”
The onlookers cried out in surprise.
Imbuing an object with demonic energy to move it is something a 3-star can do.
But usually, one can barely manage to move a single object.
‘No, this isn’t just a matter of level. Just how gifted must his innate control over demonic energy be?’
No one here could manipulate that many objects simultaneously.
This was the moment everyone witnessed, with their own eyes, the demonic energy control that had only been whispered about in rumors.
“You used quite an excellent tactic, but it’s unfortunate.”
Usran shook his head.
Vwoom.
A black mist rose and wrapped around his body.
He had shielded his entire body with demonic energy.
“Against me, the Black Cloud Usran, such tricks won’t work.”
Just as he said, the glass shards didn’t reach him at all. The moment they touched the black mist, they disintegrated into dust and vanished.
The trump card that had been prepared had amounted to nothing.
“I’ll end this now.”
Once again, a powerful wave of destruction surged toward Chris.
A moment of life-or-death crisis.
But Chris showed a reaction that Usran couldn’t understand.
‘Bingo. Just as planned.’
Glass shards?
Of course, he never expected such a petty trick to deal any damage.
What Chris had aimed for was precisely this situation.
‘Given Sir Usran’s upright nature, I figured he’d defend his whole body with demonic energy without paying the glass shards any mind. That’s his fighting style.’
More precisely, he was aiming to divide Usran’s focus.
When one cloaks the entire body in demonic energy, a portion of concentration inevitably gets dispersed.
Of course, that didn’t mean Usran’s sword lost its aim.
Usran’s Black Steel Energy remained sharp, drawing a straight line toward Chris.
Even if his attention was slightly divided, it was only by a faint margin.
But that was enough.
Chris charged forward.
“H-He’s charging?!”
“Should we stop him?!”
Usran’s eyes widened.
‘Reckless?’
He understood Chris’s intention.
He must be aiming to exploit that slight gap in his guard for a counterattack.
But it was too reckless.
‘…He may be talented, but he’s far too inexperienced. I’ll go for his arm.’
Chris raised his sword.
A strike aimed at the faint opening in Usran’s guard.
But before overwhelming power, it was meaningless.
Swoosh.
The black steel energy ignored Chris’s strike and slashed straight through his arm.
Shhk!
The sensation of slicing through flesh.
Blood sprayed like a fountain, and the onlookers clicked their tongues in pity......
Usran’s pupils trembled.
‘…It’s not real?’
At that moment......
The blood-gushing figure of Christian shimmered like smoke.
It had been an illusion!
‘Impossible?!’
Usran reacted with disbelief.
When had he turned into an illusion?
‘Don’t tell me… at the very instant he cloaked himself with demonic energy?’
When his attention was on the glass shards, the illusion had been cast!
And it wasn’t just any illusion.
‘An illusion indistinguishable from the real thing. Could it be......he applied the secret technique of the main line, the “Dividing Sword”?!’
Exactly right.
Chris had seen Jupien use the “Dividing Sword” during the incident with the Venomous Demonic House, and had adapted the principle to create an illusion of himself.
The Dividing Sword has a property where even a high-level demon swordsman cannot distinguish between the real and the false.
But to directly apply and adapt that principle to one’s own body?
That wasn’t all.
Just now, Chris’s illusion moved as if it were truly alive and breathing.
......It would be wise to learn how to distinguish between the illusion and the self.
The advice he once gave to Jupien.
In truth, it wasn’t something he came up with himself.
It was something he had heard from Rania, the 9-star archmage of the Hero’s party in the past.
If one can separate the illusion from the self, the illusion will move as though it is alive on its own.
That is the realm of 4-star illusion magic.
Chris, as a Radiant Star, was a 4-star mage.
So even in black magic illusions, he could mix in such profound techniques.
For someone like Usran, whose attention had briefly been caught by the glass shards, it was more than enough to deceive his eyes.
And when the illusion’s arm was cut, it even gave the illusion that it had actually struck a real body, delaying Usran’s realization by just one moment.
And the result was this.
‘Then, where is Prince Christian right now?’
A chill ran down Usran’s back.
He didn’t even need to look to know. Where Christian was.
Behind him.
His rear had been completely taken.
“!!”
Usran hastily turned around.
But it was too late.
Christian moved his sword. With his full strength.
The demon swordsmen watching widened their eyes as if they were tearing apart.
That movement wasn’t something a mere 3-star should be capable of.
It was only a single strike, but it was something that could only be done by someone at 4-star or higher.
‘Damn.’
Usran instinctively knew.
A perfect strike from directly behind.
That sword could neither be dodged nor blocked.
‘I have to use my secret technique. But if I do… I can’t guarantee Prince Christian’s life….’
His secret technique was a deadly art meant solely to kill the opponent.
But was that the right thing to do?
Ordinarily, it wouldn’t matter.
The Magus Empire’s tradition is that any death during a duel is never subject to blame.
However......
......Thank you for granting me the chance to receive your noble teachings.
Unlike the rumors that he was a scoundrel, Christian’s respectful demeanor, considerate of Usran’s honor, came to mind......making Usran hesitate to use the killing move.
But then, something unexpected happened.
Christian suddenly stopped his sword.
“…My lord?”
Chris lowered his sword and respectfully bowed.
“Thank you for your noble teaching. I acknowledge my defeat.”
“!!”
Usran was flustered.
“No, what are you saying?”
“You held back your hand, didn’t you? I’m not so dull that I wouldn’t notice that. Thank you for your consideration.”
Usran let out a sigh.
From beginning to end, his conduct had been admirable.
What if it had been another noble? Especially that Mysak......would he have acted like this?
Absolutely not.
Compared to others, Christian's demeanor stood out all the more.
And Usran wasn’t the only one who felt that way.
Everyone in the banquet hall who witnessed the duel shared similar thoughts.
‘With that kind of attitude... we’ve completely misunderstood Prince Christian.’
Though their factions and masters differed, they were all demonkind.
And Christian’s respectful gesture......honoring the pride of a strong demon......shook their hearts.
Moreover, it wasn’t just his politeness that was admirable.
‘Capturing a 5-star demon might not have been just luck…’
Of course, he was still far from sufficient.
But what Chris had just shown surpassed what one would expect from his current rank.
Innate combat sense.
And illusion magic so refined that only a trained specialist could pull it off.
Above all, the finishing blow he showed at the end was the true highlight.
An attack impossible for a mere 3-star to perform.
One word came to everyone's minds.
‘Genius.’
And not just any genius.
It was overwhelming talent of a scale they couldn’t even begin to fathom.
‘It wasn’t by chance that he absorbed dark demonic energy beyond 9-star level.’
Some among the demons even had this thought:
‘Even Prince Ashid, once hailed as the greatest genius of the next generation, didn’t have talent like that.’
‘Perhaps…’
Some demons swallowed nervously and thought carefully.
......Perhaps Prince Christian might bring about an upheaval.
Of course, only a few went that far in their thoughts.
Still, the fact that even a small number were beginning to bet on Chris’s victory was an incredible shift.
That’s how impressive Chris’s performance had been today.
“At this point, I wonder if it’s enough to meet the qualifications Prince Mysak demanded.”
Christian said to Mysak.
“You… you…”
“Mysak.”
Chris smiled faintly.
He dropped the honorifics.
“As a fellow noble, I asked you to show proper courtesy. Or should I speak informally too?”
“!!”
Mysak ground his teeth hard.
His clenched fists trembled.
‘That arrogant bastard.’
But starting another fight here would ruin the mood.
Even Mysak was smart enough to know that much.
In the end, Mysak left behind a threat and stormed off.
“Don’t get cocky. You’ll be shedding tears of blood soon enough.”
“Yeah, got it. Just don’t go crying to your mommy.”
“!!”
Mysak vanished with his face flushed red.
He was clearly furious, and there was no doubt he wouldn’t stay quiet.
He would surely try to use his mother’s power to launch some unjust retaliation......but Chris, rather than being bothered, found it rather meaningful.
‘If possible, he should resort to the dirtiest tricks he can manage.’
Did Mysak even realize?
Just how much his schemes could actually benefit Chris.
Chris was planning to use Mysak’s ploys as an opportunity to expand his influence within the Dark Demonic House.
How was that even possible?
Just take a look.
“Prince Christian, may I have the honor of greeting you?”
One by one, demons were starting to approach and greet him with glances!
Not a large number.
But still, this was a sight unimaginable at the start of the banquet.
“Pleasure to meet you, Sir Karon.”
“You know me?”
“Of course. You're the second squad leader of the Crimson Knights, aren't you? I also heard of your recent contributions during the skirmish with those Gold Cross bastards.”
It wasn’t just Karon.
Chris had memorized the full personal records of all demons under the Dark Demonic House.
Not just their titles, but every achievement they had ever made.
Even those minor accomplishments others would overlook......Chris mentioned them all, and those demons who conversed with him were left once again in admiration.
He was so upright, it made them question why there were even rumors of him being a scoundrel.
Above all, Christian knew how to respect others’ honor.
Who wouldn’t feel drawn to that?
As the number of demons seeking out Christian steadily grew, an unexpected voice was heard.
“May I greet you as well?”
“!!”
A soft, gentle voice.
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                    Chris turned his gaze and widened his eyes in surprise.
The other demons nearby were just as stunned.
Like a gentle breeze....
She was a woman with a clear and graceful impression.
Despite possessing the distinct dark black hair and blood-red eyes characteristic of the Dark Demonic House, her aura felt refreshing rather than ominous.
It was the First Princess, Yulian.
‘She has an elven kind of aura.’
Chris was slightly surprised and thought to himself.
He had vaguely thought so even when he saw her from a distance before, but her atmosphere was truly unique.
It was similar to the elves, a race of the forest.
“I greet the First Princess.”
“Mm, nice to meet you. I became your sister, but I’m sorry for greeting you only now. Ah, is it okay if I speak informally?”
Yulian asked with her round eyes widened.
Chris shook his head.
“Not at all. Prince Mysak was hostile from the start, so that was different. But it’s not the same with you, First Princess. If you’re willing to consider me your younger brother, please feel free to speak comfortably.”
If not, then keep your distance.
She surely understood the undertone in his words, but Yulian simply smiled softly.
“Then I’ll speak comfortably. I’m happy to have a new little brother. You can also talk to me casually when you see me. Let’s have tea next time. I’ll prepare a sweet cake that a child would like.”
A child.
It wasn’t meant as provocation.
The gentle curve of Yulian’s eyes truly held the warmth of someone looking at a younger sibling.
“I’m not a child, though.”
“If you’re underage, you’re a child. Or would you prefer I prepare ginger ale?”
“…I don’t like ginger ale.”
They exchanged a brief, lighthearted conversation, and Yulian laughed brightly.
“Well then, we’ll be seeing each other often, so let’s get along.”
With that, Yulian disappeared.
Chris crossed his arms and watched her back for a moment.
‘Hmm.’
Among all the princes and princesses, the First Princess Yulian had the best reputation.
Not only was she beautiful and talented, but her personality was gentle and full of consideration.
A princess beloved by everyone in the Dark Demonic House.
It was an encounter that matched her reputation, yet Chris slowly furrowed his brows.
....Be wary of the First Princess Yulian.
A warning given by his aunt, Merian.
And Chris now understood why Merian had cautioned him.
That faint sensation he had felt from Yulian....
Had he not lived through the Age of Ruins,
Had he not been one of the Hero’s companions,
He would never have noticed it.
It was the lingering trace of a Devil.
In other words, the First Princess Yulian was a Devil contractor.
Devil contractor.
One who has pledged their soul in a pact with a Devil.
‘No way, the First Princess Yulian is someone who made a pact with a Devil?’
After the banquet ended, Chris fell into deep thought.
‘I never expected this.’
In truth, Chris was no stranger to Devil contractors.
After all, even the Blood-Drenched Demon King was a Devil contractor.
During the Age of Ruins, all kinds of people formed pacts with Devils and ran rampant across the world.
But now was different.
Unless there were extremely special circumstances, Devil contractors were rare.
‘The others probably don’t know.’
Most likely.
The Dark Demonic House forbids dealings with Devils.
If her contract had been exposed, she would have been expelled from the family long ago.
‘Aunt Merian must’ve only sensed that something was off. Still, what should I do?’
Though it was a brief encounter, he had recognized it instantly.
The strongest rival for the position of heir wasn’t Second Prince Ashid, but First Princess Yulian.
Yulian was a monster hiding her claws.
‘She seems to be in the 4-star realm, but she’s clearly concealing her true power.’
The problem was that he had no idea how much power she was hiding.
That was the terrifying thing about Devil contractors.
In exchange for offering their soul and being condemned to eternal suffering, they gain powers that defy common sense.
‘Of course, the power gained this way usually comes with clear limits. But at my current level, she’s too much to handle.’
The simplest method would be to expose Yulian as a Devil contractor.
Then, her mana core would be sealed, and she’d be cast out of the family.
‘But that would be the worst choice.’
First of all, it would be difficult to present proof that she was a Devil contractor.
Devil contractors hide themselves thoroughly. Due to the Devil’s power of concealment, no matter how advanced one’s level, it’s nearly impossible to detect.
Chris would never have noticed if not for the experience he gained during the Age of Ruins.
‘First, I need to find out why the First Princess made a pact with a Devil.’
The most important thing when identifying a Devil contractor is the reason why they made the contract.
If it was just out of simple greed, then there wouldn’t be much to worry about.
They’d receive a limited amount of power, and that would be it. In these cases, the limits are clear.
But if there was a special reason....
More precisely, if the contractor had a “circumstance” that enticed the Devil....
There are times when the Devil bestows a special “blessing.”
Contractors who receive such blessings can end up with unimaginable power.
The most representative example was the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
She had merely been the Grand Princess of the Bloodsword Demonic House, but through the special blessing she received by forming a contract with a Devil, she gained the destructive power to become a demon king.
‘Even the “Ghost-Eater” ability that the leader of the Bloodshade Corps received from a Devil was horrific.’
That’s why Chris had to figure out what kind of contract Yulian had formed with the Devil.
“Marie?”
[Ohoho… Shall I bring out some virgin blood juice?]
“…No, that’s not it. I have a favor to ask.”
Marie tilted her head with a puzzled expression.
“Do you happen to have any ghosts from the main house you're close with?”
In the mansions of long-standing families in the Magus Empire, ghosts were commonly known to dwell.
[Rather than being close… there are a few who’ve knelt before me.]
“…Knelt?”
[They were babbling all sorts of nonsense about you… so I gave them a little taste of my affection, and they volunteered to serve me as their master.]
Chris fell silent for a moment.
‘…So she’s become a Banshee Queen.’
A monster that subjugates surrounding creatures and forms its own faction is called a “Lord.”
In the case of banshees, it’s a Banshee Queen.
It meant Marie had subjugated all the ghost-type beings in the vicinity of this mansion.
‘Just how powerful is Marie really?’
He couldn’t begin to gauge it.
A sudden question came to mind.
‘What kind of story does Marie carry?’
Ghosts gained power in proportion to the depth of their lingering resentment.
Marie no doubt carried a horrific tale far beyond imagination.
“Anyway, look into First Princess Yulian. I want to know what kind of past she has.”
[Ohoho… Understood. I shall obey your command, my Lord.]
Only after completing the investigation into the First Princess would he be able to decide on a proper course of action.
Once Marie disappeared, Chris closed his eyes for a moment.
‘More urgent than that....now that I’ve become a prince, I have to establish my position properly.’
It wouldn’t be an easy task.
He had somewhat repaired his image during the banquet earlier, but it wasn’t nearly enough.
He needed to build a “faction” powerful enough to overwhelm the other princes.
As a collateral descendant, it was nearly impossible.
‘Tricks won’t work.’
No matter how hard he tried to gather support little by little, he would never catch up to the direct lineage.
Instead, Chris thought of a different approach.
‘I just have to show something overwhelming.’
Something that left others in the dust.
A display of excellence so incomparable that the other princes wouldn’t even stand a chance.
That way, he could instill in people the belief that Chris was the rightful next head of the family.
Then people would naturally begin to gather under him.
It was a simple yet fundamental method.
‘I need a brilliant stage that captures everyone’s attention at once.’
He had to deliver a tremendous shock to everyone.
‘Fortunately, I have someone who can help me.’
Just as he was thinking that....
A voice called from outside.
“Prince Christian, Marchioness Presia requests your presence.”
Chris raised the corners of his lips.
In the Dark Demonic House, there was only one Marchioness.
Scarlet Snowflower, Presia.
She was the mother of Mysak, who had been humiliated by Chris during the banquet, and the mistress managing the internal affairs of the Dark Demonic House.
And....
She was someone who would be a great help to him in building his reputation.
* * *
“I greet the Marchioness.”
“Yes, it’s been a while. Is your father, Count Khazar, doing well?”
“Yes, he is doing well.”
“Though it’s late, congratulations on becoming a prince. I worried back when you seemed lost as a child, but you’ve grown splendidly.”
True to her title of “Scarlet Snowflower,” Presia was a woman of striking beauty. Even in middle age, she had not lost her brilliance....she was a dazzling flower.
But she was not simply a radiant flower.
The “scarlet” in Scarlet Snowflower symbolized blood and destruction.
‘Her cultivation… a solid 5-star.’
Despite her gentle greeting, a subtle pressure radiated from her, weighing heavily on Chris.
His skin tingled with a sharp ache, but he showed no sign of discomfort.
“Your praise is too generous. Thank you for your kind words.”
“It’s not too generous. I heard what happened at the banquet. Impressive. If only our Mysak had grown up like you, I’d have nothing to regret.”
Chris let out a faint scoff.
It was unexpected praise, but it clearly wasn’t meant as a compliment.
“Still, I can’t say I’m pleased about the quarrel between you two. You may be cousins, but you share the same blood. I hope you, as the younger, can get along with Mysak.”
Chris nearly burst into laughter.
She had said, “as the younger.”
Presia was trying to persuade him to place himself beneath Mysak, to serve and support him.
No, it wasn’t persuasion.
It was a threat.
The look in Presia’s eyes rippled darkly.
They were not the blood-red eyes of the Dark Demonic House....
They were the destructive crimson eyes of the Destruction Demonic House.
A mark of a lineage that sought to collapse and annihilate all living things, now fixed sharply on him.
The message was clear: disobey, and you will face a retribution you cannot endure.
But....
Chris raised the corners of his lips again.
“Yes, I will follow your words. I’ll get along with Prince Mysak like brothers.”
“Truly?”
“On one condition....if that bastard Mysak becomes my little brother.”
“…What?”
“Isn’t it only natural for the dumber one to be the younger? Between us, wouldn’t I suit the role of elder brother better than some idiot who runs crying to his mommy just because of a little fight?”
“!!”
Presia’s face turned fierce.
A vicious energy surged up from her.
The force she unleashed caused the nearby furniture to tremble.
A supreme destructive aura.
If Presia even moved a finger, Chris would be wiped out without being able to resist. Not even a corpse would remain.
Even so....
‘I’m not afraid.’
Chris met Presia’s gaze directly.
He could see it.
What flickered in those red eyes wasn’t the will to destroy everything.
It was nothing but greed.
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                    ‘If she had the spine of a beast to begin with, she wouldn’t have married into the Dark Demonic House.’
The reason Presia married Marquis Langham and came to the Dark Demonic House was because of her lust for power.
She wanted to seize control of the Dark Demonic House by becoming the wife of Langham Marquis, who was the leading candidate for the next head.
But her dream never came true.
The former head, Nordian, declared that he wouldn’t pass on the position to Langham Marquis and would instead select the next head in the following generation.
Langham would never become the head, only a proxy acting on behalf of the role.
Presia, crushed by the blow, set her sights on her next goal—her son, Mysak.
Even knowing Mysak didn’t have the capacity, she refused to give up and continued to struggle to make him the head.
A person who had lost the will of a true master and chased nothing but power.
Chris was not afraid of someone like her.
And so, he said something that would completely flip her composure.
“As someone who shares your blood, may I say something as well?”
“What is it?”
“I’ll give you both a chance. To you and to Mysak.”
Chris cast her a slanted gaze.
An aggravating look that stirred emotions.
“Have that bastard Mysak kneel before me and address me as his elder brother. Do that now. Then, when I become the next head in the future, I will spare his life. I’ll even let him live managing the stables or something.”
“You—!!”
CRASH!!!
Every piece of furniture in the room was destroyed.
Shattered into countless fragments—almost like dust.
The pressure was immense.
A trickle of blood dripped from Chris’s nose.
Unlike the pressure of the strong people he’d faced before, Presia’s current aura was mixed with real killing intent—she truly meant to kill him.
Naturally, it was too much for him to endure.
But Chris didn’t back down.
He stood tall and looked Presia straight in the eye.
He knew.
Even if this killing intent was real.
Even if she really intended to kill him.
She still wouldn’t be able to do it.
Why?
Because she couldn’t cross the line.
That was the limit of someone who chased nothing but greed.
As expected, Presia’s hand stopped just in front of Chris’s throat.
She could’ve taken his life by extending her hand just an inch, but she didn’t. No, she couldn’t.
She merely ground her teeth and said,
“Get out. You will regret what happened today.”
A chilling voice, a cold gaze.
Chris shrugged and bowed his head.
“Have a pleasant evening.”
As Chris stepped out, an unexpected figure was waiting for him.
A familiar face.
It was his aunt, Merian.
“You—what kind of trouble have you gotten into this time…?”
Merian frowned quietly.
Chris looked slightly surprised, then smiled.
“Did you perhaps come to protect me?”
“What nonsense. I just happened to be passing by.”
Merian scoffed, “Hmph.”
‘There’s nothing over here, though.’
The Marquis’s wife’s quarters were in the deepest part of the mansion—there was no reason for Merian to be passing by.
She had likely been nearby and rushed over upon sensing Presia’s energy flaring up.
“Thank you. Next time, I’ll be sure to bake you some delicious cookies.”
“I told you, I didn’t come to help you.”
“Even so, it’s my way of expressing gratitude toward you, Aunt.”
“Hmph, you’re all talk. Ever since you came to the main house, you haven’t brought cookies even once.”
“…This time, I really will.”
Merian shook her head.
“That was reckless. You know what I mean, don’t you?”
Presia was the lady of the Dark Demonic House.
She was third in power, right after the former head and Marquis Langham.
Chris had made a complete enemy of someone that formidable.
“Yes. I’m well aware.”
“This isn’t something to take lightly. Don’t underestimate the power Presia holds. From now on, the entire household will be against you.”
He knew.
He knew exactly what kind of situation he was in.
But.
Chris only replied like this.
“Thank you again for your concern.”
Merian twitched an eyebrow.
There wasn’t even a hint of worry on Chris’s face.
It meant he was confident.
In the end, Merian just let out a sigh.
“Seriously, you reckless brat.”
“……”
“Do whatever kind of madness you want, but keep one thing in mind. The Lord of the House is watching you.”
Chris showed a slightly surprised expression.
“That’s unexpected. I never thought the Lord would be paying attention to me.”
“Don’t get pleased. He’s the type to lose interest the moment you slip up even once. So take every single moment as an evaluation and act carefully.”
A sincere warning.
“Yes, I’ll keep it in mind.”
“Good.”
Just as Merian turned her back to leave, Chris suddenly had a thought and asked,
“How is the Lord of the House doing?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Well… no particular reason. As his grandson, I was simply concerned.”
“You’re just a pup, worrying about everything. You might lose your head as early as tomorrow.”
Merian almost burst into laughter, but Chris was sincere in his own way.
‘It’s about time the former head began to weaken.’
The former head had long outlived his natural life.
It was an open secret that he had extended his lifespan using the forbidden art of defying heaven.
No one knew when he would finally reach his limit.
‘At least I stopped the Twilight Amulet from falling into Marquis Langham’s hands, so one crisis has passed for now.’
For the sake of the future, the former head had to stay healthy for as long as possible.
After some thought, Chris asked,
“Does the Lord of the House have any preferred delicacies?”
“What?”
“I mean, like cookies or something like that. Not for any special reason—I just want to give him a gift as a gesture of filial piety.”
Of course, that wasn’t the real reason.
Chris was planning to give him a gift that would be a great help.
Using the Spirit Pill Art of the Medical Saint House.
Chris quickly added a reason.
“The Lord once helped me realize the Dark Demonic Arts. I just want to express my gratitude.”
Merian fell silent for a moment.
She looked at Chris as if she were looking at an oddity.
“A gift of filial piety for the Lord… Has he gone mad?”
If the purpose was to earn favor, it would completely backfire.
There was no way this clever boy didn’t know that.
Still, he claimed he wanted to give a gift as a grandson, so there wasn’t much ground to criticize him.
“As for delicacies, he likes chocolate.”
“…Excuse me?”
An unexpected preference.
To imagine that overwhelming Lord of Demons eating chocolate—it was hard to picture.
“But no matter how skilled you are, it won’t be easy to satisfy his taste. He has a very peculiar palate. He prefers chocolate that’s not overly elaborate, yet gives off a rough, unrefined feel while still tasting high-quality.”
“…I see.”
Chris had a dumbfounded look on his face.
Hot ice.
A ship that sails slowly at high speed—such was the feeling of his eccentric taste.
After that conversation with Merian, Chris returned to his room.
He lay down on the soft, luxurious bed and closed his eyes.
‘The die is cast. My days of living in comfort as a young master are over.’
Most likely, once he opened his eyes, Presia’s schemes would begin.
As expected, the next day—
A notice arrived.
It was a notice that Chris was being expelled from the main estate.
* * *
“…This will be the young master’s residence from now on.”
The attendant spoke with a deeply intimidated expression.
It was a shabby building, no better than a stable.
On the outskirts of the mansion’s borders. They had handed over an abandoned building that even the servants no longer used.
“I-I’m sorry. These were the orders given…”
The attendant was flustered.
It was clear he was worried that Chris might lash out in anger.
But Chris responded calmly.
“I understand. Could you at least clean the inside? That much should be possible, right?”
“…I-I’m sorry. We were given strict orders not to provide you any help.”
Chris almost burst into laughter for a moment.
‘They’re really going this low.’
No, this wasn’t just petty retaliation.
It was a clear move to completely isolate Chris.
At the same time, it served as a warning to others.
A declaration that anyone siding with Chris would be turning their backs on the family’s power.
‘Getting caught up in this kind of cheap, childish scheme isn’t really my style, though.’
Chris grinned.
‘This works out. I’d already been thinking about how to get out of the main house anyway.’
There were too many eyes in the main estate.
It was practically the same as being surrounded entirely by enemies, with not a single ally.
Even if it was rundown, having a place of his own was better.
‘And the appearance of being cast out works in my favor.’
It looked like he had been unjustly oppressed and driven out, so public opinion among the demonkind would likely side with Chris.
Not that anyone could say so aloud with Presia watching.
The problem was, without an attendant to help, daily life would be inconvenient.
But he had a solution for that too.
“Marie. Clean.”
[Ohoho… Understood. Everyone?]
Ooooooh—
A chilling, eerie wail echoed as the ghosts residing in the mansion swarmed toward him.
[This is my sweet house with the young master… You all know what happens if there’s even a speck of dust, right?]
[We… obey.]
[We… obey.]
[We… obey.]
The ghosts triggered all sorts of paranormal phenomena as they swept, scrubbed, and organized the building.
[…Please, enter.]
[…Please, enter.]
[…Please, enter.]
Welcomed by the ghosts, Chris fell silent for a moment.
‘…But when will I finally get to have a human attendant?’
Come to think of it, ever since returning, Chris hadn’t once been served by a human attendant.
And now, he was in a situation where he’d have to live only with ghost maids(?) for the time being.
‘Once I’m settled, I’ll definitely keep a staff of pureblood human attendants.’
With a firm resolve, Chris stepped into the neatly cleaned building.
[Ohoho… It may be shabby, but a sweet house where I’m alone with the young master—how cozy. Shall I serve you a glass of virgin’s blood juice to commemorate it?]
“No, more importantly. Keep watch outside. Let me know if anyone approaches.”
[Young master?]
There was something he had to do away from others’ eyes.
‘I have to grow stronger.’
What Chris had to do—
Was to gain power.
In the end, the most important thing was his own strength.
But for now, there were limits.
Even if Chris was a genius, getting stronger still took time.
Raising the level of one’s Star wasn’t just about realization—it also required the accumulation of demonic energy, the expansion of one’s vessel, physical training, and mastery over the relevant demonic techniques. All of this took time.
Of course, compared to others, Chris could raise his Star level in a ridiculously short amount of time, but even so, a certain amount of time was still necessary.
So Chris considered a method—
To gain power beyond the limits of his current Star rank while avoiding others’ eyes.
Black Steel Energy.
That was the power Chris sought.
Of course, it was a ridiculous idea.
Right now, Chris was a 3-Star.
But Black Steel Energy was a 5-Star power.
No matter how talented Chris was, it was impossible to manifest Black Steel Energy at the level of 3-Star.
However—
‘What if I imbue the Black Sword with intent, so that it takes on the properties of the Black Steel Energy? Would that be impossible too?’
An idea that anyone else would call insane.
It was a notion that completely disregarded the established Star system.
Above all, the Black Sword was simply a manifestation of demonic energy. Imbuing it with intent wasn’t something that should be possible.
Even so—
‘For some reason, it doesn’t feel impossible.’
A baseless certainty.
Because he was Chris.

                
Chapter 72

                    ‘Let’s do this.’
Three months from now.
Chris resolved to obtain the power to break free from the chains of the family.
* * *
“I have followed your orders, Madam.”
Macfield, a high-ranking warlock of the Dark Demonic House and trusted aide to the Marquis and Marchioness Langham, bowed his head to Presia.
“Did that boy, Christian, accept the punishment without resistance?”
“Yes, there was no particular disturbance.”
Presia frowned.
‘Arrogant brat. I’ll never let him off the hook.’
The impudent attitude Christian had shown yesterday flashed in her mind, and her fists trembled in rage.
‘The easiest way would be assassination, but that won’t work. It could cause problems for Mysak.’
If Mysak were to challenge Chris to a duel and beat him to death himself, that would be fine.
But hiring an assassin using a mother’s influence?
That would be no different from giving up his right of succession.
Presia still wanted her son Mysak to inherit the family leadership. She had to avoid anything that could even slightly harm him.
‘The best way would be to have Mysak trample him.’
Turning that brat Christian into a stepping stone to elevate Mysak’s honor would be the ideal outcome.
Presia thought of a way.
“Call in the instructors.”
The Dark Demonic House is the House of Black Magic Swordsmen.
Its power lies in wielding various kinds of black magic.
So, when one becomes a prince of the house, they are trained to master all types of black magic.
And it’s not just black magic.
The Dark Demonic Energy can also encompass all kinds of magic techniques.
They even learn magical arts from outside the family.
“Do you plan to interfere with Prince Christian’s education? Are you aiming for the evaluation in three months?”
Presia nodded.
“Yes, I will command the instructors. So that he gains no achievements whatsoever. During the evaluation in three months, he’ll suffer the worst humiliation before the entire family.”
Every three months, the princes are required to present their progress before the family elders.
If their achievements are deemed insufficient, they can be stripped of their title as prince.
Of course, such rulings were rare in practice, but if Presia set her mind to it, it was entirely possible.
She would manipulate the instructors to make sure he didn’t achieve anything over the next three months.
‘I’ll rig the evaluation so he suffers the utmost disgrace. Especially making sure that Mysak can crush him during it.’
Three months from now.
He would be driven out of the family in utter humiliation.
‘Once he’s stripped of his title and thrown out, killing him won’t be a problem. When the time comes, I’ll personally tear his limbs apart.’
Presia’s eyes gleamed coldly.
* * *
Time passed.
Chris quickly realized what Presia had done to him.
“I will give you a new assignment. Analyze the mechanism by which compulsion curses break down a target’s mind, and research how to use that to physically destabilize their bodily balance.”
“…Understood.”
The instructors’ teaching was a mess.
No.....calling it a mess would be too generous.
It was at the level of no instruction at all.
They would say only a few words.....just the bare minimum.....and assign the rest as tasks.
‘They’re aiming for the evaluation three months from now. Planning to expel me for lack of progress.’
Chris let out a quiet chuckle.
‘It’s almost like they’re perfectly helping me in line with my situation.’
Chris was already preparing for that evaluation anyway.
And coincidentally, the upcoming evaluation was the “Grand Evaluation” held once a year.
Not only the family elders, but also the executive members would gather in one place.
It was a perfect opportunity to prove his excellence.
‘If they play these petty tricks, it actually works out more in my favor.’
Presia’s scheme would only end up highlighting him even more.
‘More than anything, this teaching style is perfectly tailored to me.....optimal and custom-fit.’
Even if they were intentionally doing a poor job, they couldn’t entirely withhold all instruction.
So the instructors would mention only the most essential and fundamental lines before moving on.
For example:
.....A curse is the manifestation of malice.
The principle of curses.
But that phrase alone held no real meaning.
How one manifests malice.
How manifested malice is then applied as a curse.
One had to understand and internalize countless processes.
The instructors’ role was to teach those intermediate steps.
‘But I don’t need any of that.’
Even just hearing the core ideas, he could intuitively grasp the rest.
That was his talent.
So why bother listening to tedious explanations? It would only waste time.
Moreover, even the instructors’ half-hearted, offhanded comments were a great help to Chris.
‘In the past, I didn’t even get this kind of minimal instruction.’
Compared to his past life, this was a luxurious learning environment.
On top of that, he was a prince.
He had access to the massive library of the Dark Demonic House.
Countless grimoires of black magic and magical arts were wide open to him.
If he couldn’t produce results in this near-perfect environment, he might as well give up the title of genius.
‘There are also instructors who are actually helpful.’
Of course, not all the instructors were garbage.
Some, forced to comply with the Marchioness’ unfair pressure, still felt guilt and shame about it.
Chris treated those people with the utmost respect.
“Thank you for your teaching today as well.”
Sebastian, the halfling assistant butler, remained silent.
He was the instructor for illusion magic.
“…I’m not sure I deserve such words from you, Young Lord.”
His voice carried an awkward tone.
But Chris shook his head.
“I understand the assistant butler’s difficult circumstances. If anything, I should be the one to apologize for dragging others into a conflict between blood relatives.”
“……”
Words that only made Sebastian feel more ashamed.
“Even so, it’s not a lie that your teaching was helpful. Though your explanations were abbreviated, didn’t you still deliver the correct essence without any deceit? Look.”
Chris raised his hand.
An illusion of a dancing dark fairy appeared.
It moved with lifelike vitality, as if it were truly alive.
The highlight was the fluttering darkness that scattered whenever the fairy flapped its wings.
This was no mere illusion. It was actual darkness.
He had faintly demonstrated an illusion interfering with the boundary of reality.
“Thanks to your teaching.....‘A true illusion tears through reality’.....I was able to gain this insight.”
Sebastian remained silent.
‘…Insane.’
The principle Chris just displayed was material that would normally be compiled across more than five specialized volumes.
But he had grasped all of it on his own.....just by seeing the book titles.
Not only had he understood it, but he had completely internalized it and put it into practice.
The more outrageous part was the time.
‘…Didn’t I mention that just the day before yesterday?’
Just two days.
That’s how long it took Chris to pull off that insane feat.
Sebastian thought back to how long it had taken him to master that same principle and felt completely at a loss for how to react.
Even he, once called a prodigy in his own right, had taken six months to learn it.
‘The Marchioness was wrong. Young Lord Mysak could never be a match for Young Lord Christian.’
Right now, Mysak may be ahead.
But how long could that lead last?
Not long.
‘At most, half a year.’
Advancing from 3-star to 4-star typically took five years, even for those called geniuses it took at least three. But half a year?
An absurd thought.
Yet the more Sebastian learned, the more this boy standing before him struck fear into his heart.
A talent that inspired not just awe.....but fear.
Even those said to be “blessed” by demons wouldn’t match this child.
‘I’d better watch how I conduct myself.’
It still seemed unlikely for now, but if this boy were to work a miracle in the family’s succession…
Sebastian could end up paying the price for backing the wrong side.
At the very least, he must not earn the boy’s dislike. A primal warning passed through his mind.
“A-hem. Look here.”
Fwoosh!
From the halfling butler’s hand, countless tiny fairies burst forth like a swarm of butterflies and flew through the air.
A festival of countless fairies scattering darkness in the air.
Tee-hee, the laughter of fairies whispered at Chris’s ear.
An illusion indistinguishable from reality.
No, it wasn’t just that.
This was an illusion, yet at the same time, it wasn’t.
An illusion with substance.
This was the realm of 5-star Illusion Arts.
Chris bowed his head politely.
“Thank you for the precious teaching.”
It wasn’t just empty words.
A demonstration more valuable than a hundred lessons.
“A-hem. Not at all. I just… I only hope the young master doesn’t hate me too much. I’ve always been cheering for you in my heart. Truly. I mean it.”
Seeing the halfling butler cautiously watching for his reaction, Chris quietly chuckled to himself.
“Then I have one request. Will you hear it?”
“What is it?”
“Please keep my achievement a secret from the Marchioness.”
“!!”
“Until… the Grand Tournament, that is.”
The halfling butler flinched.
He had caught on that Christian was planning something for the tournament.
When he faced Christian’s gently smiling expression, an unexplainable chill ran down his spine.
‘Come to think of it, there was never a time when trouble didn’t follow whenever Young Master Christian acted.’
At Count Khazar’s house.
At Count Tyramin’s house.
At the Sacred Darkness Ceremony.
During the relic exploration.
Christian had always stirred up great turmoil.
This time would be no different.
The only way to avoid getting swept up in that chaos was not to go against him.
“I will keep that in mind. I will always be rooting for you!”
Sebastian bowed his dwarf-sized body at a ninety-degree angle and left, while Chris entered his private room.
He recalled the illusion art Sebastian had shown.
‘A material illusion. It helped a lot. That’ll be the clue.’
Though he was studying various magic and dark arts, that wasn’t what Chris was currently focusing on.
Black Steel Energy.
The power wielded by 5-star Devils.
That was the destructive force Chris desired.
There was a reason Chris was obsessed with Black Steel Energy.
‘No matter how much of a genius I am, overcoming a fundamental gap in power is impossible.’
It was something he had felt through several recent fierce battles.
Of course, his talent was unmatched.
If given even a little time, he could catch up quickly.
But that “little” time was the problem.
‘The enemies are too strong. Until I grow stronger, I need a weapon that can stand against them.’
That weapon was precisely ‘Black Steel Energy’.
If he could fuse the nature of Black Steel Energy into the Dark Sword, it could become a lethal weapon capable of dealing with enemies stronger than himself.
‘Black Steel Energy and the Dark Sword are forces of completely different natures. How can I imprint intent onto the Dark Sword, which is just a lump of demonic energy?’
Chris closed his eyes.
The illusion Sebastian had shown earlier came to mind.
A banquet of dark fairies filling the entire sky.
The song of fairies whispering by his ear. A symphony of darkness.
An illusion like reality.
This too was an expression of will.....the will to manifest illusions into the world.
The outline of a clue seemed to faintly shimmer into view.
Chris’s mind settled, and time passed.
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                    About three months later.
When the Grand Martial Contest was just around the corner.
Chris abruptly opened his eyes.
He blinked a few times.
‘How long has it been?’
For the past three months.
Chris had maintained a regular schedule.
He studied various martial arts techniques and dark magic, deepened his mastery of the Body Realm, and used his remaining time to research Blacksteel Energy.
Thanks to steady training, he reached mid-3-star level, and his proficiency in various dark magic spells and martial techniques improved by leaps and bounds.
To think he had reached mid-3-star in less than three months. To be precise, he had reached the peak of mid-tier. On the verge of entering high-tier 3-star.
It was an insane rate of growth, but he had been feeling frustrated, as he couldn't quite grasp the clue to Blacksteel Energy.
Then came the moment of enlightenment.
Without any warning.
He fell into a trance, and only now had he come to his senses.
‘Has it been about two days?’
It felt like he had closed his eyes for a moment, yet two whole days had passed.
He couldn’t remember clearly.
Only the memory of endlessly chasing something.
A thread that refused to be caught.
And then, the moment he seized the thread with his ‘will’, he suddenly regained consciousness.
Chris checked his condition.
He lightly examined the surrounding demonic energy.
‘What’s this?’
Chris looked surprised.
He had reached the realm of high-tier 3-star!
An achievement far faster than expected.
And more importantly, something else had occurred.
Chris instinctively opened his hand.
The Black Sword unfolded.
But that wasn’t all.
Chris looked at the Black Sword.
Fwoosh!
To the naked eye, there wasn’t much change.
It was still a Black Sword.
But Chris could tell.
The sword now carried his will.
His Black Sword was no longer a mere physical weapon....it had become a medium through which his will could be manifested into the world.
‘Still, I can’t recklessly use it. Embedding will consumes a lot of demonic energy. In terms of power... compared to the Blacksteel Energy wielded by a real 5-star demonic warrior, it's about half as strong.’
Half of Blacksteel Energy. That was a tremendous power.
An unimaginable strength for someone who had yet to break free from the 3-star rank.
‘And it’s not just that I can now wield Blacksteel Energy.’
In an instant, Chris’s constitution had changed.
The energy of darkness vanished, and a clear, radiant energy of light circulated through his body.
And then....
Fwoosh!
Light Aura, a power on par with Darksteel Energy, surged from Chris’s hand!
He had become able to use the Aura Blade.
‘So I’ve reached “True” 5-star in the Light Realm.’
It didn’t mean he had actually become 5-star.
He was still at 4-star, but when one surpasses the limits of 4-star and begins to faintly control aura, it’s referred to as the “True” stage.
Likewise, if someone at 5-star starts to faintly handle “Will Manifestation,” they’re called 6-star True. That sort of thing.
It’s a term derived from military ranks, where someone may not have been officially promoted but is already serving in that position....like being called a “True Centurion” before formal promotion.
In other words, he hadn’t broken past the 4-star boundary yet, but he had one foot in the realm of 5-star.
He had also grown significantly stronger in terms of overall combat level.
‘Good thing I made it just in time.’
Chris checked the calendar.
One week remained until the Grand Martial Contest. Just enough time.
“Marie? Are you there?”
[Young master?]
Marie emerged silently through the wall and came to a sudden stop.
[Something’s… thump-thump… You seem even more amazing now?]
She instinctively sensed that Chris had grown stronger.
“Anything happen in the past two days?”
[No major incidents. Ah… I did look into the First Princess Yulian.]
Chris’s eyes lit up at those words.
The First Princess was his most dangerous rival.
This was important information.
“Did Princess Yulian have any kind of special past?”
Devil Contractors often had unique stories behind them.
Usually painful, agonizingly despairing stories.
Because devils crave souls that once shined brightly, only to fall into despair through horrific experiences.
When a soul is wounded, torn apart, and cries out in misery, the devils willingly offer their “blessing.”
If Yulian was like that, there should have been some noticeable incident in her past.
But....
[They say… there was nothing special at all?]
“Hm?”
[Princess Yulian was born as the youngest daughter between Marquis Langham and his former wife… and was raised with plenty of love and care. They say she’s never gone through anything painful or traumatic.]
A noble lady raised in luxury.
That was all Marie had found out about Yulian’s past.
“Really?”
Chris looked surprised.
‘If she had no special reason to make a pact with a devil, did she do it out of pure greed?’
If so, there wasn’t too much to worry about. Those who make contracts out of greed have clear limits to their power.
But somehow… it didn’t feel like that was the case.
It was a gut feeling.
‘…There’s definitely something. Something the family doesn’t know about.’
It seemed like he needed to dig deeper and spend more time investigating.
But then, Marie brought up something unexpected.
\[Ah… come to think of it, there is something strange, they say.]
“What is it?”
\[They say Princess Yulian’s personality changed completely in an instant.]
Marie tilted her prettily innocent-looking face in confusion.
\[About five years ago…? After suffering from a fever for a few days, she became a completely different person. Originally, Princess Yulian was known as an arrogant and cruel villainess who looked down on everyone below her, but starting from that point, she completely changed. They say she matured and became a kind, warm-hearted person.]
Chris blinked.
It was a strange story.
Her personality changed after a fever?
‘I’ll have to keep watching Princess Yulian a little longer.’
Chris shook his head.
There still wasn’t enough information to make a clear judgment.
“All right. Good job.”
\[Watta…?]
“Yeah, watta.”
Marie gave a gentle smile and giggled bashfully, and Chris moved on to another topic.
“There’s one more thing I need you to do. Go to the Rudolf Merchant Guild....no, the Rubid Merchant Guild Leader....and deliver the letter I wrote.”
It was the merchant guild he had extorted money from during the artifact expedition.
\[May I ask… for what reason?]
“Ah. I have another request to make of the guild.”
Chris grinned.
The reason was obvious.
To extort money again.
‘If I’m going to carry out what I planned, I’ll need a lot more money.’
Chris glanced out the window.
Beyond the mansion. Specifically, where the side estate of the Noble Executor was located.
That’s right.
Chris planned to use the Noble Executor to create a grand finale for the upcoming Grand Martial Contest.
* * *
A few days later.
The side estate of the Noble Executor.
Merian and Nordion were having a conversation.
“What is that boy, Christian, doing these days?”
Merian hid her surprise.
For the past three months....
Nordion had repeatedly asked about Christian’s whereabouts.
It was a level of interest he had never shown to any other young master before.
“There haven’t been any notable changes. He’s studying and practicing black magic and mage arts under the family’s instructors.”
“…I see. And that girl, Presia, is she still the same?”
“Yes, she’s using her authority to isolate Christian.”
The Noble Executor clicked his tongue.
A flash of displeasure showed on his face.
Toward Presia, for resorting to such petty tactics?
No....toward Christian, for laying low and submitting without complaint even while being treated unfairly.
This wasn’t the kind of behavior Nordion expected from Christian.
“Maybe I expected too much. To think he’d just take it all so helplessly. I thought he was a lion cub, but maybe he’s just an empty husk.”
A severely harsh judgment.
But then Simon suddenly cut in from the side.
“Perhaps he’s not helpless.”
“Then what?”
“Maybe he’s sharpening his claws.”
“Christian, that boy?”
“Yes. If that temperamental young master is this quiet, don’t you think he might be aiming for something?”
Nordion frowned deeply.
“You little bloodsucker, you know something more, don’t you?”
Simon only gave a sly grin.
“It’s just… I have a feeling something interesting is going to happen. We vampires are always more cautious when someone goes silent.”
The Noble Executor clicked his tongue again.
As his anger seemed to ease a little, Merian cautiously held out a box.
“What is that?”
“A gift from Christian to the Lord.”
“…A gift? For me?”
“…Yes. He said it was a gesture of thanks as a grandson, in return for your teachings.”
Yesterday.
Christian had secretly come to Merian and asked her to deliver the gift box to the Noble Executor.
‘…I’m worried this might backfire.’
Merian couldn’t help but feel uneasy.
It seemed like Nordion might blow up just from seeing the gift box.
“What a pointless gesture….”
As expected, his reaction wasn’t good.
Merian hurriedly tried to take back the gift box before Christian made things worse.
“I’ll send it back. I’ll make sure to properly educate him so he never does something like this again….”
“No, it’s fine.”
“…Pardon?”
“Let him give it.”
Merian handed the box over in confusion.
The Noble Executor still wore a deep frown. As if displeased.
‘I told him to grow stronger, and he does this pointless nonsense.’
But the reason he accepted the gift was for one reason alone.
A phrase written on the box.
....I am certain this is a gift you’ll be satisfied with.
The Noble Executor let out a short, dry laugh.
‘Brazen beyond belief.’
It was that ridiculous line that made him decide to accept the gift.
A thought crossed his mind....to at least see what kind of gift it was.
When he opened it, it was chocolate.
“…Why?”
“…He said he prepared it himself after hearing that you like chocolate, my Lord.”
Nordion’s gaze turned cold.
Merian broke into a nervous sweat.
‘Damn it, why did that fool Christian pull something like this?’
She felt more anxious than when reporting a failed mission.
It seemed like Nordion might incinerate the chocolate with demonic energy and summon Christian for a severe reprimand.
Thankfully, Nordion didn’t raise any demonic energy.
....I am certain this is a gift you’ll be satisfied with.
It was because of that line.
‘There’s no way he thought I’d be satisfied with mere chocolate.’
Of course, it was true that Nordion liked chocolate.
But no matter how divine the flavor, there was no way Nordion would be pleased with such a gift.
Because what he expected from Christian was far more than this.
And Christian wasn’t someone who wouldn’t know that....so why would he do something like this?
Even as anger rose, he couldn’t help but wonder what absurd scheme that cunning boy was thinking when he did this.
After glaring sharply at the chocolate, he picked it up and popped it into his mouth.
Alongside the resolve that if it turned out to be nothing more than fancy-tasting chocolate, he’d give him a proper scolding.
The moment the soft texture touched his tongue....
A refined sensation surged through his palate.
A flavor that seemed to come from a top-class pâtissier at the peak of their craft.
And yet, Nordion frowned.
‘He made this himself? Has he been wasting time cooking like this instead of fulfilling his duties as a noble heir?’
Just as disappointment washed over him and he swallowed the chocolate....
Something completely unexpected happened.
Flash!
Nordion’s vision changed.
‘…An illusion?’
It was no longer the view of the side chamber.
An expansive plain.
The towering spires of the Dark Demonic house’s main fortress.
And there, a lone figure stood.
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                    ‘What’s that?’
It was a vision of Nordion in his younger days.
Facing off against enemies charging toward the Dark Demonic House.
And emerging victorious.
The demons of the Dark Demonic House shouting in triumph beside him.
Followed by the image of the Dark Demonic House flourishing.
The banner of the Barren Family fluttering high in the skies of the Magus Empire.
It was an illusionary magic that depicted the glory of the Dark Demonic House he had pursued his whole life.
“!!”
As the brief illusion ended, Nordion’s eyes snapped open.
“…My Lord?”
Merian asked cautiously.
“If you were greatly displeased, I apologize. I was careless. When that boy said he wanted to make a chocolate that was rough yet refined, just like your tastes, I should’ve guided him better.”
“…No.”
“Pardon?”
“It was excellent.”
Merian’s eyes widened in disbelief.
The old Lord let out a low chuckle.
‘What a brazen boy.’
He had actually infused illusion magic into the chocolate.
This wasn’t a skill level expected of someone only at 3 stars.
Christian had sent a message: that he wasn’t just playing around.
And what about the contents of the illusion?
‘He saw right through me.’
The iron strength of the Dark Demonic House.
Its rugged, unrefined nature.
And the rich, intricate flavor of the chocolate symbolized the House’s prosperity.
He had captured the very essence of what Nordion had wished for all his life...
through a blend of illusion magic and flavor.
And then...
‘You impudent brat. That final scene…’
In the last scene, Nordion was surrounded by family.
Though now a hardened man who had long forgotten familial affection, it hadn’t always been that way.
There was a time when he had embraced his children warmly.
‘Is this his way of saying: “Please take this kindly...it's a gift from your grandson”?’
As always, a bold message.
‘…Come to think of it, this is the first time I’ve ever received a gift like this from my children or grandchildren.’
He wasn’t suddenly pining for familial love...but still, he didn’t dislike how it made him feel.
This time, with a somewhat lighter heart, he picked up and ate another piece of chocolate.
The illusion didn’t activate again...perhaps it had been set to appear only on the first bite.
This time, he could savor its pure taste fully.
‘…It really is something. Better than anything I’ve ever had. Still, instead of spending time on this, he should’ve refined his demonic energy at least once more.’
He muttered lightly to himself.
Nordion froze on the spot.
Faintly...
A strange sensation washed over him.
A cool clarity.
One that stirred his life force.
“My Lord?”
“…You said Christian made this?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
Nordion fell silent.
‘…Isn’t this the Vitality Pill from the Medical Saint House? The one said to extend one’s lifespan.’
A supreme elixir said to exist in only the rarest quantities due to its complicated production and the rarity of its ingredients.
The cost of materials alone per pill was said to exceed 3 million Rupees.
‘…No, it’s different.’
The Vitality Pill of the Medical Saint House was known for its explosive surge of life force.
In contrast, the effect of this chocolate was extremely subtle.
So faint one wouldn’t even notice it without focusing.
But that was precisely why it suited Nordion.
Nordion’s life force was already at its limit. His broken vessel of life barely held together by a forbidden reverse-heaven technique.
An excessive activation of life force would only poison him.
This kind of gentle infusion was far more beneficial to his current state.
Only then did the old Lord realize that the chocolate Christian had given him was finely divided into over fifty pieces.
It must have been intended to be taken gradually over time.
‘Just how did Christian create such a medicine?’
As Nordion furrowed his brow...
“Um… My Lord. This is a letter from Christian.”
“A letter?”
“Yes.”
He had told her to give it to Nordion only if the gift didn’t displease him.
Its contents were written in a polite hand.
-If by any chance my gift has offended you, I offer my sincerest apologies.
As your grandson, I prepared this gift with heartfelt gratitude, using one of my hidden techniques. I would be grateful if you could receive it kindly.
I am earnestly working to meet your expectations. At the Grand Competition, I will produce results and bring you joy as your grandson.
Nordion couldn’t help but burst into laughter.
Though it was written with care, Christian’s letter carried several clear intentions.
First, the phrase “hidden technique.”
-This medicine is my secret art. So please don’t inquire into its details.
And, more importantly...
-I will prove myself at the Grand Competition.
From the gift, Nordion understood what Christian desired in return.
“Christian said this was a gift from him as a grandson?”
“Pardon? Yes, that’s right.”
“In that case, it’s only proper that I return the favor...as his grandfather.”
“My Lord?”
Merian and Simon wore shocked expressions.
If it was a return gesture, it meant he intended to support Christian.
But hadn’t the old Lord declared he would never interfere in family matters?
“Heh heh, I’m not saying I’ll take his side. I cannot meddle in family affairs. More than anything, if I help that boy, it would only hinder his growth...so I won’t do that.”
“Then what do you mean?”
“Didn’t I say? I’ll return the favor not as the Head of House, but as his grandfather.”
The old Lord spoke with a hint of mischief.
“This time, I’ll be attending the Grand Competition myself.”
“!!”
“As his grandfather, it wouldn’t hurt to see how well my grandchildren have grown.”
The meaning behind what Christian wrote in his letter...
He was asking the old Lord to come watch him at the Grand Competition.
And Nordion had agreed to that request...as his grandfather.
Just like that...
A decision that would shake the family to its core was made.
* * *
Clang!
Presia dropped her teacup.
“What did you say? The Lord himself is attending?”
Something she never imagined.
Presia bit her fingernail tightly.
‘What’s gotten into that old monster all of a sudden?’
She didn’t like the old Lord.
He was the one who blocked her husband, Marquis Langham, from becoming the Head of House.
But the old Lord’s influence was absolute.
If Nordion so much as lifted a finger, everything she had built could collapse in an instant.
‘No. There’s no need to think of this as purely bad.’
Presia calmed her gaze.
‘Rather, it’s a chance to crush Christian right in front of the Lord and show off Mysak’s excellence.’
It was actually perfect.
She had already made thorough preparations for this Grand Competition.
To elevate Mysak and bring Christian down.
In front of the old Lord, Mysak would soar with wings.
With Christian as the sacrificial lamb.
* * *
The day of the Grand Competition arrived.
The venue was the mansion’s grand dueling arena.
Countless magi were crowding the place.
Not only elders and senior figures of the family, but also ordinary magi had all gathered. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say nearly all members of the main family were present.
All because of the old Lord, Nordion.
“The Lord himself will be watching.”
“Who knows when we’ll get to see him again, if not for this.”
Nordion, the Dark Mage Lord, was the object of absolute respect among the magi.
That’s why such a crowd had gathered upon hearing that Nordion would be attending.
And this was exactly what Chris had intended.
‘Good thing the old Lord understood what I meant.’
Chris let out a sly smile in secret.
‘If I’m going to put on a spectacular performance, it should be in front of a big audience.’
Among those gathered here now, almost no one was paying attention to Christian.
But Chris was certain.
After today’s Grand Competition ended, no one present would be able to forget his name.
“…You showed up. You bastard.”
At that moment, Mysak approached Chris and gave a twisted smile.
“Prepare yourself. Today, in front of the Lord, you’ll suffer the worst humiliation. Everything’s already been arranged….”
“Shut it. You mama’s boy.”
“…What?”
“In the end, you’re just playing tricks with your mommy’s help. I don’t know why you’re proudly running your mouth about something like that. Are you not even embarrassed because you’re such a mama’s boy?”
“You…!!”
“Wanna make a bet?”
“…What?”
“About who’ll be the one humiliated at the Grand Competition. If you win, mama’s boy, I’ll leave the family without a fuss. But if you lose...”
Chris lifted the corner of his mouth in the most obnoxious way possible.
“You’ll call me ‘big brother.’ No...actually, I’d hate to have an idiot like you as a little brother. If you lose, you’ll become my servant instead. I needed a human servant anyway. I’ll put you to good use. Even an idiot like you should be able to handle cleaning. So, what do you say?”
Mysak’s clenched fist trembled with rage.
“You… I’ll kill you for sure.”
If killing someone with a glare were possible, Chris’s body would have been torn into ten, no, twenty pieces.
That’s how murderous Mysak’s glare was.
Chris merely shrugged, while Mysak ground his teeth and stormed off.
Then a new voice called out.
“You’ve got a nasty way of speaking.”
It was Jupien.
She spoke with her doll-like face.
“But this time, you did well.”
“Did well?”
“Yeah, that jerk’s annoying.”
Jupien looked off into the distance, frowning as she saw Mysak lashing out at people around him, unable to contain his temper.
Then she said something unexpected.
“Want me to help you fight Mysak?”
Chris looked puzzled.
“…You? Helping me? Why? Don’t you hate me?”
Jupien furrowed her brows again.
“I just don’t want someone else to beat you up. Because I’m the one who’s supposed to take you down.”
“Oh, really? But I have a feeling that dream of yours is going to stay impossible forever.”
Chris had already surpassed Jupien’s level.
‘Or… have I not?’
Chris narrowed his eyes.
In the past three months...
...it seemed Jupien hadn’t been idle either.
Compared to before, her presence had grown significantly.
Jupien’s original level was 3-star high.
But now, it was clear she’d grown enough to be on the verge of reaching 4-star.
“You’re so annoying. Anyway, watch yourself...and be ready. I’m going to crush you.”
With those words...whether they were meant as concern or a curse...Jupien vanished.
Finally, off in the distance, the First Princess Yulian saw Chris and waved at him with a bright smile.
As if she were genuinely happy to see him.
‘I really can’t read the First Princess.’
Chris wore a puzzled expression.
Her attitude didn’t seem fake.
He had encountered countless types of people...he could usually tell right away if someone was putting on a front or being sincere.
But with Yulian, he couldn’t tell.
She didn’t seem fake. And that made it all the more confusing.
Was that warm expression not a mask, but her true feelings?
‘In any case, it looks like everyone who’s supposed to be here is here. The Second Prince, Ashid, probably still hasn’t recovered from the damage to his core. And the First Prince isn’t showing up again, either.’
The First Prince...the madman Sherad.
Chris had heard that he’d returned to the family, but had never seen him in person.
‘I need to confirm what he’s about eventually.’
He knew absolutely nothing about the First Prince Sherad.
Even the Chatterbox of Darkness didn’t know anything about him.
...There was this mad prince in the Dark Demonic House, known as a lunatic, but I don’t know the details. He ran away before the chaos started and disappeared.
Chris had to find out whether this was someone he could ignore...or someone he needed to watch out for.
‘I’ll go find him myself after the Grand Competition ends.’
Just then, a loud voice rang out.
“The Lord is arriving!”
“!!”
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                    Those gathered in the Grand Martial Arena shot up from their seats.
And then—
From the distance, a hunched old man appeared.
His body was gaunt and frail, yet he alone possessed the power to overwhelm everyone present.
It was the House Lord, Nordian.
* * *
Silence fell over the arena.
Though the House Lord did not release any visible aura, the crushing pressure that swirled like a vortex weighed down the entire training ground.
Not a single demon dared to make even a gulping sound.
Tap. Tap.
Only the tapping of the House Lord’s cane echoed through the arena.
“Heh heh, why are you all so tense? This old man simply came to see how well his grandchildren have grown.”
Even so, not a single person sat back down.
“House Lord.”
Marquis Langham hurried down from the podium and knelt before the House Lord.
Nordian looked down at his kneeling son with unreadable eyes for a moment before speaking.
“Rise, Marquis. This old man has already entrusted you with full authority. There’s no need to treat me with such reverence. At this rate, how could you properly lead the Dark Demonic House in my stead?”
Chris’s eyes widened sharply.
Those words were laced with meaning.
‘The House Lord dislikes Marquis Langham.’
The reason Marquis Langham never rose to the position of House Lord was because of Nordian’s will.
The reason behind Nordian’s decision was simple.
Marquis Langham had not reached 8-star strength.
His level was 7-star High Rank.
And for ten years, he had failed to break through the wall.
He had, in truth, reached his limit.
That was why Nordian declared that he would skip a generation in the succession.
‘It’s not an unreasonable decision. Among the twelve heads of the Magus Empire’s demonic houses, none have failed to reach 8-star.’
Perhaps because of that, the way they looked at each other was ice-cold.
From Nordian’s perspective, Langham was the son who had betrayed his expectations.
And from Langham’s perspective, Nordian was the one who crushed his long-cherished dream.
“Stand now, Marquis.”
“…Yes, understood.”
“Order the children to sit as well.”
“…Yes. Everyone, be seated!”
The commotion settled, and Nordian took a seat—not at the House Lord’s throne, but among the elders.
It was a clear statement that he would only observe.
The Marchioness, Presia, secretly let out a sigh of relief.
‘It would’ve been troublesome if that old monster had interfered. Thank goodness.’
The content of the tournament varied each time, and her influence—being in charge of the Dark Demonic House’s internal affairs—was strong.
She had chosen a field most favorable to Mysak for the competition’s theme.
Destruction Black Magic.
It was Mysak’s strongest specialty.
‘Especially since that brat Christian hasn’t made any progress in Destruction Black Magic over the past three months.’
The instructor who taught Christian Destruction Black Magic was one of her loyal subordinates from the Destruction Demonic House, so he gave no real instruction at all.
‘And it’s not just Destruction Black Magic. The other subtopics were also chosen based on areas where that brat Christian has shown no real progress. He’s going to be completely humiliated in front of the House Lord.’
Just as Presia curled the corners of her lips upward—
Something unexpected happened.
“Marquis, what is the format of this competition?”
The House Lord asked.
“It will be a demonstration format, with the young lords showcasing various topics, including Destruction Black Magic.”
“Hmmm.”
The House Lord made an unreadable expression and then said,
“Sounds like the kind of method the Alliance scum would use. How is anyone supposed to prove their skill through that clown show of a format?”
“!!”
“Ah, I’m not criticizing. I’ve only come to watch, nothing more. You must have your own reasoning for choosing such a method, Marquis. Don’t mind this old man and proceed as you wish.”
The arena fell silent.
How could anyone proceed as planned after hearing something like that?
Presia’s complexion turned pale.
Her tightly clenched fist trembled.
‘That damned old man. Why stick his nose in where it doesn’t belong?’
Meanwhile, Chris had a surprised look in his eyes.
‘Did he step in for my sake? No way.’
If the competition went ahead in the format Presia had set, Chris would naturally be at a disadvantage.
No matter how much of a genius he was, he couldn’t be more proficient than Mysak, who had been studying Destruction Black Magic for over ten years.
“……”
After a moment of silence, Marquis Langham opened his mouth.
“We’ll change the format of the competition.”
“Hm?”
“I was mistaken. Rather than a demonstration, we will proceed with duels between the young lords. After all, there’s no better way to verify their actual progress.”
The House Lord gave a disinterested nod.
A clear sign that he found Marquis Langham disagreeable in every way.
With a hardened expression, Marquis Langham addressed the assembled sons and daughters waiting in place.
“For the matchups: First Daughter Yulian versus Third Son Mysak. And Second Daughter Jupien versus Fourth Son Christian. This is a match in front of the entire family—regardless of the outcome, give it your all.”
The pairings were based on comparable levels of ability.
Yulian and Mysak, who weren’t far apart in age, were matched.
And Jupien and Christian were of similar caliber, making that a fair duel.
But Presia and Mysak’s faces turned pale.
‘No!’
The skill gap between First Daughter Yulian and Third Son Mysak was obvious. There was no way Mysak could win.
It would only end in humiliation.
This wasn’t the result they had hoped for.
But she couldn’t argue back.
The House Lord was watching in person.
‘Damn it, what is that old man even thinking?’
Presia ground her teeth.
Then, an unexpected shout echoed through the training grounds.
“I object!”
“!!”
It was Christian!
“…Object? What do you mean by that?”
Marquis Langham asked coldly.
Christian grinned and glanced over at the House Lord.
At that moment, Nordion was also looking at Christian.
Despite the distance between them, their eyes met.
Seeing the interest in the House Lord’s gaze, Christian could tell what he was expecting from him.
“I’d like to change my duel opponent.”
“What?”
“Please let me duel Young Lord Mysak.”
“!!”
The arena stirred.
There was a clear difference in skill between Mysak and Christian.
A gap between four stars and three stars.
But Christian spoke boldly.
“Of course, I know I’m lacking. Still, shouldn’t a true magus have the courage to challenge someone stronger?”
‘This is a test the House Lord has given me,’ Chris thought to himself.
The House Lord hadn’t interfered out of consideration for Chris.
It was quite the opposite.
He had given Chris an even more difficult task.
To defeat Mysak in a duel.
Far harder than simply outperforming him in a demonstration.
But Chris accepted the House Lord’s intent.
Because it was what he wanted as well.
In this competition, he would make Mysak kneel before him in utter defeat.
“You…”
Just as Marquis Langham scowled—
“Let it be done as the boy says.”
“!!”
It was the House Lord’s voice.
Was it just his imagination?
There was a trace of satisfaction in his tone.
“What the boy said isn’t wrong, is it? A magus must have the spirit to challenge someone stronger than themselves.”
“!!”
Everyone in the arena widened their eyes at those words.
It was rare for the House Lord to speak positively about anyone in that way.
But—
The House Lord's expression changed.
“However, you must take responsibility for your presumptuous challenge. Christian, are you prepared to bear the consequences of this reckless duel?”
A stern question.
Duels between magi were different from those of the Alliance.
Severe injuries or even death were common.
“Of course, Lord. More than anything—”
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
“We’ll have to wait and see who ends up on their knees.”
“!!”
Mysak’s face turned bright red.
Unable to say anything before the House Lord, he only clenched his teeth.
Nordion let out a low chuckle and spoke.
“Still all talk, I see. Well then, let’s see if it’s just your lips that are full of fire. Marquis, proceed with the duel.”
“…Understood. Lady Yulian, Lady Jupien. Step forward.”
The first duel was between the two noble ladies.
Unexpectedly, Yulian’s main weapon was a bow.
And she had the skill of a master archer with unerring precision.
‘She really does seem like an elf.’
Chris crossed his arms and observed their duel.
It wasn’t just that she was good with a bow that made her seem similar.
Elves had certain distinctive habits when they shot arrows.
Though Yulian’s form wasn’t identical to theirs, there were subtle overlaps.
Because of that, her archery reminded him more and more of elves. The aura she gave off as well.
‘Did she learn archery from the Dark Elves—those of the Black Enchantment?’
Perhaps due to the overwhelming difference in skill, the duel was completely one-sided.
Yulian suppressed Jupien with various dark spells while gaining the advantage with her bow.
But to everyone’s surprise, the one who caught all eyes wasn’t Yulian—it was Jupien.
“…I won’t lose.”
As she deflected arrows with her sword, Jupien suddenly stopped swinging.
She instinctively realized that if things continued like this, she would be toyed with and defeated.
Jupien abandoned defense and charged straight toward Yulian.
“It’s useless.”
Thwack!
An arrow fired by Yulian pierced Jupien’s shoulder.
Her small body trembled as if struck by lightning.
Even so, Jupien gritted her teeth and didn’t stop.
Yulian showed a pained expression.
“Just give up, sister. You don’t stand a chance.”
Thwack! Thwack!
Arrows continued to strike her small body.
Despite her gentle appearance, Yulian was still a magus—she didn’t hold back.
Arrows flew relentlessly toward vital points: the heart, throat, philtrum.
Jupien dodged only those that would be fatal, inching closer to Yulian.
Her body, soaked in blood, trembled violently.
Breathing heavily.
But her eyes still gleamed vividly with life.
Eventually, the distance between them closed.
Bleeding, Jupien muttered:
“I… won’t lose. For the honor of my father.”
Her father was an honorable magus who died in battle against the Alliance.
Jupien carried the goal of upholding her father's name.
Swoosh!
Jupien's secret technique—the Splitting Blade—unleashed.
The same sixteen blades as before.
But something was different.
Each sword moved as if it had a will of its own.
—Separate illusion from self.
For the past three months, Jupien had clung to the clue Chris gave her, reaching a new realm.
She had nearly reached the 4-star level of illusion arts.
At 4-star illusion, illusions move vividly as though they possess their own will.
The sixteen Splitting Blades flew in, each like a real strike from a different swordsman.
“When did Lady Jupien’s level become like that?”
“That’s not the level of an ordinary 3-star, is it?”
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                    “When did she reach the wall of 4-star level?”
As the magi murmured in surprise, Yulian let out a low sigh.
Then, she slowly drew the bowstring.
Without nocking an arrow—her hand was empty.
From the hand holding the string, a black sword began to emerge.
It was a formless arrow using the black sword.
Next, she activated the 4-star technique—Black Sword Conversion, the ability to freely manipulate the black sword.
The black sword split into sixteen strands, and sixteen formless arrows shot into the air.
Each one struck down Jupien’s splitting swords without missing a single blade.
Jupien’s eyes widened as she watched her blades scatter to dust.
“…Sorry, sister.”
Yulian whispered softly.
So low that no one could hear.
“It’s not just you who can’t afford to lose.”
Words fading away into the air, their meaning unclear.
Yulian’s gaze sank low, and Jupien, struck by the curse of exhaustion, collapsed gently.
The duel was over.
Waaah!!
As the healers carried Jupien away, the magi erupted into cheers.
Whether it was Yulian, who showed incredible skill, or Jupien, who displayed courage beyond her ability—both deserved the applause.
But Chris couldn’t take their duel lightly.
Because of Yulian.
‘That final move… that wasn’t 4-star level.’
He was certain.
Yulian was hiding her true strength.
‘She’s definitely at least 5-star. I need to be more cautious.’
Chris’s thoughts grew heavy.
Since he would inevitably clash with Yulian, he had to prepare.
But that was for later.
“Christian, Mysak. Step forward.”
At last, it was Chris’s turn.
The arena fell into silence.
The magi swallowed hard.
Everyone knew about the rivalry between Mysak and Christian in the Dark Demonic House.
Even before the fight began, a tense atmosphere filled the dueling ground.
But not many expected Christian to win.
No—none did.
It was natural.
‘Too reckless. Even if Young Lord Christian is highly talented, to challenge Young Lord Mysak, who’s already 4-star…’
It was now widely known that Christian possessed exceptional talent.
But still, this was too much.
He should’ve waited and held back longer—that was the general consensus among the magi.
Many expected a major disaster to unfold.
“A duel between magi is a life-or-death battle where killing the opponent is allowed. Considering Young Lord Mysak’s ruthless methods, there’s a high chance Young Lord Christian could die or be crippled here.”
It wasn’t an unreasonable concern.
Mysak growled at Christian like a beast.
“This time, I’m actually grateful to you. You’ve challenged me despite not knowing your place. Now I can break you without restraint.”
Chris smirked.
“Is that so? We’ll see who ends up broken. But tell me—did you get your mom’s permission before coming up here? What’ll happen if you get hurt? Won’t your mom cry?”
“You bastard!”
Boom!
The air in front of Chris exploded violently.
It was the destructive black magic—Compressed Explosion.
As the air temporarily vanished, a vacuum shockwave surged, whipping Chris’s body around wildly.
“I’ll kill you!!”
A barrage of destructive black magic followed in quick succession.
Dark flames filled with murderous intent swept toward Christian.
Christian tried to dodge, but invisible ropes held him down, restraining his body.
“W-What?!”
“Danger?!”
Destructive black magic resembles the Allied Forces’ elemental magic, yet differs fundamentally.
Allied elemental magic borrows directly from the forces of nature.
But destructive black magic intertwines with the principles of curses.
The flame-based destructive black magic just cast by Mysak—Pyre Platform—included a powerful binding effect, making it impossible to evade.
A black magic that makes one feel as though nailed to a post, tormented by blazing fire.
Whoosh!
Flames engulfed Christian’s entire form, and he couldn’t even scream.
Mysak grinned with satisfaction.
“To think you dared act arrogant with such pathetic strength. I’ll leave you a cripple, make you wish for death instead.”
Crackle.
Lightning surged from Mysak’s hand next.
It wasn’t just ordinary thunder—this bolt had a powerful slicing force that could cut through anything it touched. A lightning spear formed in Mysak’s grip.
“Haa!”
Crack!
The lightning spear tore toward Christian with brutal force.
Slash!
Both of Christian’s feet were severed. The lightning scorched the wounds, mangling the severed ends completely.
Unless they brought in a healer from the House of Divine Medicine, they’d never be reattached.
“We’re not done yet. Next, I’ll finely slice your arms.”
Like a child tearing off the limbs of an insect, Mysak’s eyes glinted with cruelty.
Winds of destruction gathered in Mysak’s hand.
Blade Whirlwind.
It was a destructive black magic that used spinning blades of wind to shred the opponent’s body into pieces.
A type of black magic used more often for torture than combat. It even contained a curse that amplified pain—a sadistic spell by nature.
As Mysak lifted the corners of his mouth, imagining the scream that Christian would soon let out—
A whisper brushed past his ear.
“Excited, are we? Having fun?”
“……!!”
Mysak’s eyes flew open.
‘What the—?’
A voice that should never have been heard.
But Mysak couldn’t finish the thought.
Thud!!
His head snapped backward as if struck by a hammer.
Chris’s fist, wrapped in demonic energy, had smashed directly into Mysak’s face.
His nose collapsed instantly, and blood gushed down.
“For someone at 4-star, you sure fell for a cheap illusion and got all giddy. What a moron.”
Chris said with a cold smirk.
“Ready to get beaten? Don’t cry if it hurts, yeah? Wouldn’t want your mom getting upset.”
And then—
Hell broke loose.
A deathly silence fell over the arena.
Wham! Thud!! Thud!!
It was a one-sided beating.
Christian was beating Mysak like a dog.
Mysak screamed.
“You bastard—?! Gaaahh! How dare—?! Aaaargh!”
“So noisy. Why’re you whining so much?”
Wham! Wham!
Mysak’s face no longer looked human.
His collapsed nose bridge, his sunken cheekbones—there weren’t many intact teeth left either.
“H-How…?”
“This doesn’t make sense!”
The magi murmured in disbelief.
Mysak was supposed to be stronger.
That was undeniable.
His black magic clearly reached the level of a 4-star. Christian, at best, was seen as a 3-star.
But Mysak was the one being overwhelmed.
Not even close to putting up a fight.
A completely incomprehensible situation.
But the more experienced veteran magi quickly grasped what had happened.
“Lord Christian perfectly identified and exploited Young Lord Mysak’s weakness.”
“That’s why Mysak can’t put up any resistance.”
Mysak’s weakness.
It was simple.
His abilities were overly focused on destructive black magic.
Because of his mother’s influence, he had neglected studying other fields.
He hadn’t even properly learned the Dark Demonic House’s signature powers: dark demonic energy and demonic swordsmanship.
As a result, although Mysak was the son of the Dark Demonic House, he possessed traits no different from a black mage of the Destruction Demonic House.
‘Dealing with a black mage is simple. Just beat the crap out of them at close range so they can’t concentrate enough to cast anything.’
Chris thought while swinging his fists.
Blood splattered, and screams rang out.
‘It’s not like he’s even a proper black mage.’
If Mysak had been a true black mage, he wouldn’t have been overwhelmed this one-sidedly.
Black mages usually have plenty of counters prepared for close-range enemies.
But Mysak had none of those.
Above all, Mysak lacked real combat experience.
‘Sheltered under his mom’s skirt, the only duels he’s ever had were probably formalities against people who pandered to him. No way he’s ever faced real danger.’
And this was the result.
Thud!
A one-sided beating.
“G-Keuugh. Y-You bastard…”
Thud!
Every time Mysak tried to do something, Christian’s fist smashed into him.
A one-sided duel.
Among magi, a duel only ends when one side is completely unable to fight or admits defeat—but at this point, the fight might as well have been over.
‘…Still, I didn’t expect him to be this pathetic.’
Christian was conflicted.
His original plan was to use this match to show everyone just how exceptional he was.
But Mysak was so pathetic, it didn’t even feel like his strength was being showcased.
In the end, Chris stopped punching.
“……??”
When the relentless assault suddenly stopped, Mysak blinked in confusion.
Christian shrugged.
“Your mom’s watching. I figured it’s kinda rude to just keep pounding on you, so I’m giving you a chance.”
“…What?”
“See? Your mom’s crying right now. When your mom’s that sad, shouldn’t you stop being a pathetic wreck and try a little harder?”
“You bastard…!!”
Mysak ground his teeth.
“I’ll… I’ll kill you… I swear…!”
Fwoooosh.
Violent demonic energy began to boil up.
Not dark demonic energy.
It was the red demonic energy of the Destruction Demonic House.
Mysak reached into his robes and pulled out a magical artifact shaped like a twin-headed phoenix.
It was the red demonic energy amplifier used by the direct descendants of the Destruction Demonic House!
“W-What…?!”
The onlookers gasped in surprise.
This was not just a duel; it was a competition.
A place for the sons of the Dark Demonic House to show off their achievements.
But to use a Destruction Demonic House’s magical artifact?
It was an absolutely unacceptable act, but Mysak had already lost the composure to distinguish right from wrong.
“Die!!”
Fwooosh!!
A dense darkness descended.
Crunch. Crunch.
The stone floor of the training ground, touched by the darkness, crumbled under the immense pressure and scattered like dust.
It was the 5-star Destruction Black Magic, "Requiem of Destruction."
“What?!”
The magi watching the scene leapt to their feet in shock.
“How could Mysak-sama use 5-star Destruction Black Magic?”
“It’s not his power! He’s using a magical artifact!”
The artifact Mysak had taken out didn’t just amplify the red demonic energy; it contained the power to cast 5-star Destruction Black Magic.
“That’s against the rules of the competition. We have to stop it!”
The magi murmured anxiously.
Merian, sitting next to Nordian, frowned and stood up.
“Mysak has crossed the line. I’ll step in.”
However,
“No, wait.”
“Lord? But…”
Merian widened her eyes.
5-star black magic holds power comparable to the ‘Black Colossus.’
Of course, since this time it was forced through a magical artifact, it wouldn't match the full force of a 5-star black mage, but to block that magic without injury would require at least the strength of the Black Colossus.
“Look at that bastard’s eyes.”
“!!”
As the destructive darkness approached him, Christian’s eyes burned fiercely.
As if he wasn’t afraid.
No, as if he was determined to face and win.
“In the worst case, I’ll step in. So wait. More importantly, aren’t you curious?”
Nogaju smiled.
“I’m curious to see what absurd sight that arrogant fool will show this time.”

                
Chapter 77

                    Merian came to a sudden halt.
It was just as Nordian had said.
She was curious too.
What kind of miracle would Christian perform this time?
Fwaaaah!!
Just as the fierce darkness, which crushed everything it touched, was about to swallow Christian—
Chris drew his sword.
A black sword enveloped his sword.
It was a black sword in perfect form, equivalent to the 3-star level. Yet, it was a pitiful and feeble strength in the face of the approaching darkness.
Then, Chris's black sword transformed.
Its shape remained the same.
His will was embedded into the black sword.
A will to cleave through the approaching darkness.
Will surpasses physical limits.
That miraculous power, which can only be manifested through pure energy, was infused into Chris's black sword.
And then—
Flaaash!!!
Chris’s black sword split the “Requiem of Destruction” vertically.
The annihilating darkness, which destroyed everything, was torn in two and scattered to pieces.
“!!”
Everyone in the dueling arena sprang to their feet in shock.
A miracle that could never happen had just occurred.
‘N-No way!’
‘Only black energy can block a 5-star Destruction-class dark magic! How could a black sword do that?’
A few.
Those who had surpassed 5 stars and reached the 6-star realm or beyond—
Those called “Masters”—were the only ones who understood what Chris had done.
‘He infused will into the black sword?’
‘…That’s impossible!’
According to the common understanding of magicology, it was unthinkable.
He had accomplished a mad feat that overturned the entire star-based system.
Amid everyone’s shocked gazes, Christian let out a long sigh.
The mana consumption was immense, and it had drained him.
“You… you…”
He saw Mysak looking at him with trembling eyes.
Christian sneered faintly.
“Fool.”
Thud!
With the final blow, Mysak collapsed unconscious.
Silence settled over the dueling arena like a suffocating fog.
No one could utter a single word.
That’s how shocking Christian’s display had been.
From beginning to end, there was not a single moment that wasn’t astonishing.
Everyone watching Christian had the same word rise in their minds.
‘Genius.’
‘…No, it’s far beyond something like that.’
The demons gulped.
There had been many called geniuses until now.
The descendants of prestigious houses were all born with exceptional bloodlines—how many gifted individuals must there have been?
But Christian was beyond such a level. Comparison was out of the question.
No genius in history could even come close to reaching the heels of what Christian had just shown.
It was truly a devilish talent.
From now on, the word “genius” should be reserved solely for Christian.
“The contest ends here.”
The Family Head stood from his seat.
It was time to deliver judgment.
Nordian looked toward Yulian and Jupien, who was receiving treatment at the infirmary.
“The two of you have nothing to be reproached for. Continue to strive forward.”
“Thank you, Family Head.”
Yulian bowed respectfully.
Next was Mysak.
The Family Head looked at Presia, whose face was pale.
“The Marchioness would do well to pay more attention to Mysak’s education.”
“!!”
“Our Dark Demonic House does not place restrictions on the type of power one uses, but at this rate, sending that child to the House of Destruction might be better for his future.”
Presia’s complexion turned ghostly.
It was the harshest possible criticism.
“I-I will keep that in mind from now on.”
Presia bowed her head with a trembling voice, but the Family Head gave her no further glance.
As if neither she nor Mysak held any interest to him.
Instead, Nordian looked to Christian.
“And… Christian, you…”
The evaluation was not long.
“You were excellent.”
“!!”
“It was worth the effort to come here in person.”
Everyone in the dueling hall widened their eyes again as if they would tear open.
Until now, no one—
Not just the young lords of this generation, but even the elders like Marquis Langham—had ever received such praise.
Christian grinned and bowed his head.
“Please continue to look forward to me. I’ll show you something even more pleasing, Family Head.”
Nordian chuckled and turned his back as he departed, signaling the end of the Grand Competition.
And then—
A fierce storm swept through the Dark Demonic House.
It was the moment Christian rose as the new central figure in the Dark Demonic House’s succession struggle.
* * *
Since that day, many things had changed.
First of all, perception.
Christian was no longer the ugly duckling of a useless young lord.
He had become a legitimate successor candidate.
Those who once looked down on him for being from a collateral branch had completely disappeared.
—Monstrous talent.
People, having seen the talent Christian displayed, began to think that maybe he could pull off a miracle in the succession race.
Of course, it was still nothing more than a possibility.
Setting aside the third young lord Mysak, who had shown a disgraceful performance this time, the second young lord Ashid and the first young lady Yulian were no easy opponents.
But even if the chances were slim, the fact that it was possible mattered.
If, by some chance, the day ever came that Christian became the “Great Heir,” those who once ignored him would not get off unscathed.
‘Especially since the Family Head clearly favors Young Lord Christian.’
‘It’s best to lay some groundwork now.’
With that mindset, several demons came to visit Christian.
“Young Lord, please forgive us for coming so late. This is a small gift to commemorate your official recognition as a candidate.”
“Our Count Arén household has also brought a gift for the young lord.”
“Our Baron La’an household as well…”
Christian smirked inwardly.
To think the treatment would change overnight like this.
‘Whether it’s demons or the Alliance, people act the same everywhere.’
A smile naturally formed, but he accepted the gifts without complaint.
This was a symbolic act.
A gesture to say he would accept their intentions.
“Thank you for your sincerity. I will be sure to remember the goodwill you’ve shown me.”
“Thank you!!!”
“Thank you!!!”
Once the guests had left, Marie approached.
[Ohoho… Young Master… as expected, you are truly exceptional… To think you’ve already drawn so many to your side…]
“Drawn to my side? Not even close.”
Christian shook his head firmly.
“If I falter, they’ll turn their backs in an instant.”
He couldn’t afford any illusions.
They were merely testing the waters now that his momentum had risen—not truly his people.
‘Most of them are probably making similar overtures to the other young lords as well. It’s about time I start building my own faction.’
He needed a force that would pledge loyalty to him alone.
He already had a few people in mind to bring under his command.
‘They should be showing up any moment now.’
Right then, someone knocked at his door.
Creak—the door opened.
And the one Christian had been waiting for appeared.
“It’s been a while, Young Master. No, I suppose I should call you ‘Young Lord’ now.”
Alluring appearance.
Yet an aura sharp as blades coursed through her entire body.
“As we discussed before, I’ve come to pledge my loyalty to you, Young Lord.”
It was Melin, the vice-captain of the Black Swamp Knights and a 4-star upper-class demon, whom Christian had met at the Khazar Count's house—kneeling before him.
“You’ll keep your promise to fight me to the fullest from now on, right?”
She spoke while casting a dangerous gaze.
* * *
Melin pledged her loyalty to Christian!
The Dark Demonic House stirred once more.
“Melin… she’s the one who was dispatched to the Khazar household, right?”
“That crazy woman?”
Melin was a fairly well-known demon.
First of all, a 4-star level.
She was a powerhouse, expected to reach 5-star soon and become a captain of a battle unit.
But what she was most famous for was her personality.
Even among demons, she was especially known for her bloodthirsty, battle-loving nature—a true warhound.
“Wasn’t she sent to the Khazar household as punishment for seriously injuring a fellow knight?”
“And now that lunatic has chosen to serve Young Lord Christian?”
“Didn’t she always shout that she’d never serve any young lord? What did Young Lord Christian do to change her mind?”
Before people’s astonishment could subside, something even more shocking occurred.
Melin wasn’t the only one who had chosen to serve Christian.
One of the three collateral houses, the Tyramin Count family, officially declared their support for Christian!
“Just a collateral house showing support?” It wasn’t something to be dismissed.
The three collateral houses were known as the Trident of the Dark Demonic House—they played a critical role in supporting the main family from beneath.
The Khazar household was already considered to be on Christian’s side, and now with the Tyramin household raising their hand, two of the three collateral houses were backing Christian.
It was by no means a small matter.
“That’s why I’ve come to see you, Young Lord.”
“…Yes.”
Christian looked slightly surprised as he faced the one who stood before him.
A massive figure, like a bear, stood tall.
It was Kaysen, the eldest son and heir of the Tyramin Count family.
“Our Tyramin house has decided to support you, as promised.”
“…Honestly, I didn’t expect this. We did make a promise, but for you to make such a decisive move like this…”
In the past, during the Black Pill Hunt, Chris and Count Tyramin had made a promise.
If Chris could prove himself worthy of being a Young Lord, the Tyramin household would stand under his banner.
But it was a promise without any binding force.
“This is my father’s will—the will of Count Tyramin,” Kaysen said.
“All this time, my father has been observing your actions closely. And he’s reached a conclusion: You’re worth placing his faith—and his bet—on.”
“I see. I understand. The decision made by the Tyramin Count family… you will not regret it. Thank you.”
Kaysen nodded in satisfaction at the firm resolve in Christian’s reply.
"However, we have one condition as well."
"What is it?"
"Please take responsibility for one person."
"...Sorry?"
Kaysen called out toward the outside.
"You come in too!"
The door opened, and a hesitant boy stepped inside.
It was a familiar face.
"Oh?"
Chris showed a surprised expression.
"Alros, the younger one?"
From the Black Pill Hunt to the Sacred Darkness Ceremony—
It was Alros, the youngest of the Tyramin Count family, who had been tied to Chris in various ways.
"Wh-what do you mean younger?!"
When Alros shouted angrily, Kaysen smacked the back of his head.
"How dare you! This is the Young Lord you'll be serving from now on!"
"B-but..."
"Tsk!"
Alros, seemingly burdened with a lot, had tears welling in his eyes.
"The one you're asking me to take responsibility for—is it this brat, Alros?"
"Yes, that's right. This brat couldn't obtain any Sacred Darkness during the ceremony, and now his future is pitch black."
At that time, all those who participated in the Sacred Darkness Ceremony with Chris had failed to obtain even a single speck of Sacred Darkness.
"Ah, we're not blaming the Young Lord or anything like that. We’d simply appreciate it if you would take him in."
Chris realized the Tyramin Count’s intention.
‘They want Alros to follow me and earn merit.’
A bloodline of the Dark Demonic House that failed to obtain Sacred Darkness had no chance of rising.
So, they were hoping to give him a chance in this way.
‘The problem is, he’s not exactly someone who’ll be useful.’
Chris glanced sideways at Alros for a moment.
‘Still, he does have some talent.’
In the Age of Ruins, Alros had made a name for himself in his own way.
There was a memory of him growing into a 5-star demon.
‘If I work him hard, he might turn out somewhat usable.’
"Understood. However, I also have a condition. Alros must accept me as his teacher."
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                    “A teacher?”
Chris nodded.
“If I’m to take responsibility, I’ll do it properly. I’ll guide Alros in his lacking areas and turn him into a proper demon.”
“What, are you out of your mind…?! You haven’t even been learning magic control for half a year yet…?! Gah?!”
Alros shouted, only to get smacked on the back of the head by Kaysen’s fist and groaned in pain.
“You do mean it when you say you’ll make him into a proper demon, right?”
“Of course. I may not look it, but I’m a genius....and when it comes to working people... no, I mean teaching them, I’m good at that too.”
It wasn’t an empty boast.
Chris was good at everything, and he had a natural gift for teaching as well.
In the past, everyone who had received his ‘teaching’ had grown at an incomparable speed.
‘Though the problem was that they all suffered hellishly while doing it.’
Kaysen nodded.
“Understood. I’ll trust the Young Lord. Alros, from now on, you will serve Young Lord Christian as your teacher.”
“B-but…!!”
“Do it!”
With tears welling in his eyes, Alros bowed his head to Christian.
“I… I will serve you as my teacher from now on.”
“Good. Don’t think too hard about it, little brother. I just want to help your development, that’s all.”
“I’m not your little brother…! I’m older than y....you, no, the Young Lord…!”
Thwack!
Alros was struck by his brother again.
“He was spoiled growing up, so he has no manners. Please forgive him.”
“It’s fine. I’ll make sure to fix those manners myself, so don’t worry.”
“Then I’ll leave him in your hands. Please take care of him.”
After Kaysen finally left, Alros looked at Chris with a glare filled halfway with venom.
He didn’t look like he intended to follow obediently.
“You understand, right? From now on, you’ll need to follow my words carefully.”
“…What exactly are you planning to make me do?”
“What? Nothing big.”
Chris shrugged and said,
“Want to start with cleaning?”
“…What?”
“It’s only natural for a disciple to clean their master’s home.”
Chris pointed to his place, which still looked like a warehouse.
Though the ghosts were helping clean, it was still being done through spiritual means, so it lacked finesse.
“Sweep and wipe everything down.”
“……”
“But use demonic energy while doing it.”
And so, it was the moment when Chris finally gained a disciple....who was also a human servant.
* * *
“You’re crazy....I’m never doing it!!”
Alros protested like that, but after a heartfelt ‘conversation’ with Chris, he began to follow Chris’s words.
‘Don’t hate it so much. There’s a reason I’m making him do it....I’ve thought it through.’
The Count family of Tyramin was a family of Beast Art Users, the art of controlling magical beasts.
Honestly, for his age group, Alros’s Beast Art wasn’t bad.
But the problem with Alros was his severely lacking fundamentals in handling demonic energy.
Cleaning was an incredibly complex task.
Using demonic energy to carry out such a complex activity would help build a solid foundation.
‘I’ll have you know, I used to be called a great teacher back in the day.’
Chris had the instinctive ability to see through the core issues of any phenomenon.
That applied just as much to someone else’s progress. He could intuitively grasp which part was the problem, why they couldn’t surpass their limits, and what would be effective in achieving a breakthrough.
That’s why everyone who received his teaching saw rapid progress.
‘Even the hero’s party grew in leaps and bounds after meeting me.’
Of course, the heights that the hero’s party reached were still nowhere near Chris’s level.
But Chris’s insane intuition didn’t distinguish between high or low achievements.
Even with realms he had never personally reached, he could instinctively pinpoint what was holding someone back.
Chris would casually toss out advice as he passed by, and whenever the others received that timely advice, they were struck with sudden realizations like bolts of lightning.
What should have required endless frustration and repeated attempts was resolved like climbing a ladder, thanks to Chris’s guidance.
Alros wasn’t the only one who benefited from Chris’s help.
....To my most revered King Emperor Majesty Brother Sir. As you advised, I have been deepening the malice within the curse...
It was a letter sent by Tern.
The two of them exchanged letters from time to time.
Tender brotherly affection?
Not a chance.
....If you lack talent, then at least put in some smart effort. Try working the way I told you.
Chris hoped Tern would quickly grow into his lackey... no, his supporter.
So he often sent him letters filled with half scolding, half advice.
Thanks to Chris’s “affection”, Teren was rapidly improving.
‘He’s already about to hit 3-star in Ashen Curse Arts? That’s faster than I expected. Then again, even in my past life, Tern had reached a fairly high level in curse magic. Could this guy be an Aptitude Holder specialized in curses?’
Sometimes, such people exist.
Mediocre in all areas except one, where they achieve terrifyingly high levels of mastery.
It was slightly different from being simply talented.
It was closer to being “blessed.”
After writing a response to Tern’s question, Chris added a final line.
....When writing my title in letters, put a little more respect into it.
For reference, the whole “King Emperor Majesty” thing was something Chris had insisted on. He said he wouldn’t offer any guidance otherwise, so Tern had no choice but to obey.
Time passed in a whirlwind like that.
Busy, yet without heavy tension....a relaxed sort of time.
Just as he was starting to feel a bit drowsy, it happened. A crack shattered through the calm, like glass breaking.
“Are you Christian?”
It was while he was heading back to the mansion after being told the Marchioness Presia had business with him.
He had been walking pleasantly under the blazing sun, enjoying the warmth.
Then, an unexpected voice called out.
‘…This voice?’
A chill shot down Chris’s spine.
It wasn’t a voice he was hearing for the first time.
No....this was a tone he could never forget.
High-pitched for a man.
Playful, yet laced with madness....a uniquely twisted voice.
‘No, it can’t be. There’s no way that guy’s voice would suddenly show up here.’
Like a trauma-triggered flood, old memories surged up, and his heart pounded.
Chris slowly turned his head.
Hoping it was just a mistake.
But....
“Nice to meet you. I’m your first brother, Sherad.”
The moment he saw the face of a beautiful youth perched on a tree branch....so lovely it could be made of glass....Chris’s vision darkened.
The worst lunatic of humankind.
The nemesis of the hero’s party.
The horrific nightmare of the Age of Ruins, and the tenth Demon King....
The Blood Shadow Band Master was smiling brightly at Chris.
Blood Shadow Demon Band.
A group made up of madmen.
Originally, they claimed to have ambitions of changing the world, but now, they were nothing more than a slaughter gang of psychos.
Even within the Magus Empire, they were a criminal syndicate under a nationwide extermination order.
Fortunately, up to this point, they had remained just a pack of crazed criminals.
But with the onset of the Age of Ruins, the Blood Shadow Band grew strong enough to shake the entire balance of power.
All because of their leader.
A lunatic among lunatics.
A slaughter maniac who lived solely for the thrill of killing.
That was the Blood Shadow Band Master.
He committed terrorism and murder at whim, distinguishing neither between the Magus Empire nor its enemies.
As chaos spread, all manner of human scum gathered beneath him, and wherever the Blood Shadow Band passed, the mortal world became hell.
One saving grace....
He didn’t commit massacres indiscriminately.
He mostly targeted the strong.
He was a madman who found ecstasy in killing.
Especially when it came to strong opponents, his bloodlust burned even more fiercely. He claimed killing the strong brought him the greatest pleasure.
The one he obsessed over most was the hero, Evan.
Because of him, the hero’s party faced countless brushes with death.
The one who killed the chattering shade....the one who had been especially close to Chris....was also the Blood Shadow Band Master.
‘Why is he here?’
The identity of the Blood Shadow Band Master was never fully revealed.
He always wore the blood-red mask that symbolized the Blood Shadow Band.
Only in the final moment, when he met his death by the hero’s blade, did the mask crack....briefly revealing his face.
A face so beautiful it seemed impossible that such a person could have committed those massacres.
And now, that exact same face was smiling sweetly at him.
‘He’s from the Dark Demonic House…?’
Thump, thump.
Chris’s heart pounded like mad.
Heat surged to his head, and his face turned pale.
Was it rage, or murderous intent? A distant, unidentifiable sensation consumed his thoughts.
“Hmm? Why are you so stiff? Isn’t this our first time meeting?”
The Blood Shadow Band Master....no, First Young Master Sherad....lightly jumped down from the tree and tilted his head right in front of Chris.
“Or is there something you wanted to say to me?”
“!!”
In that instant, Chris’s reason snapped.
‘I have to kill him. No matter what.’
He recalled the people dying because of him.
The screams of those trapped in hellish carnage.
And....
The final smile of the chattering shade, who had died.
There was no time to think of anything else.
All that filled his mind was the intent to cut the bastard’s throat immediately.
Gritting his teeth with a crunch, he tried to draw out his demonic energy....
“Hmm, you.”
Sherad’s eyes met Chris’s.
Those half-open blood-red pupils calmly stared into him.
“!!”
Chris felt as if he had been doused with ice water.
His hand wouldn’t move forward.
It was like his soul had frozen over.
And the reason was simple.
‘…He’s strong. Incomparably stronger than I am now.’
If a fight broke out, it would be over in an instant.
Chris would die.
That’s how vast the gap between them was.
“I heard I had a new little brother, so I came to check it out, but you seem absolutely horrified. Still, if you bare hostility out of nowhere like that…”
Sherad smiled faintly.
“Then I’ll have to kill you, little brother. I’d prefer to keep things quiet within the family, you know?”
“……”
Chris clenched his teeth hard.
His breathing turned rough.
Even if it cost him his life, the urge to sever the bastard’s throat surged uncontrollably.
‘No. I have to endure it. Now isn’t the time.’
There was still time.
Just learning the identity of the Blood Shadow Band Master was already a massive gain.
He only needed to grow stronger....and kill him before he left the Dark Demonic House.
“Hmm, by the way…”
Sherad spoke lazily.
“With all the fuss in the rumors, I was excited to see how great you’d be… but you’re not much. Far below my ‘expectation.’”
“!!”
Expectation.
It meant his urge to kill.
Chris’s blood ran cold as he recalled what the bastard had once said.
....“Chris, was it? What a shame. If you’d properly trained in swordsmanship or magic, I might have wanted you more than Evan. I’d have had so much fun watching you slowly die as I cut off your limbs piece by piece.”
Enough pointless thoughts.
Chris calmed his mind and forced the corners of his lips up.
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                    He was someone Chris didn’t even want to associate with, but there was something he absolutely had to say.
“You said I was below expectations? That’s just because your eyes are broken, you lunatic bastard.”
“……!!”
“A mad dog like you is better off dead and gone. It’s the only way the world gets better. One day, I’ll personally cut your throat.”
At the sudden verbal assault, Sherad widened his eyes.
And then—
“Hmm.”
The smile lingering on Sherad’s lips vanished, and a cold aura descended.
Thump, thump.
Chris’s heart pounded as memories of the past surged up—but he didn’t step back.
Instead, he glared at the bastard with even fiercer hostility. As if to declare, I will cut your throat someday—no matter what.
The air grew taut, as if it would snap at any moment.
“Hahaha! Alright, I take it back. You’re… pretty interesting after all.”
Sherad burst into hearty laughter.
“But you’re still not enough to catch my full interest. Try harder.”
Fwoosh!
With a drop of blood, Sherad’s body vanished.
It was Blood Clone Art.
Sherad, the Blood Shadow Band Master, despite being from the Dark Demonic House, had completely rejected dark demonic energy.
Instead, he mastered the Blood Clone Art.
A demonic technique that perfectly suited Sherad’s nature—one that thirsted for blood.
Reappearing atop a distant tree, Sherad flashed a sticky smile.
“I’ll be watching.”
“…….”
After Sherad’s presence had completely vanished, Chris ground his teeth hard.
And then—
Bang!
He struck a tree with brutal force.
“Damn it. Damn it all!”
Even after coming face-to-face with the enemy of a fallen comrade, he hadn’t been able to lift a single finger.
A wretched sense of helplessness welled up inside him.
‘I have to get stronger.’
But accelerating his growth further was unreasonable.
Chris was already growing stronger at a pace no one could match.
It hadn’t even been a year since his return, and he was already nearing 4-star level.
In all of history, no one had grown stronger at such a rate.
‘If I really pushed it, I could raise my level faster than this. But that’d likely cause problems later.’
The higher one’s star level climbed, the more important the foundation beneath it became.
If he was thinking long-term, laying the proper groundwork was essential. Chris still needed minimum time to advance.
‘Still, one year. No matter what it takes, I have to kill him within a year.’
For now, there was no trace of devilish energy lingering on him.
It meant he hadn’t made a contract with a devil yet.
If he did, and received the blessing of “Ghost Eater,” then he would become a truly catastrophic disaster.
He had to be killed before that happened.
A method had to be found.
If I want to kill him within a year, I need a tool that can amplify my power.
That referred to artifacts or relics.
Any warrior who reached a certain level used tools to enhance their strength.
There’s the broken Holy Sword, Grunade, but it has too many limitations. It’s damaged, so I can’t fully draw out the power of the constellation. I need another tool.
The problem was, such artifacts or relics weren’t easy to obtain.
He had recently acquired the Constellation’s Emblem, but unfortunately, it wasn’t a combat-type relic.
He could ask for help from Ruina’s merchant guild, which ran the auction house—but “the real deal” never showed up at auctions.
There might be artifacts and relics stored by the Dark Demonic House, but they won’t hand any over to me. That leaves only one option.
Chris’s eyes settled coldly.
I’ll have to explore ruins. I already know which ruin holds the artifact I need. I just need to figure out how to get there.
At that moment, a servant approached.
“Young master, the Marchioness is waiting for you.”
“Ah, I’ll be right there.”
He had originally been on his way to meet the Marchioness.
Taking a deep breath to calm himself, he headed for her office.
“You’ve come? You’re late.”
Presia greeted him in a calm tone.
Perhaps she was still reeling from the shock of the recent tournament—her face looked noticeably gaunt.
Doesn’t seem like she called me with good intentions.
Chris sneered inwardly.
Presia’s gaze was colder than ever.
A far more intense hostility than before.
It was like a murderous intent—he could feel her desire to tear him apart right then and there.
“What is this about?”
“I called you because of the Young Lords' Gathering. Do you know what it is?”
He knew.
It’s supposed to be a social gathering for those newly titled as young lords and ladies, right?
The participants were from the three great noble houses of the Southern Mage Kingdom.
Held once every three years, those who became young lords or ladies during that period were grouped into the same cohort for building connections.
They say it’s about camaraderie, but it’s really a battleground.
The gathering was always held in perilous demon realms by default.
There was even an official “competition” in the schedule.
The young lords and ladies competed, putting their family honor on the line.
It’s a fairly important event. A chance to spread my name beyond the Dark Demonic House.
Reputation gave him power.
He had to build as much fame as possible whenever the chance arose.
This gathering would be a valuable opportunity.
But… did she really call me just to tell me that?
It was something that could’ve easily been conveyed through the deputy butler.
As Chris tilted his head in confusion, Presia revealed her true intent.
“The location of the gathering is decided in turn by each house. This time, it’s our Dark Demonic House’s turn. We’ve chosen the ‘Seventh Floor of the Underground Garden’ in the Grand Duchy of Bessen’s territory—take note of that.”
“!!”
Chris’s expression hardened.
It was a well-known ruin.
A mysterious site located in the domain of the Destruction Demonic House, the Grand Duchy of Bessen—no one knew when or by whom it had been built.
No one even knew how many floors it had, and the deeper one went, the more dangerous the monsters and dungeons that appeared.
Young Lords' gatherings are usually held in dangerous places, so the Underground Garden isn’t an especially strange choice.
In fact, the Underground Garden was a regular venue for the gatherings.
As long as the right floor is chosen, the difficulty can be matched to the level of the young lords.
However—
...Why the seventh floor, of all places? That’s strange.
Chris narrowed his eyes.
Because it’s dangerous?
No, it’s the opposite—it’s too safe.
The seventh floor isn’t a threat to me at all.
The Underground Garden had currently been explored down to the 26th floor.
Interestingly, the floors were divided according to the rank of one’s demonic cultivation.
Floors 1 to 3 were suited for 1-star demons.
Floors 4 to 6 were suited for 2-star demons.
Floors 7 to 9 were suited for 3-star demons.
This pattern repeated every three floors, tailored to a specific cultivation stage.
That’s why it’s also called the Garden of Training. Demons from the Southern Mage Kingdom often visit for training.
According to that system, the seventh floor would have monsters suitable for low-tier 3-star demons.
If they intended to harm Chris, this choice made no sense at all.
There must be something else behind this.
To discern the intention, he asked:
“May I know who else will be attending, aside from myself?”
“From our Dark Demonic House, it will be you and Lady Jupien. From the Venomous Demonic House, Lady Marisa. And from the Destruction Demonic House, Lord Kashmir will attend.”
“!!”
Chris flinched.
It wasn’t because of Marisa, his former fiancée.
It was the participant from the Destruction Demonic House that startled him.
The Rebel, Kashmir.
A famous name from the Age of Ruins.
He would later become a 7-star demon and a key figure in the resistance force that opposed the Blood-Drenched Demon King within the Magus Empire.
Not all demons followed the will of the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
The king committed ruthless slaughter and turned the mortal world into hell.
But as one could see with the Dark Demonic House, not all demons reveled in such carnage.
No—most demons simply pursued strength and the path of supremacy, not evil for evil’s sake.
It was only natural that resistance would rise.
Kashmir was one of those people.
Was Kashmir originally from the Destruction Demonic House? I only heard he was abandoned by his family when he was young… Ah.
A puzzle clicked into place in Chris’s mind.
Looking at the list of participants, it became clear.
Kashmir.
Marisa.
Jupien.
Christian.
They had something in common.
They were all outsiders within their own houses.
People many hoped would just die and disappear.
And then, there was the suspicious choice of the “seventh floor.”
They plan to wipe out all the participants in one go on that floor.
At this point in time, no one knew.
But the Underground Garden held a secret.
A secret that only Chris knew—because he was a regressor.
By exploiting that secret, it would be entirely possible to annihilate everyone attending this young lords’ gathering.
Just as he suspected, Presia’s eyes gleamed ominously.
Her gaze clearly said she believed Chris would die.
That was proof his guess was correct.
Avoiding it would be wise.
“I understand. The seventh floor of the Underground Garden. I’ll keep that in mind and prepare accordingly.”
“!!”
Normally, it would be a trap no one could survive. But Chris knew the one and only way to live.
A method only Chris could pull off.
No—on the contrary—
Chris swallowed dryly.
This is an opportunity. A tremendous one. To think I’d get the chance to obtain the highest-grade relic of the Underground Garden like this.
From his memories, there were relics he absolutely had to acquire.
One of them was in the Underground Garden, but he’d never had the strength to even consider going after it.
Originally, it would’ve been far in the future before he could even attempt it. But now, if he used this “trap” well, he might actually get a chance.
And I might gain immense fame as a bonus. If things go well, I could even become a ‘Pioneer.’
The Underground Garden was a ruin yet to be fully explored.
Those who achieved something new within it were honored with the title “Pioneer” and recorded in its Hall of Fame.
Among the demons of the Southern Mage Kingdom, the Underground Garden was considered a sacred site of magic.
Leaving one’s name there was an enormous honor.
His name would spread far beyond the Dark Demonic House.
“You’re saying you’ll attend?”
“Yes. I actually wanted to visit the Underground Garden sometime. I thank you, Aunt, for providing such a great opportunity.”
Perhaps Chris’s enthusiasm rubbed her the wrong way—Presia frowned.
No way… did he figure out the trap?
No, that was impossible.
The scheme she had prepared was a trap devised using a secret that the Destruction Demonic House uncovered during a recent investigation of the Underground Garden.
There was no way that brat could know about it. And even if he did, once he stepped inside, there would be no way to come out alive.
“The young lords’ gathering concerns the honor of the main house. Make sure you prepare thoroughly.”
“Yes, understood. But… may I ask for one favor?”
“A favor? What is it?”
“Please give me some money.”
“…What?”
Chris grinned.
“I got pretty worn out beating that Mysak guy to a pulp at the last tournament. I figured I’d blow off some steam before the trip—so I’d like some pocket money to have a bit of fun in the capital.”
He needed to prepare for survival.
And for that, he needed money.
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                    The Marchioness gave him money.
After Chris left, there was the sound of furniture being smashed to pieces, but he didn’t care.
With a temper like that, no wonder her son turned out the way he did. Maybe try educating your son properly instead of taking it out on others.
Chris clicked his tongue.
In any case, he took the money and headed to the gambling den operated by Ruina under the Rudolf Trading Company.
I could just leech money off Ruina again, but I feel bad doing that every time. This time, I’ll actually pay properly.
I’m so kind.
Thinking that, Chris threw himself into gambling.
This time, he was serious.
Because he needed to make money.
So, he went all in and cleaned them out.
“Five consecutive evens!!”
“No way! That hand came up again?! That’s a 0.000078% chance!”
“This is insane! How many wins in a row is that?!”
“Isn’t this a scam?!”
“A scam?! That’s Prince Christian, the new divine star of the Dark Demonic House!”
People who had come to the gambling den shouted in shock.
A mountain of money piled up in front of Chris.
He whistled.
Of course it’s a scam. If it weren’t, there’s no way you could win this much from gambling.
But as long as you didn’t get caught, it didn’t matter.
The pale-faced managers of the den tried desperately to figure out Chris’s methods, but even the former gambling king of the Alliance had been taken down by him—it was impossible to see through his scams.
After he had cleaned them out for quite some time—
A familiar voice rang out.
“…That’s enough.”
A voice tinged with something like exhaustion.
Ruina, the owner of the gambling den, had arrived.
Ruina took Chris and led him up to one of the hotel rooms attached to the den.
As soon as they entered the room, Ruina dropped her male disguise and spoke with a voice boiling over with frustration.
“…What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“What do you mean? I was gambling.”
“You swindled 3 million Rupees through gambling? Even the gambling king would have the decency not to pull this crap!”
“I needed money. I felt bad relying on you every time, so this time I wanted to pay with money I earned fair and square.”
“…What kind of crazy… You say you want to pay, and then you rob my gambling den?!”
Ruina shrieked.
Her language had gotten a lot rougher compared to when they first met.
It was because of all the money Chris had swindled from her over time.
He just recently squeezed me for 5 million Rupees worth of elixirs, claiming it was for that drunkard noble!
Ruina fumed.
But this wasn’t the time to be angry.
“Wait a second—so this time, you came to leech off me again, didn’t you?”
“It’s not leeching. This time, I’m paying properly. Here—three million Rupees. Can you get the supplies I need?”
“Kuaaagh! Isn’t that the money you scammed out of my gambling den?! You rotten prince!”
In the end, it meant he was once again going to take Ruina’s treasures without spending a single coin of his own.
“Over my dead body! I won’t do it!! I don’t care if a war breaks out between the Magus Empire and the Alliance!”
Ruina shoved out her belly defiantly.
When they first met, she had a calm demeanor and showed off her considerable beauty. Seeing how far she’d unraveled in such a short time, it was clear she resented how much he’d taken from her.
Well, I did clean her out pretty hard in a short time. But even so, it’s nothing compared to what I suffered from Ruina in my past life.
Even if she didn’t look it now, Ruina was by no means an honest merchant.
There’s no such thing as an honest merchant running an auction house in the first place.
If she thought her opponent was easy prey, Ruina could be a ruthless, cutthroat merchant who’d snatch away everything. Chris had been her victim several times in his previous life.
Of course, the money Chris had lost back then was a small sum compared to what Ruina was losing now. But back then, Chris lost his entire fortune. So, he believed without hesitation that he’d suffered far worse.
Anyway, Ruina is a money-grubber who values money more than her life.
Because she’s a money-grubber.
She was always bound to become his easy mark.
Chris tossed out another bait she wouldn’t be able to resist.
“I’m heading to the Underground Garden.”
“!!”
Ruina came to a sudden halt.
Her tone shifted immediately.
Soft, polite, and sweet.
“What did you just say, my lord?”
“Well, I’m a bad prince, so I don’t feel like answering.”
“Ohoho. What a joke. Who in the world would dare say such nonsense about our dazzlingly handsome, dashing, and magnificent Majesty, Prince Christian? What a wicked mouth. Tsk.”
Ruina lightly slapped her own lips with her hand.
Chris chuckled quietly.
“I said I’m going to the Underground Garden. I figured it might be of help to your trading company too, but if you’re not interested, I’ll just find someone else.”
“No, no! Wait, stop! Please wait!”
The Underground Garden is known by many names.
Among martial artists, it was called the Garden of Cultivation, and among explorers, it was known as the “Treasure Garden.”
That’s how many treasures, relics, and artifacts lay dormant within.
Most of it’s already been excavated, but from time to time, new treasures, artifacts, and relics still appear. Every single one is extremely valuable to collectors. The problem is, to outsiders, they’re out of reach—like a pie in the sky.
All items discovered in the Underground Garden were under the ownership of the Destruction Demonic House.
Even if a visitor happened to stumble across a treasure, it still had to be handed over to the Destruction Demonic House.
Not just searched—visitors were completely stripped and then examined with high-level dark magic down to their internal organs. Smuggling anything out was impossible.
If anyone was caught trying to sneak out a treasure, they were executed on the spot. But Chris was a different story.
I can smuggle out as much treasure as I want. No one’s going to strip and inspect the prince of the Dark Demonic House.
That’s why Ruina was so desperate.
Obtaining treasures from the Underground Garden was the ultimate dream of all collectors.
“Ohoho. What kind of item do you need? Just say the word. I’ll search through both the Rudolph Trading Company and the Dear Trading Company if I have to.”
“I’m not planning to take it for free. I’ll pay.”
“Three million Rupees? That’s fine. As long as you’re willing to share the treasures from the Underground Garden, that’s more than enough.”
“No, you’d better take the money. What I need this time is a bit expensive.”
“……”
The smile vanished from Ruina’s face.
Until now, Chris had never said something like this while bleeding her dry.
What the hell is he trying to take this time?
She forced a smile.
“W-Would it be possible to rent it, if it’s something like armor or a magic sword?”
“It’s not that kind of item.”
“…Then what exactly is it you need?”
Chris casually answered.
“Scissors of Space.”
“…What?”
“Oh, don’t recognize it like that? The Scissors of Archmage Lenin.”
“……”
Ruina went completely silent.
She knew.
She knew exactly what Chris meant.
But—
“…Isn’t that thing worth over ten million Rupees?!”
Ruina screamed again.
That’s right.
Chris was now asking for one of the most powerful artifacts ever crafted by human hands—an object with abilities nearly on par with a relic.
The difference between an artifact and a relic was simple.
If a human made it, it was an artifact.
If a celestial or a devil made it, it was a relic.
And the difference in performance was just as clear.
Even the weakest of relics vastly outclassed the strongest of artifacts.
There was a reason wars would break out among powers when a relic appeared.
Still, there were a few rare cases of human-made artifacts that could rival relics in power.
One of them was “Lenin’s Scissors.”
A famous item. Possessing outrageous abilities… and yet utterly useless.
An unexpected thing.
That’s exactly what it was.
Lenin’s Scissors could sever space itself.
More precisely, it could cut space and allow the user to move through it.
Essentially, it worked like a “gate.”
It had immense power, befitting a legendary archmage who had reached 9-star High rank.
But in practice, it was nearly useless.
Because calculating spatial coordinates was incredibly difficult.
‘Calculating spatial coordinates for long-distance travel isn’t something a human brain can handle.’
It wasn’t a matter of achievement.
It was a human limitation.
Long-distance spatial travel involved passing through subspace, where countless unpredictable variables constantly appeared and vanished. Not even an archmage, or anyone else, could calculate it purely with human intellect.
‘There are a very few archmages who can manage long-distance spatial movement on their own, but only by using tools that assist with coordinate calculation.’
Lenin’s Scissors didn’t have any such support function.
It simply had the ability to cut space. That was all.
The user had to personally calculate the infinite variables to arrive at the desired location. Unless you were a spatial magic specialist, it was practically impossible.
And a spatial magic specialist wouldn’t even need a tool like this.
So despite its overwhelming performance, it was a useless item.
“Don’t feel too bad. It’s not like anyone’s going to buy it from you anyway, right? You should be grateful I’m using it like this. Honestly, you’d be lucky if someone took it off your hands for dirt cheap. I’ll make it worth your while with a good treasure from the Underground Garden.”
Ruina opened and closed her mouth.
Her face looked like it was about to explode from frustration.
But Chris wasn’t entirely wrong.
Even if she held onto it, it would just rot away in a warehouse. At least using it to make a deal with Chris was better.
But the constant feeling of being ripped off—was that because she was a money grubber, or just because Chris was irritating?
Ughhhh! Do you know how much I paid for that?! My ten million Rupees!
Ruina swallowed her tears and spoke.
“…At least give me 3 million Rupees.”
Even if that 3 million Rupees had originally come from her own casino, she felt like she needed to get at least that much to feel less resentful.
Still, in strict terms, Ruina wasn’t exactly losing on this deal.
Opportunities to get treasures from the Underground Garden didn’t come easily.
If not now, she might never get another chance.
And above all, the treasures from the Underground Garden were immensely valuable—if things went well, she could make a massive return on her investment.
After that, while Ruina prepared the supplies Chris needed, he spent his time lazing around.
I’ve been working too hard lately. People need to rest when they can! But when do I get to drink?! I hate ginger!
Chris grimaced as he looked at the ginger ale in his hand.
Even after becoming a noble, he was still stuck drinking ginger ale.
Eventually, the preparations were done.
“…You must absolutely bring back a treasure. Not just any treasure—a good one. No, an expensive one! If you don’t bring one back, I’ll really file a compensation claim! I don’t care if you’re with Presia or not!”
Watching Ruina grumble on and on, Chris let out a small chuckle.
“Sure, I’ll make sure to bring something. Oh, and there’s one more thing. You’re doing business with Gold Cross too, right?”
“…Of course I am, why?”
Of Ruina’s two trading companies, the Dear Trading Company operated with backing from the Alliance.
“Then keep a close eye on Gold Cross. Especially their activity in the Law Kingdom.”
“…The Law Kingdom? The place that caused a stir recently because of the death of the ‘Cursed Prince’? Wait, are you saying…?”
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                    “Yes, there will be a disturbance. In fact, it might even become an opportunity for your merchant guild.”
Ruina’s eyes widened.
Just now, Chris had leaked confidential information to her—information he had acquired through the inner government of the Dark Demonic House!
‘Though, in truth, it’s something I learned before my regression.’
Soon, a major catastrophe would erupt within the Gold Cross.
A disaster that would shake the entire continent.
Chris was planning to involve himself in that catastrophe.
‘To do that, I need someone inside the Gold Cross who can support me. It’d be best if Ruina prepares in advance.’
“If things go well, your guild might profit greatly from it.”
Ruina looked deeply moved.
“Ohoho. As expected, I believed in you, Young Master. I, Ruina, truly think that becoming your loyal servant was the best decision of this lifetime!”
“Weren’t you just demanding compensation a moment ago?”
“Oh my? Who would dare say such nonsense to the great Young Master? I must have been out of my mind. I’ll have to punish this wicked mouth. Eii, eii.”
Slap, slap.
Watching Ruina act so ridiculously again, Chris stifled a chuckle.
‘When things actually go down and she’s caught in the mess, I bet she won’t be saying things like that.’
Ruina would end up going through tremendous hardship.
Not just hardship—absolute hell.
But since she would gain great benefits in the end, Chris pretended not to know.
“I’ll contact you later about what you need to do in the Gold Cross. For now, I’ll be going.”
“Ohoho, please take care! Loyalty, loyalty, loyalty!”
And so, when he returned to the mansion—
An unexpected figure was waiting for him.
“Are you ready to depart?”
Pale.
Beautiful, but with a chilling presence—an unnervingly handsome man.
Chief butler Simon greeted him with a soft smile and a bow.
“I’ve been assigned to escort you to the underground garden, Young Master.”
* * *
To avoid any show of force between factions, it was customary for the Young Masters’ conference to be held with a minimum number of attendants.
After entrusting Alros’ training to Melin, Chris departed quietly.
Clatter, the carriage rolled on.
The underground garden was a fair distance away, so it would be a moderately time-consuming journey.
‘The Destruction Demonic House is located in the western region of the Southern Magic Nation.’
If one looked at a map of the Southern Magic Nation, it was laid out like this:
The Dark Demonic House to the east.
The Venomous Demonic House in the center.
The Destruction Demonic House to the west.
Arranged like a tricolor flag, but if one examined more closely, a massive mountain range stretched across the right side of the Destruction Demonic House.
In other words, the Destruction Demonic House had established an independent territory on the west side of the mountains, while the Venomous and Dark Demonic Houses fought over territory in the center and east respectively.
‘First, I need to use the gate leading to the Destruction Demonic House’s domain. I wonder how long it’ll take.’
They had to travel by carriage to reach the gate.
‘Still, this is uncomfortable.’
Inside the carriage were only Simon and Chris.
Though Princess Jupien was part of the group, she had refused to ride in the carriage.
– Why aren’t you riding?
– I need to train my stamina.
– …Alright.
Jupien was keeping pace with the carriage using lightfoot techniques.
For hours, without rest.
Just like she had shown during their last sparring match, Jupien turned out to be surprisingly hardworking.
Thanks to that, Chris was left alone with Simon.
‘He hasn’t done anything bad to me since our first meeting, but still, it’s uncomfortable. Sitting face-to-face with someone who looks so much like the Blood-Drenched Demon King.’
However, Simon seemed to think the opposite. He kept smiling faintly and striking up conversation with Chris.
“I’ve wanted to attend to you for some time, so I’m glad this opportunity came about.”
“Why did you want to attend to me?”
“Well, because you’re interesting, Young Master.”
Chris looked puzzled.
It likely wasn’t a compliment.
He was staying quiet for now, but Simon was someone who had a notorious past.
‘How many relatives did he kill when he left the Blood Sword Demonic House?’
The vampire clans were a race that craved blood by nature, inherently cruel in temperament.
And Simon was one of the more dangerous among them.
‘Still, he’s not someone I should avoid entirely.’
For whatever reason, Simon showed him goodwill.
If he could use this chance to gather information on the Blood-Drenched Demon King, it would be worthwhile.
‘The question is, how should I go about asking?’
As Chris was thinking, Simon said something unexpected.
“You seem like you want to ask me something. Go ahead. As long as it’s not confidential to the Baron family, I’ll tell you anything.”
An unexpected offer.
Chris didn’t decline it.
“Would it be possible for you to tell me about Countess Idrinne, the eldest daughter of the Blood Sword Demonic House?”
That was the current title of the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
Thump.
Chris’s heart beat hard.
‘I actually don’t know much about the Blood-Drenched Demon King’s background.’
He might be able to uncover a clue that could help him when they eventually clash.
Simon seemed a bit surprised by the question.
“Hm? So you’re interested in our Idrinne?”
“…She’s one of the Five Rising Stars of the Twelve Great Magus Houses, after all.”
Among all the young masters and mistresses of the Twelve Great Demonic Houses, the five most outstanding were referred to separately as the Five Rising Stars.
They were not just promising rookies, but people who had transcended age and stepped into the ranks of true powerhouses.
“My goal is to defeat her someday—that’s why I’m asking.”
He meant it.
His journey would not end until he killed the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
“Well, that makes sense. Our Idrinne is quite famous. What exactly are you curious about?”
“Everything. Anything you can tell me.”
“Hmm.”
Simon made a thoughtful expression, as if searching through his memories.
For a moment, a complicated emotion passed across his face.
“She’s a cute and pretty girl.”
“…What?”
Chris let out a blank sound.
What did he just say?
“She’s also kind, unlike me. A lovely little sister—you’d never imagine we share the same blood, considering what kind of scum I am.”
“……”
Chris made an uncomfortable face.
That was easily the most absurd nonsense he’d ever heard in his life.
“Please don’t joke around.”
“Hmm? I’m being serious. She has a bad reputation as the ‘Blood Princess,’ but that nickname came from the cutthroat atmosphere of the Demon Royal Palace. In truth, she’s nothing like that. Even now, she occasionally contacts me to ask if I’m doing well.”
“…She contacts you occasionally?”
“Yes, she sent a letter not long ago.”
The more he heard, the more absurd it sounded.
Simon grinned slyly.
“Come to think of it, you and she might suit each other. Different races and a bit of an age gap, sure—but technically, you're close in age. If you're interested, should I set up a match between you two?”
“Cough!”
Chris choked and let out a coughing fit.
‘Insane.’
Marrying the Blood-Drenched Demon King? Just imagining it gave him chills.
“Don’t say pointless things.”
“Hm, but I’m being sincere.”
“Do. Not. Say. That.”
Chris spoke firmly, and Simon clicked his tongue in disappointment before falling silent.
‘Still, that was unexpected.’
The idea that the Blood-Drenched Demon King was kind.
It all sounded too absurd to believe, but it wasn’t something he could simply dismiss.
‘It must be one of two things. Either her personality changed after forming a devil contract, or she’s a hypocrite who hides her horrifying nature completely.’
Either way, both were possible.
After all, many devil contractors who caused bloodshed were once souls full of light.
‘Not that that makes them any more deserving of sympathy.’
No matter their backstory, the monstrous crimes of devil contractors could never be justified.
Still, Chris felt he needed to investigate the Blood-Drenched Demon King’s background.
It could turn out to be an unexpected weakness that might shake her.
Second point—an important piece of information.
Simon and the Blood-Drenched Demon King… no, Idrinne, Grand Duchess of the Blood Sword Demonic House, were not on bad terms at this point in time.
‘That’s strange. If they weren’t on bad terms, then why did Chief Butler Simon meet such a death?’
Chris already knew how Simon would die.
‘Chief Butler Simon is killed by the Blood-Drenched Demon King.’
And it wasn’t a simple death.
The Blood-Drenched Demon King personally tore off Simon’s limbs one by one, inflicting unspeakable agony as he died.
It was such a brutal execution that the story became widely known even among the allied forces.
‘There must be something more I don’t know.’
Chris furrowed his brows deeply.
* * *
At that moment, the westernmost edge of the Southern Magic Nation.
A massive fortress sat atop a sheer cliff.
It was the estate of the Grand Duke of the Destruction Demonic House—House Bethen.
Beneath the shadow of the towering castle, which rose like the body of a giant into the sky, stood several buildings below the cliff.
These were the dwellings of low-ranking demons who were not permitted to reside within the main castle.
Among them, one building looked especially shabby.
A worn-down, weather-beaten structure that looked like it could collapse with a strong gust of wind—there, a man with a strikingly strong and handsome face approached.
“Mother.”
“…Kashmir.”
The handsome man was Kashmir, a prince of the Destruction Demonic House.
But why was his mother living in such a rundown place, despite him being a prince?
There was a reason.
He was a bastard son.
Born of a lowly bloodline.
His father, a direct descendant of the Destruction Demonic House, had spent one night with his mother, a mere servant, and then immediately cast her out.
Afterward, Kashmir entered the Destruction Demonic House as a common demon, and through his dazzling talent, succeeded in earning the title of prince.
But that was the limit.
A prince in name only, with no future, constantly suppressed by the main bloodline.
He couldn’t even obtain the medicine needed to treat his ailing mother.
‘If only I could get medicine from the House of Medical Saint, I could cure her.’
Kashmir’s face twisted with anguish.
With the power of the Destruction Demonic House, obtaining such medicine from the House of Medical Saint would be easy—but that didn’t apply to him.
And yet, he couldn’t just abandon everything and flee to the alliance.
There was no guarantee he’d even find the House of Medical Saint, which had remained hidden for hundreds of years.
And the moment he left the Destruction Demonic House, assassins from the main bloodline would kill his mother.
“I brought some medicine.”
It was merely something to relieve her symptoms.
“It’s alright. Don’t worry about me… *cough* cough.”
At the blood mixed with her coughing, Kashmir’s expression grew heavier.
‘At this rate, Mother won’t last long. I have to get the House of Medical Saint’s medicine somehow.’
Just then, a sharp presence seeped in from outside.
Kashmir’s face hardened.
When he stepped outside, an arrogant-looking man was waiting for him.
It was Schuar, Grand Prince of the Destruction Demonic House.
“Brother.”
“Brother? Who said you’re my brother?”
Smack!
Schuar slapped Kashmir across the face.
And not just once.
Smack! Smack!
Kashmir’s lips split open.
He didn’t even try to dodge or defend himself.
Because that was his place.
A prince in name only, who had to silently endure being beaten and trampled.
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                    “You filthy bastard who doesn’t know his place.”
“…I’m sorry.”
“I came to give you a task related to the upcoming Princes' Conference.”
“…What is it?”
Kashmir looked puzzled.
He had no choice but to attend, but he had no real interest in it.
But then—
“I’ll give you the ‘Key,’ so once the Princes' Conference begins, activate the ‘Transfer’ at the right moment.”
“!!”
Kashmir's face showed shock.
The ‘Key’ and the ‘Transfer.’
They were secrets discovered not long ago in the underground garden.
“B-But? If that happens, all the attendees will be killed.”
Grand Prince Schuar frowned.
Thud!
A fist wrapped in demonic energy slammed into Kashmir’s face. Blood gushed out.
“Who told you to yap?”
“…I’m sorry.”
“I’m not just telling you to do it. If you carry it out properly, I’ll get you medicine from the House of Medical Saint to cure your mother.”
“!!”
Kashmir’s body trembled as if struck by lightning.
It was what he had desperately wished for.
“But remember this. If you fail, I’ll cut off even the medicine that’s barely keeping your mother alive. So make sure you succeed.”
“…Yes, I’ll keep that in mind.”
The Grand Prince disappeared, and Kashmir’s gaze, left alone, sank heavily.
And so,
The Princes' Conference began.
* * *
The underground garden was located on the outskirts of the Destruction Demonic House's domain.
‘It’s been a while since I’ve been here.’
Chris let out a whistle at the sight of the splendid garden.
Going down through the pavilion in the center marked the true beginning of the ruins.
‘I came here once with the Hero’s party. Back then, it was caught up in a war and didn’t look nearly as beautiful as it does now.’
They had challenged the place to obtain items to stand against the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
In the end, it was a success.
Each member of the Hero’s party obtained the highest-grade artifact or relic suited to them.
What Chris aimed to get this time was one of those.
At that moment, two figures approached from the opposite side.
One of them was Marisa of the Venomous Demonic House.
When she saw Chris, she snorted.
“It’s been a while. Not that I’m glad to see you.”
“Uh, yeah.”
Chris gave a half-hearted, indifferent reply and turned his gaze elsewhere.
For some reason, Marisa’s face suddenly flushed red, but Chris paid her no mind.
His attention was fully drawn to someone else.
A handsome man with red hair and a heavy, solemn expression.
“And you are?”
“I am Kashmir van Bessen Lupus of the Destruction Demonic House. I became a prince late and only recently joined.”
Kashmir answered politely.
Chris examined him with a renewed expression.
‘Kashmir the Resister. To meet him like this...’
What he had to obtain this time wasn’t just a relic.
He needed to bring Kashmir to his side.
‘I had some acquaintance with Kashmir in my previous life too.’
Though a demon, Kashmir was more righteous than even members of the alliance.
The Hero’s party had received his help more than once.
He was talented as well, so forming a connection with him would be a great asset in the future.
‘A person like Kashmir is best approached through winning his heart rather than a transactional deal.’
Fortunately, Chris knew exactly how to win Kashmir’s trust.
‘We even had a few drinks together in the past.’
Kashmir likely didn’t realize it, but Chris knew a great deal about him.
How he was currently treated in the Destruction Demonic House, what pain awaited him soon—
His personality, his vulnerabilities—Chris knew them all.
With that in mind, Chris spoke with respectful formality.
“I am Christian van Baron Khazar of the Baron Ducal House. It’s an honor to meet the famed Prince Kashmir.”
Kashmir looked flustered.
“Famed? That’s far too generous.”
“I’ve heard of your feats against the ‘Holy Empire.’ As a fellow demon, it was quite refreshing.”
For reference, if the Venomous and Dark Demonic Houses were hostile toward Gold Cross and the Four Kings’ Star, then the Destruction Demonic House was confronting the Holy Empire.
“Th-Thank you. I… I was simply lucky, that’s all.”
Despite his large frame, Kashmir fidgeted awkwardly, and Chris chuckled to himself inwardly.
‘He hasn’t changed a bit from before.’
A shy, loyal hound type.
That was Kashmir’s personality.
Lacking confidence and easily intimidated, but if someone acknowledged him, he would open up sincerely.
Chris pressed even more directly into Kashmir’s weakness.
“Luck, you say? You defeated the Holy Empire’s fanatics—such modesty is too much.”
Chris continued in a subtly flattering tone.
“Especially since you, like me, are from a branch family. You've been a great inspiration.”
Kashmir flinched and shook his head.
“To say I’m like Prince Christian—absolutely not.”
Kashmir’s full name was ‘van Bessen Lupus.’
‘Van’ was a middle name used by those from branch families.
And ‘Lupus’ came from his mother’s surname, carrying no value in terms of lineage.
On the other hand, although Christian was also from a branch family, he was the eldest son of one of the three pillars of the Dark Demonic House.
Their bloodlines weren’t even comparable.
“What’s so important about lineage? For demons, what matters is strength and merit. And in that regard, Prince Kashmir, you are more than worthy of my respect.”
“……”
Kashmir fell silent.
It was something he had never heard before.
No one had ever said such things to him.
— You filthy thing who doesn’t even know your place.
— So what if you squirm? Don’t think becoming a prince means anything. You’re just a tool we’ll use and throw away.
Voices he had heard countless times from his family rang in his head, and a surge of emotion welled up in his chest.
“…Thank you for saying that.”
Chris grinned widely.
He decided to shake Kashmir’s heart completely.
“This meeting must be fate. How about we treat each other like brothers?”
“Brothers? What do you mean?”
“This gathering of princes is meant to build camaraderie, isn’t it? Since we’re of the same cohort, acting like brothers would be good for the Southern Magic Nation too.”
But Kashmir hesitated and couldn’t answer right away.
His expression seemed to say, “How could I?”
“Then how about this? Let’s make a wager. Whoever reaches the seventh floor first will be the younger brother, and the one who arrives later will have to call him ‘brother.’”
“…The one who loses will call the winner ‘brother’?”
“Yes. Prince Kashmir, you’re a little older than me, but age doesn’t matter when it comes to being brothers, right?”
Kashmir went silent again, this time for a different reason.
Kashmir was in his mid-twenties.
Due to his lowly origin, he had become a prince late and was older than most of the other participants.
To call Chris—who was fifteen, or rather, had just turned sixteen—not only a peer but ‘brother’ was a bit much.
Chris smirked.
“Of course, if you’re not confident, there’s no need to accept. I just thought it’d be a fun chance to test myself against you, Prince Kashmir. What a shame.”
“…I’ll do it.”
Though timid, Kashmir was still a demon.
There was no way he could ignore a challenge to his competitive spirit.
“Then let’s begin right away. The first to reach the seventh floor wins.”
With a flash, Christian immediately leapt downward.
Kashmir, his expression serious, also jumped down, ready to face the competition.
“……”
“……”
And left behind were the two girls.
Marisa and Jupien.
They awkwardly looked at each other.
“…What, are you gonna ask me to be sisters now too?”
Jupien said grumpily.
“…Whatever, okay?”
“Yeah, that’s a relief. I didn’t want that either.”
“I didn’t like it either, okay? But why do you keep talking down to me? We’re about the same age.”
“Want me to speak formally?”
“…No, forget it. Not necessary.”
Marisa scoffed and started walking.
Ever since the Princes’ Conference began.
More precisely, ever since she saw Christian’s face.
Everything had been irritating.
For some strange, unexplainable reason.
Just as Marisa frowned, Jupien called out to her.
“Hold up.”
“…What?”
“Now that I think about it, I really don’t like you.”
“…What?”
“You kept staring at Christian. From the very first time you met him—constantly.”
“…What?”
“You’re planning to challenge Christian, aren’t you?”
“……”
Marisa shut her mouth.
What kind of ridiculous nonsense was this?
Jupien spoke with a crooked smile.
“Sorry, but the one who’s going to crush Christian is me. So if you’ve got any foolish ideas, give them up.”
Marisa, dumbfounded, shot back.
“…And if I don’t?”
“I’ll make sure you do.”
“…What a joke. I’m already annoyed as it is.”
The air between them turned cold.
Fighting during the Princes’ Conference wasn’t against the rules anyway. There was even an official “duel” segment.
Flash!
Poison bloomed, and a flash of swordlight followed.
Thus, an unexpected duel broke out.
* * *
After many twists and turns, the group arrived at the seventh floor.
‘Why did those two fight, anyway?’
Chris looked at Marisa and Jupien with an exasperated expression.
Judging by their disheveled state, they had clearly gone at each other.
‘Did someone provoke the other? Both of them have nasty tempers. Well, kids grow as they fight.’
He brushed it off lightly.
Right now, the one he needed to focus on was Kashmir.
“It was a draw, but it was a good match, Prince Kashmir.”
“…Not at all. Thank you for your help, my lord.”
Kashmir looked deeply moved.
There was a reason for that.
It was because Chris had helped Kashmir, who had fallen into a trap along the way.
And it was a trap that had put his life in real danger.
‘Even on the lower floors, the Underground Garden has deadly traps hidden here and there.’
Of course, for high-ranking demons, it was rare to actually fall into such life-threatening traps.
But Chris had deliberately lured Kashmir into that deadly trap in secret.
Why?
To help him afterward and earn his gratitude.
It was like poisoning someone just to give them the antidote—but the clueless Kashmir never noticed and truly believed Chris had saved his life.
‘Heh. At this rate, he’s almost in my hands.’
Now it was time to drive in the wedge and seal the deal.
“…Since I received your help, I will count this match as my loss. Therefore… from now on, I will address Prince Christian as my elder—”
“No, that won’t be necessary.”
“Prince Christian?”
“Did you really think I meant that proposal seriously? I only suggested it because I wanted to grow closer to you, Prince Kashmir.”
Christian said with an air of magnanimity.
“So instead of elder and younger, let’s just be friends.”
“!!”
Kashmir’s eyes trembled violently.
Friends.
He had never had a single friend in his life. He had always been rejected by everyone.
And now, for the first time, someone had said such words to him.
How could his heart not be shaken?
But.
“…I’m sorry. I don’t dare say I deserve such a thing.”
Kashmir replied heavily.
‘I must drive all of them to their deaths today.’
The “key” in his possession weighed heavily upon his chest.
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                    Now, it was about time for him to activate the key.
‘But... can I really do it?’
Kashmir clenched his fists tightly.
He had to. For his mother.
If he didn’t follow the order, his mother would die.
Yet, when he saw Christian smiling at him with that faint grin, he couldn’t move his hand.
The one who had willingly approached him first and, for the first time in his life, acknowledged him.
How could he possibly send such a person to their death with his own hand?
Unable to choose either path, his chest dried out with maddening conflict.
Suddenly, Christian frowned.
“Wait, what’s this? Something’s wrong?”
“Huh?”
“Everyone, be on alert!”
“!!”
An abnormality occurred without warning.
The ceiling of the seventh floor of the underground garden suddenly began to quake.
Space twisted—like a swirling vortex.
Kashmir’s eyes widened.
‘This is a transference phenomenon?! Why all of a sudden?’
Transference.
A secret of the underground garden discovered not long ago.
If one had the key for a particular floor, they could immediately transport someone to the connected floor.
The problem was—the seventh floor was connected to the seventeenth.
A floor where only those of at least six-star rank could survive.
Everyone here was in an environment where survival was impossible.
If the transference activated, everyone would die.
‘Why is this happening when I haven’t even activated the key?! Someone triggered it from outside!’
Kashmir realized something and his face turned pale.
The Grand Duke Schuar.
It had to be him—he must’ve used some method to activate the key.
“Everyone, get away!!”
But it was too late.
Fwaaash!!
A massive light began to descend upon them.
An unavoidable situation.
Then, another unexpected change occurred.
“Everyone, draw up your demonic energy!!”
It was Chris’s shout.
At the same time—
KWAANG!!
A fierce explosion went off in front of the others.
The sudden blast sent a gust of wind sweeping over their bodies, flinging them outward.
Collapsed on the ground, Kashmir lifted his head with a trembling body.
‘Did Lord Christian just save us?’
If not for the black magic that exploded at just the right moment, they would’ve been swept away by the transference.
‘Then what about Lord Christian?’
Deep inside.
Christian was still standing right there.
“Ah, no…”
Perhaps he sensed Kashmir’s gaze on him?
Christian smiled faintly.
Fwaaash!
The transference activated.
“No!!”
And just like that, Christian vanished.
Leaving everyone else behind.
* * *
In the darkness.
Chris closed his eyes.
It was a familiar sensation.
‘This isn’t the first time. When I came with the Hero’s party, we also moved through transference like this.’
Back then, the fact that floor-to-floor transference was possible within the underground garden wasn’t a particular secret.
Now, keys have only been found on a handful of floors, including the 7th, but at the time, keys were secured for most floors, so floor progression saved time.
‘Still...’
Chris slightly opened one eye.
—No, don’t!!
—Christian!!!
He could hear voices calling out to him from beyond the subspace.
Urgent cries, as if he had died.
Chris tilted his head in confusion.
‘Kashmir I get, but why are Jupien and Marisa acting like that? Didn’t they both hate me? There’s no need for that much concern.’
In truth, this entire situation was a scripted act he had planned.
When Kashmir hesitated and looked ready to confess everything instead of activating the key, Chris secretly triggered it himself.
‘I already knew how to operate the key from the last time I came here with the Hero’s party.’
At any rate, Chris looked around.
Pitch-black darkness brushed past him like light.
‘So, if this goes through, I’ll be transferred to the 17th floor?’
Chris gazed at the subspace surrounding him.
A space filled with nothing but darkness.
‘The transference in the underground garden works similarly to a gate.’
The basic principle of spatial movement was simple.
You pierce the backside of space to enter subspace, and then pierce the backside of the target location from within subspace to return to the real world.
The problem lay in the subspace acting as a corridor in between.
Subspace could produce infinite unpredictable variables, making it impossible to calculate them with any spell.
The role of a gate was to eliminate those subspace variables.
The current “transference” of this underground garden was the same.
Originally, the moment one set foot into subspace, countless unpredictable variables should have appeared—but instead, it was as tranquil as if he were drifting in a silent cosmos.
Which meant only one thing.
‘It means I can use this.’
Chris pulled out the item he had prepared in advance from his coat.
The Spatial Scissors created by the Archmage Lenin.
Normally, it would be useless because of the unpredictable variables in subspace, but this time was different.
Because the “transference” triggered by the “key” was suppressing those subspace variables.
Using these scissors, he could cut through space and move to the location of his choice.
‘Of course, if the coordinates are miscalculated, I’ll become lost in space. The computation required for this is enormous.’
The processing power needed would overwhelm even an archmage.
But for Chris, it was simple.
His genius extended into computational power as well.
When it came to raw calculation ability, there was no one in the world who could surpass him.
‘Now!’
Chris swung the scissors.
Based on precise and mind-boggling calculations, the exact coordinates were locked in.
A momentary rift opened.
Chris didn’t hesitate—he dove in.
His vision darkened for a moment from the shock of crossing space, and soon after, a cold air touched his skin.
He had succeeded in spatial movement!
‘Did I arrive where I wanted?’
The answer came immediately.
A chilling—
An overwhelming, inescapable pressure crushed down on him.
It was different from the pressure he had felt before when meeting Nogaju.
Spiritual Pressure.
The crushing sensation of a superior existence stepping on one’s very soul.
It felt as if his soul was screaming in terror.
Forcing himself to ignore it, he barely managed to lift his head—and he saw it.
A being bound in chains.
Holy nails—numbering in the thousands, perhaps tens of thousands—pierced through its entire body, completely immobilizing it so it couldn’t even move a finger.
Chris gulped and muttered the identity of that being in his heart.
‘One of the Devils of the Four Realms of Gehenna.’
That’s right.
This was the 27th floor of the underground garden.
A floor prepared for demonkind of the Demon King class—9-star ranked beings.
* * *
Meanwhile, back on the 7th floor.
Those left behind wore stunned expressions.
“What… what just happened?”
Marisa’s face had gone pale, like a corpse.
Space had suddenly twisted out of nowhere—and Chris was gone.
If Chris hadn’t pushed them away, they would’ve ended up in the same situation.
‘What happened to Chris? Don’t tell me… he’s dead?’
Thump, thump—Marisa’s heart pounded.
Her consciousness felt faint and distant.
At that moment, Jupien suddenly made a move.
Chaang!
She drew her sword and pointed it at Kashmir’s neck.
“Princess Jupien? What are you—?”
“It was this bastard.”
“!!”
Jupien spat coldly.
“Ever since we got to the 7th floor, this guy’s been suspicious. Speak. What did you do?”
Marisa’s expression turned vicious as well.
Fsshh!
Poison flared from her hand.
It was a poison used for torture.
“Is it true, Lord Kashmir? If you don’t answer, you’ll end up in a state neither dead nor alive, suffering endless agony as every vein, nerve, and organ in your body is ripped apart.”
Kashmir still looked utterly shaken.
Even as Jupien’s blade dug into his neck and drew blood, even as the poison began seeping in through his skin, he didn’t resist.
“…It’s already too late to save Lord Christian.”
“What do you mean?”
“…I’m sorry. It’s all my fault.”
Kashmir bowed his head in anguish and revealed the full story.
After hearing it, Jupien and Marisa’s faces stiffened.
“If it weren’t for Lord Christian, we’d all be dead right now. Ha… and I let a man like that die.”
Jupien frowned.
Slaaap!
She struck Kashmir across the face with all her strength.
Kashmir’s cheek flared red.
“Shut up, you pathetic coward.”
“…….”
“Christian’s not dead. I’m sure of it.”
At Jupien’s confident words, Marisa and Kashmir wore puzzled expressions.
“I’ve never seen anyone as nasty, unlucky, and cunning as that bastard Christian. So even if it’s the 17th floor, he’ll find a way to survive.”
It was groundless.
But strangely persuasive.
Marisa agreed—there was no way that irritating bastard Christian would die so easily.
‘No, he has to be alive. If he dies this pointlessly, I’ll never forgive him. I’ll poison his grave.’
Marisa ground her teeth.
Jupien said,
“Then open the gate again.”
“Yes, but…? If you go to the 17th floor, all of you will die.”
But Jupien spoke firmly.
“He’s an unlucky bastard, but still, he’s my younger brother, the blood of my family. I can’t just let him die like this.”
“…I’ll go too.”
Marisa reflexively spoke up.
In reality, it wasn’t a wise decision.
As Kashmir had said, the 17th floor was a place beyond their capability to handle. If they set foot there, they wouldn’t survive.
But.
‘If Christian dies like this, it’ll leave a bad taste in my mouth. I won’t be able to stand it.’
Most of all, it had been the same during the previous incident.
And now, again.
They had narrowly escaped the crisis thanks to Christian’s help.
How could they ignore such a debt and still call themselves proper beings?
With that, Marisa rationalized her decision.
“I…”
Kashmir bit his lip tightly.
His chest boiled with emotion.
He too wanted to go save Christian.
But if he couldn’t return from here, his mother would meet her death.
‘Damn, why am I such a mess.’
Though it was only a short time, the words Christian had spoken to him came to mind.
The one who truly acknowledged him.
The one who had called him a friend for the first time.
‘Damn it.’
In the end, Kashmir made his decision.
“…I’ll go too.”
He might regret it, but this time, Kashmir decided to follow his heart.
However, an unexpected voice stopped them.
“Wait. I don’t think it’s wise for just the three of you to go.”
“Head butler!”
Jupien’s face showed surprise.
The pale-skinned, vampire, Simon, had appeared behind them without them noticing.
“Hm. This is troublesome. I did expect something to happen, but I didn’t think it would be this. The 17th floor isn’t an easy place, even for me.”
Simon wore a troubled expression.
His level was 6th star, lower tier.
On the other hand, the 17th floor was a place where only demons, who could fully control their will, could challenge.
Therefore, a being who could perfectly control their will was sure to appear on the 17th floor.
A formidable opponent, even for Simon.
‘What should I do? This doesn’t seem like it adds up.’
Simon narrowed his eyes.
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                    In truth, Simon had no obligation to save Christian.
The only reason he had come along this time was due to a whim.
He simply pledged loyalty to Nordian and had no duty to help anyone from the Dark Demonic House.
However—
‘If Prince Christian were to die just like this, I’d probably get bored.’
Simon licked his lips with his tongue.
Ever since he left the Blood Sword Demonic House, he had been living a withered, desolate life.
Perhaps because his soul was already dead? It was a dull life where nothing sparked his interest.
And recently, the only thing that sparked even a flicker of interest in Simon was Christian.
Simon wasn’t the only one who found Christian intriguing.
Even Merian, who had always been cold toward everyone in the family, and even Nordian had been captivated by him.
‘Nordian may speak coldly, but he’s secretly paying close attention to Prince Christian.’
After some thought, Simon made his decision.
“Let’s go. Hopefully, our dear Prince Christian hasn’t encountered the boss of the 17th floor yet.”
Simon smiled faintly.
“If he’s faced the 17th floor’s boss, the Spider Queen Tarantula, then we’re all as good as dead.”
* * *
At that moment, Chris—
Completely unaware of the ridiculous lengths the people left on the lower floors were going to for his sake—was gasping for breath.
‘As expected of a devil’s spiritual pressure. The sheer force is no joke.’
But—
Chris’s eyes gleamed.
‘Luckily, I can still endure it. Just as I expected.’
It was unbelievable.
Spiritual pressure was completely different from ordinary intimidation.
It was a pressure born from the difference in the rank of souls.
If you were a mortal, there was no way to be free from this pressure.
But Chris was different.
‘Because I’m not an ordinary mortal.’
At that moment, the devil acknowledged the fact.
[What a curious existence. An incomplete mortal possessing the soul-tier of a “half-devil .”]
Chris had absorbed ten-tenths of the Sacred Darkness, which had elevated the tier of his soul.
That was why he could withstand the pressure emanating from the devil’s soul.
‘I have to play this right from here.’
Chris quietly inhaled.
It was obviously impossible to face that devil with just his own power.
Especially since that devil was a first seat of the 4th Realm.
For reference, devils were ranked by their soul-realms.
The 1st and 2nd tier archdevils weren’t so much beings as they were concepts or principles that made up the world, so among devils that actually existed, this one stood at the very highest level.
Even while most of his powers were sealed, he could still wield strength equal to a 9-star Demon King—a truly great being.
So, if Chris wanted to get what he needed from him, he had to use “strategy.”
More precisely—
‘I have to deceive him. Make him hand over the item.’
Deceiving a Devil!
It was utterly absurd.
A single misstep, and his soul would be shattered and annihilated in agonizing torment.
‘But there’s a chance. Because I know his weakness.’
Chris hardened his expression.
Thump. His heart pounded with tension, but he ignored it and spoke in a firm voice.
“Foolish. You fail to recognize who I am?”
[…What?]
“I am the incarnation of a First Seat of the Fourth Realm of Gehenna, just like you. Can you not even recognize an existence of your own rank? Has your seal blinded you as well?”
[!!]
The Devil growled with violent force.
[How dare you. Do you think I’ll believe such absurd nonsense?]
“Then what? Are you saying a mere mortal body could possess the status of a half-devil without a divine authority?”
An outrageous bluff!
But Chris was certain the Devil wouldn’t be able to see through his lie.
‘His perception is completely sealed right now.’
To compare it to a human, all five senses were sealed off—along with spiritual intuition, arcane perception, and all other higher faculties.
There was no way he could see through Chris’s true nature.
Chris added another blow to further confuse him.
“You’ve ended up in this miserable state because you fell for the schemes of the ‘Jester,’ and even lost your insight.”
[!!]
“To think the one who once terrified the Three Realms as the ‘Star Slayer’ has fallen this far. Truly pathetic.”
The Jester.
The Star Slayer.
Nicknames that only a Devil or a constellation familiar with his past would know.
‘Of course, I’m the exception.’
After the Hero’s party defeated him, the Devil had cried out in bitter anguish:
—For I, who once made the Three Realms tremble—me, the Star Slayer—have been brought to this state! You Jester, who schemed this vile trap—I will drag you into the abyss someday!
That was how Chris had come to know, though the Devil had no way of knowing Chris’s background.
[Absurd… A being of the Fourth Realm would never stoop to inhabiting such a lowly mortal body!]
He strongly denied it, but Chris had already noticed the Devil was partially falling for his words.
“It was the only way to avoid the vile gaze of the constellations. And more importantly, there’s a reason I’ve taken on this pathetic body.”
[…What is it?]
“To match your level.”
Chris curled his lips into a mocking smirk.
“Isn’t this worthless body more than enough to mock a wretch like you—sealed up like a cripple, unable to live or die?”
[!!]
The Devil erupted in fury.
The entire space trembled as if it were about to collapse.
Even in a sealed state, this was the power he released from sheer anger alone.
Chris’s body instinctively began to tremble.
A reflexive reaction beyond his will.
He quickly used a secret technique of the Divine Lineage to suppress his bodily response and continued with words that further provoked the Devil.
“To think you call that little display power. Pathetic and pitiful.”
[!!]
“If my true form were to descend, I could crush your soul just by lifting a single foot. And yet you dare flaunt such a ridiculous show of strength? This is your final warning—do not test my mercy.”
Was it working?
The Devil withdrew his power.
He still seemed enraged, but unlike before, he could no longer express it outwardly.
[If you are truly a First Seat of the Fourth Realm, then why have you come? State your purpose clearly.]
“For amusement.”
[…What?]
“During these tedious, endless eons, I searched for a toy to ease my boredom—and remembered your existence.”
A surprisingly convincing excuse.
After all, boredom was one of the greatest motivators behind Devils’ actions.
Devils didn’t reap human souls or spread carnage across the world for some grand purpose. It was simply because it was “fun.”
“I propose a wager. If you take part and win, I’ll do my best to lift your seal.”
[!!]
The Devil faltered.
[What is this…? Do you mean to defy the will of the Three Realms of the Dark Heavens?]
Chris realized something from those words.
The Dark Heavens.
A term that encompassed both Gehenna and the Heavenly Realm.
This underground garden had been constructed through the cooperation of constellations and Devils—specifically, beings of the Third Realm or higher.
“Didn’t I say? I said I would try. I can’t make any promises. But I swear on my name.”
[…Kukuku. You mock me. As if such a thing were even possible.]
“If you don’t like it, then don’t do it. It’s not like I have anything to lose.”
As the Devil had said, it was an impossible task.
What could Chris possibly do to break the seal?
Even the oath he offered as a guarantee was part of the bluff.
‘Swearing on the name of a mortal like me doesn’t mean anything.’
But even so, Chris was confident the Devil wouldn’t be able to turn down his offer.
It was the first glimmer of hope to appear in countless eons.
Even if it was a lie, the Devil wouldn’t be able to reject it so easily.
And sure enough—
[…If I lose, what do you want me to do?]
“It’s simple. You erase yourself.”
[!!]
“You’ll come back soon anyway, won’t you? It’s not like you’ll suffer any real loss.”
That was true.
Surprisingly, the monsters in this underground garden would reset with time.
Even if a visitor wiped out the bosses of each level, they would soon reappear exactly the same.
From the perspective of those visiting for training, it was a convenient and beneficial place—but for the monsters trapped in this underground garden, it was a horrific hell they could not escape from, not even through death.
[…Why propose such a wager? You stand to gain absolutely nothing from doing this.]
“Didn’t I already say?”
It was absolutely crucial that Chris did not reveal his true goal—clearing the 27th floor and obtaining the first-clear reward item.
Instead, Chris gave an answer befitting a Devil.
“Because it’s fun.”
[!!]
“I want to watch you, once a being who made the Three Realms tremble, now writhing in agony—neither alive nor dead. Watching a Devil of the same rank in such a pitiful state would be sweeter than any entertainment.”
Thump. Thump.
His heart pounded.
The die had been cast.
Now it was up to the Devil—would he accept, or not?
‘If he refuses and uses force, it’s over. I’ll have to run immediately.’
He had already prepared a way to escape.
The spatial scissors.
As mentioned earlier, it was normally impossible to use spatial scissors to escape. The high probability was becoming a spatial drifter and dying.
But now it was possible.
‘It hasn’t been long since I “transferred,” so the variables in subspace should still be calm.’
The chance of a successful teleportation was high.
‘Still, it’s probably less than a 50% chance.’
Chris hid his nervousness and waited for the Devil’s decision.
[…Fine. I accept your proposal.]
‘Yes!’ The Devil’s voice came out in a bitter tone.
[Even if you’re only mocking me, I have no other choice, do I?]
Perhaps.
The Devil might have already realized Chris was lying.
But even so, it seemed he had accepted it as part of his miserable fate.
[So, what’s the wager? Don’t tell me you plan to pick some contest like those pathetic humans do?]
“Of course not. It’s simple.”
Chris raised one corner of his lips in a crooked smile.
“Say my true name.”
[!!]
“I’ll give you as many chances as you want. If you say my true name, you win.”
The Devil was silent for a moment.
[An incomprehensible wager. If you truly are a First Seat of the Fourth Realm, then I should know you. And yet, you want me to guess your true name?]
The Fourth Realm was a high-tier rank even in Gehenna.
There weren’t many Devils of that level.
If the Devil simply named all the true names he knew, the wager would be over.
It would reveal that Chris wasn’t a Fourth Realm Devil, and the wager would be void.
However—
‘There’s a reason I proposed this kind of wager.’
This was the highlight of Chris’s scheme—no, his con.
“You’ll never guess my true name.”
[Kukuku. I don’t know what trick you’re playing at. Fine. Let’s begin.]
The Devil began listing the true names of the First Seats of the Fourth Realm that he knew, one by one.
Each time, Chris shook his head.
Before long—
The Devil had listed every true name of the Fourth Realm Devils he knew, and Chris gave one final shake of his head.
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                    "You're wrong. That's not it."
[…Not it? Unless there's a shift in the perception of the Four Realms, no new First Seat could've appeared.]
The devil spoke in a low voice.
[As expected, you're not a First Seat of the Four Realms. To dare mock me.]
A chilling, soul-piercing force radiated out.
A pressure so intense, it seemed as if Chris's body would be torn apart at any moment.
A sharp sense of danger surged through him, but Chris did not back down.
This was where it really began.
"No, I wasn't lying."
[You call this the truth? Absurd. I've already stated the true names of all the Four Realms.]
"I don't think so. Isn't there a name you didn’t mention?"
[What nonsense. I've spoken all the true names.]
"You should think carefully. Are you really sure you've mentioned them all? There's definitely one name you left out."
[What are you…? That’s impossible…]
For a moment, the devil flinched.
It remembered.
The name it had failed to mention.
"Now do you see? What you've overlooked?"
Chris stepped forward.
Toward the devil.
The closer he got, the more his presence changed.
Something entirely different from before.
An indescribable pressure poured out.
A force unbelievably identical to the spiritual pressure the devil had exuded earlier.
The devil’s voice trembled at the weight of that soul-bound force.
[H-How… What is this feeling…?]
"Yeah, that's right."
Chris’s lips curled into a smile.
At that moment—fwoosh—a fierce energy erupted from him.
A power the devil knew well.
A power it could never mistake.
It was its own energy.
"My true name is Istaroth. I am your true form. You fake."
The devil's eyes bulged wide as if they would tear open.
Its soul suddenly began to thrash about wildly.
And then, something astonishing happened.
[Th-This…! Impossible. It… It can't be. AAAAAHHHHHH!!!!!!]
With a scream, the devil began to disintegrate into the void.
A horrifying—
Incomprehensible scene.
Chris let out a long breath.
'Good… it worked.'
The reason this happened was simple.
It was because that Devil was not the true body, but a fake—a clone.
And it wasn’t just him. All the high-ranking bosses in this underground garden were clones of individuals who once existed in reality.
‘The moment they begin to question their own existence, they are immediately destroyed and reset.’
Chris had learned this back when the Hero’s party challenged the 28th floor.
The boss of the 28th floor was a supreme-level intelligence possessing insight that could pierce through the truths of the world. Bizarrely, it endlessly questioned its own existence, repeatedly perishing and regenerating.
‘It was a horrifying sight.’
Chris felt a renewed chill toward the beings who had created this underground garden.
Transcendent beings who existed at the highest realms of both Gehenna and the Celestial Realm.
Why had they constructed such an eerie labyrinth?
‘In any case, I was worried, but the gamble paid off.’
He let out a long breath.
From beginning to end—
Chris had performed that act in order to make the Devil question its own existence.
Of course, it had been a very dangerous gamble.
If he hadn’t possessed one particular tool, he would never have dared attempt such a thing.
‘It would’ve been impossible without the Emblem of the Constellation.’
It was a sacred relic he had smuggled away during the ancient relic expedition with the Venomous Demonic House.
The Emblem of the Constellation was also known by the alias “Emblem of Concealment.”
In other words, it was a relic with camouflage functions.
‘One of its key abilities is to mimic the essence of the opponent.’
It wasn’t just some illusion magic that mimicked outward appearance and presence.
It temporarily altered the very essence of one’s soul to mirror the target’s.
Of course, if the Devil had been in its complete state, even the Emblem of the Constellation wouldn’t have deceived it.
However, its perception had been sealed, and thanks to the groundwork Chris had laid through his performance, it had been fooled.
Just then, an unfamiliar voice echoed through the air.
It was the voice of an attribute-less spirit bound to the ruins.
[You are the first to clear the 27th floor!]
[Your name, achievements, and title will be recorded in the Hall of Honor of the Underground Garden!]
Text began to shimmer in the air.
It was the record to be engraved in the Hall of Honor.
Christian von Baron Khazar
Achievement: First Pioneer of the 27th Floor
Title: “The One Who Mocked the Devil”
Chris whistled inwardly.
‘That’s quite the title.’
Not bad at all.
If word of this spread outside, not only the Dark Demonic House but the entire Southern Magocracy would be thrown into chaos.
And then came the voice he had been waiting for.
[You have received the bonus for the First Clear Achievement!]
‘Nice!’ Clearing the 27th floor was a feat no one had ever accomplished before.
Of course, someone on the level of a Demon King could clear the 27th floor through orthodox means.
But once someone reached Demon King level, they bore too many responsibilities to recklessly take on such dangerous challenges, which is why the floor had remained unconquered.
Fwoosh!
At last, the reward Chris had been hoping for was granted.
It was a small wooden box.
With a heart pounding in anticipation, he opened it and found a ring inside—one he recognized.
A murky gray ring engraved with five circular symbols. A faint glow hovered around one of the symbols.
‘Vampiric Ring.’
An upper-tier relic.
One of the highest-ranked among countless relics.
‘It’s powerful already, but it’s a growth-type relic that becomes even stronger over time.’
It had been the favorite relic of Rania, the 9-star Archmage of the Hero’s party—its performance was unquestionable.
‘Especially something that suits me perfectly.’
Chris could make better use of this relic than even Archmage Rania.
Though it was only at the first stage of release, using this relic allowed Chris to temporarily amplify his power by over 30%.
Once the second stage was unlocked, it could boost his power by more than 50%.
And beyond that, each additional stage of release would grant even more abilities—an extraordinary relic.
‘It’ll be my trump card.’
Chris momentarily thought of the First Prince, Sherad.
Could he truly kill him?
‘Not yet. But it won’t be long.’
With a little more growth—
Once the Vampiric Ring unlocked more of its power, he would be able to take Sherad’s head.
‘I will kill him.’
Chris made a silent vow, his eyes heavy with resolve.
Either way, it was about time to return.
If he delayed too long, the Devil that had been destroyed would reset and resurrect.
‘I need to return via teleportation, so I’ll find the key first.’
He already knew the location of the 27th floor’s key from when he explored it with the Hero’s party.
After pocketing a suitable treasure to gift Ruina, he was just about to activate the teleportation.
‘Hm? What’s this?’
As befitting the top-floor key, the 27th floor’s key had additional functions.
It had the ability to observe the conditions of lower floors when teleporting, and Chris let out a dumbfounded sound.
“Why are they making a mess down there?”
Jupien, Marisa, and Kashmir.
Even Simon was there.
They were locked in a bloody battle against the boss of the 17th floor—the Spider Queen Tarantula.
And they were all on the verge of decapitation, in a critical state.
* * *
“Watch out!!”
KWAANG!!
With Kashmir’s shout, a massive explosion swept through the area.
Jupien, already disheveled and a complete mess, scowled.
“Your magic’s too flashy.”
“S-sorry.”
“Don’t apologize—just block them properly.”
The baby spiders birthed by the Spider Queen were swarming in without end.
They were called “babies,” but each one was the size of a foal.
Their individual strength was only around that of a 1-star rank Devil beast, but the story changed when their numbers reached hundreds, thousands—no, seemingly infinite.
No matter how many were killed, more and more appeared without end.
And worse, the real problem—
Their mother, the Spider Queen herself.
Her upper body above the waist resembled a human.
In fact, her face even looked like that of a captivating woman.
But from the waist down, she was a complete monster.
Her grotesquely massive body, as large as a house, was connected below.
Dozens of legs squirmed like enormous spears.
A 6-star rank Devil beast.
That was the overwhelming presence of the Spider Queen, Tarantula.
“This is troublesome. I thought the numbers didn’t add up.”
Spurt!
A jet of blood burst from Simon’s shoulder.
He’d been wounded by the silk sprayed by the Spider Queen.
“To think it would be this much of a loss.”
They had come to rescue Christian, but Christian was nowhere to be found—only a deadly battle with the Spider Queen awaited them.
Simon stretched out his hand toward the baby spiders charging at him.
Wuuung!
The spiders’ faces began to swell—then burst like balloons.
It was Blood Burst, a hemomancy spell that caused explosions using the blood within the opponent’s body.
Hundreds of baby spiders were annihilated in an instant, and silence fell for a moment—but only for a moment.
Soon, more and more baby spiders began crawling out again.
And alongside them, the Spider Queen loomed, casting out threads of ‘Will-Weaving Silk’ as she waited for her chance.
Simon smiled faintly as he thought to himself.
‘How annoying. Why the hell am I doing this to myself?’
At this rate, they would all be wiped out.
‘There is one way.’
Simon quietly observed his companions fighting desperately around him.
Jupien, Marisa, Kashmir.
Children of three prestigious noble families.
‘If I offered them up as blood sacrifices, taking down the Spider Queen would be easy.’
Hemomancy wasn’t dark magic, nor was it sacred magic.
It was Arcane Art.
A bizarre sorcery that used blood to manifest various phenomena, without any specific form.
Because of that, it included spells and techniques not found in either black or white magic.
Among them, Simon’s specialty was Blood Human Sacrifice.
A technique that offered another’s blood as a tribute to amplify one’s power.
‘All of them carry noble blood—the effect should be excellent.’
Gulp.
A sudden, overwhelming thirst for blood surged up within him.
He felt the urge to sink his teeth into their throats right that instant.
There was no hesitation.
Simon had always been the kind of scum who treated the lives of others like insects.
However—
‘If I do that, I’ll become an enemy of Prince Christian.’
Simon furrowed his brow slightly.
Of course, even if he killed them, Christian wouldn’t know.
But would he really stay unaware?
That mad young lord who could deduce everything from even the faintest trace?
‘Well, even if I became Prince Christian’s enemy, I wouldn’t really mind. No, that might be interesting in its own right.’
Imagining Christian trying to kill him, Simon let out a quiet chuckle.
That scenario seemed rather entertaining as well.
But—
“I might have to introduce them to Idrinne later, and that would be a bit troublesome.”
Fwoosh!
With a wave of Simon’s hand, a rain of blood poured down.
The baby spiders struck by the blood let out sizzling sounds as they burned and met a gruesome death.
“Can you three hear me?”
The three perked up their ears.
“At this rate, we’re all going to be wiped out. Of course, I have a way to survive—but the three of you will definitely die.”
In the end, if the worst came to pass, Simon would use their lives as sacrifices.
“So let’s come up with a strategy. Lady Jupien and Lady Marisa, please suppress the baby spiders.”
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                    Jupien and Marisa gave firm nods.
“And… Prince Kashmir is the key. Do you think you can pierce the Spider Queen’s outer carapace? If you can break through that, I’ll finish the rest with Willcraft.”
Willcraft.
If Aura Force is the manifestation of will into physical reality, then Willcraft is the manifestation of will that transcends the limits of natural laws.
The issue was that the Willcraft Simon intended to use required activation conditions.
In this case, the Spider Queen’s outer shell had to be pierced.
‘Can Prince Kashmir actually do it?’
Simon narrowed his eyes.
Honestly, it was a difficult ask.
Prince Kashmir’s level was mid-4-star.
Far from weak, but the opponent was simply too powerful.
“I know it’s difficult. But it has to be done. If you want to survive.”
“…Understood.”
Kashmir gave a stiff nod.
Fwoosh!
Kashmir charged forward.
Long-range destructive black magic was useless, since the spider silk would block it, so he intended to detonate powerful magic at close range instead.
The baby Devils swarmed to stop Kashmir, but Jupien and Marissa moved to cover him.
Eventually—
Kashmir reached close range and stretched out his hand.
The Spider Queen struck out with countless legs, but he dodged and activated his spell.
For reference, Kashmir had risen from the ranks of a low-tier Demon, so he was no stranger to close-quarters combat.
Woooooo.
A fierce whirlpool of dark energy surged.
Destruction magic at the level of 4 stars.
Elemental transmutation.
A vortex of wind imbued with icy energy. A cursed frost that corroded anything it touched.
The black magic with the greatest piercing force in his arsenal.
“Rusted Horn!”
Spear-like blades of wind and ice roared forward.
Just as the outer shell was about to be pierced—
The Spider Queen let out a furious roar.
Crashhhhh!!!
Countless strands of spider silk burst across her outer shell.
The spear of destruction halted, then shattered in vain.
‘Ah.’
Thud!
One of the Spider Queen’s legs slammed into Kashmir.
He twisted his body at the last second and avoided death, but he was gravely wounded.
‘As expected, it didn’t work.’
Simon clicked his tongue.
He had anticipated it, but it was still too much.
‘If it were Prince Christian instead, maybe it would’ve been possible.’
An absurd thought.
Chris hadn’t even reached 4-star yet. There was no way he could land a blow on the Spider Queen.
And yet, Simon couldn’t help but think that, as always, if it was Christian—the one who constantly pulled off the impossible—maybe he’d surprise them again this time.
Flutter!
The situation shifted drastically.
The Spider Queen let out a vicious shriek and stretched out her hand.
Spider silk began to fill the air.
‘The Spider Queen’s Willcraft—Despair Without End.’
That silk wasn’t a mere physical substance.
It was Willcraft infused with the Spider Queen’s intent—infinitely expanding and shattering everything it touched.
‘This is bad. Really bad. The numbers just don’t add up.’
Simon growled and sank his fangs into his own wrist.
As the artery tore open, blood erupted like a fountain.
The droplets that floated into the air began to boil and vaporize, scattering into fine particles in all directions.
As the spider silk came into contact with the blood particles, it suddenly halted in place.
‘It won’t hold for long. It’s time to make a real decision.’
Simon’s eyes grew cold.
Unless Christian arrived—
No, even if he did, it would still be too much.
Simon looked toward the three—Jupien, Marisa, and Kashmir—who were gasping for breath.
At least two of them would have to be sacrificed.
‘They’ve done enough by now.’
Just as Simon decided to tear into Kashmir’s throat first—
An unexpected voice rang out.
“…What exactly is everyone doing right now?”
“!!”
Everyone’s eyes widened.
They turned their gaze—and saw a boy, annoyingly handsome, looking at them with open disappointment.
“…Why are you all making such a mess here?”
Holding back the urge to snap at him—
You— we came here to save you!
That was what everyone was thinking.
But Chris was just as baffled.
‘What the hell? I was never in danger, so who asked for all this trouble?’
Now, thanks to them, he’d just ended up with more hassle.
‘Well, can’t be helped. I can’t exactly pretend I didn’t see this. Guess I’ll help.’
A thought so smug it would make the others boil over again if they heard it.
Chris calmly walked toward them.
“Are you all right? Chief Steward, looks like you’ve had a rough time.”
Simon twitched his lips.
“I’m still fine for now. But as you can see, the situation isn’t good. So, my lord, please choose which one of these three should be killed.”
“…What?”
“One of the three must be sacrificed as an offering. Originally, at least two would have been necessary… but since you’ve arrived, I think I can manage with just one.”
A chilling statement.
Saying someone should be sacrificed while they’re standing right there, listening.
But Simon was never one to follow common notions of morality to begin with.
‘It’s only because I thought Prince Christian might disapprove that I held back until now. But if I get his approval first, then I won’t have to worry about getting on his bad side.’
Simon licked his lips in anticipation of the blood he would soon taste.
Chris let out a sigh.
“There’s no need for that.”
“…What?”
“I’ll handle the Spider Queen. If you can just keep holding her back like you’re doing now.”
Simon looked genuinely flustered at those words.
“My lord? The Spider Queen is a 6-star rank demonic beast. No matter how talented you are…”
Of course, he had thought about it for a moment earlier.
That maybe Christian could pull off yet another insane miracle.
But even miracles had limits.
The miracle Simon had been hoping for was something like Christian creating an opening.
But now he was saying he’d defeat the Spider Queen himself?
“I know. It’s far beyond my level. That’s why I’m asking. Just for a moment. Just a few seconds, hold her still like you are now.”
Chris spoke firmly.
“I’ll cut off the Spider Queen’s head.”
“……”
Simon went silent.
It was impossible. Ridiculous.
‘But he’s not bluffing.’
Chris’s crimson-black eyes held not a trace of doubt.
They gleamed with unwavering conviction.
Simon found himself chuckling without meaning to.
‘How amusing. This is great. As expected of our crazy young master.’
After all—
Wasn’t it because of this madness that they’d gone through all this trouble to save Christian in the first place?
“Understood. But you must succeed.”
Simon bared his fangs with a grin.
“If you fail and die, I’ll resurrect you as a Lesser and send you to Idrinne to be her toy.”
Chris said nothing.
Lesser referred to the lowest class of vampires—mindless, zombie-like beings.
‘…Even as a joke, that’s horrific. Then again, if it’s Simon, he might actually do it. I have to succeed no matter what.’
As he stepped forward, a hand grabbed his arm.
“N-no, my lord! Please, sacrifice me to that vampire instead!”
It was Kashmir.
“I’m sorry! This all happened because of me…!! Let me take full responsibility and—die in your place!!”
Kashmir looked devastated, guilt etched across his face.
Chris thought to himself.
‘Well, technically, everything did happen because of me.’
From the beginning, Chris was the one who activated the key and triggered the teleportation.
If he had left things alone, it was likely Kashmir wouldn’t have activated the key out of guilt.
Anyway—
‘This is another opportunity.’
“Prince Kashmir, raise your head.”
“Honestly, I did feel betrayed and like I’d fallen into a trap, but seeing you risk your life like this for me made me realize it wasn’t truly your will. I forgive your mistake.”
Acting like it was Kashmir’s fault, and generously forgiving him!
Naturally, Kashmir’s reaction was dramatic.
“Ah… ah… Prince Christian, how can you be so…”
His voice trembled. More than touched—he was overwhelmed, his emotions collapsing.
“!!”
Chris grinned.
“Then trust me and watch.”
He began walking forward.
But another interruption came.
This time, it was Marissa.
“Don’t do something so stupid. No matter how amazing you are, the Spider Queen is too much.”
Chris paused and looked at Marissa.
Her clothes were torn, her body wounded—she had clearly gone through a lot.
‘…Why did she come to save me?’
With Kashmir, it made sense—he was kind by nature. But the others were unexpected.
“So why did you come? It’s not like I asked to be rescued.”
“…What? You…!!”
Marissa’s face flushed bright red.
Just as her pent-up frustration from the start of this whole mess was about to erupt—
Chris casually said,
“Well, either way—thanks.”
“……”
Marissa shut her mouth tight.
The fiery anger that had flared up on her face slowly faded, replaced now with something else entirely.
“D-don’t get the wrong idea. I still… don’t like you.”
“Yeah, I know. You don’t have to worry, I’m not planning to bring up the engagement again either.”
“……”
“Just cover me with poison so the baby spiders don’t get in the way.”
“…Fine.”
Marissa responded coolly, unlike before.
And finally, Jupien.
Wiping the blood from her forehead, she spoke bluntly.
“No need to thank me.”
“Yeah, I’m not thankful.”
“…You’re such an ass.”
“Only figuring that out now?”
“One day, I will crush you.”
Jupien drew the half-broken sword she’d been using in the fierce battle.
“You’re going, right? I’m coming too.”
“Why?”
“I told you. I’m the one who’s going to take you down. So I can’t let you die in a place like this.”
Chris chuckled under his breath.
Strangely, it didn’t feel bad.
“Suit yourself.”
Step. He started walking forward.
His demonic energy surged.
“Though I probably won’t need it.”
Fwoosh!
Chris’s body shot forward.
“Watch out!!”
Kashmir shouted in surprise.
But Chris didn’t stop.
‘It’s enough. I can do this.’
The old Chris—
Would never have stepped up so confidently.
Even if Simon managed to restrain the Spider Queen, the old Chris’s power wouldn’t have been enough to cut through her armored shell.
‘But now it’s different.’
It was because of the gray ring on his finger—the Vampiric Ring.
A faint gray light shimmered from the indented center of the ring, and Chris’s movements changed.
He became—
Faster. Stronger.
The spider’s silk shot toward him, but couldn’t touch him at all.
‘Was Prince Christian always this fast?’
Simon was stunned.
He moved nothing like he did the last time Simon saw him.
It wasn’t that his cultivation level had risen.
Rather, it felt as though he’d taken a temporary enhancer—his stamina, strength, and demonic energy had all spiked.
‘How? Even for a genius, amplifying your base abilities in such a short time should be impossible…’
But that wasn’t it exactly.
The Vampiric Ring didn’t just raise one’s base abilities.
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                    Christian’s specialty was that he was a genius.
It wasn’t simply a matter of achieving things quickly.
Christian had a different level of adaptability in using the same abilities. He could produce results several times more efficient than an average person and lead battles to victory.
Even with far inferior stamina, strength, agility, and magi, he moved efficiently and defeated those stronger than him.
But there was a drawback.
Compared to the realm he had reached, his basic stats were somewhat lacking.
It was inevitable.
Building those basic stats required time.
Of course, he had a natural talent even in that aspect and could raise his stats overwhelmingly faster than others with far less time, but it was still a shortcoming he couldn’t completely avoid.
However, the way Christian looked now showed no trace of that weakness.
No, he even looked far superior.
Even though he was a 3-star, his movements didn’t fall behind those of a 4-star.
Simon soon realized the reason.
‘He’s using magi to enhance his physical stats. But pushing that kind of amplification will quickly reach a limit. Why is he doing something so reckless?’
Chris also knew well that excessive physical amplification was dangerous.
But he didn’t hesitate.
It was thanks to the power of the Vampiric Ring.
‘This relic’s other name is the Ring of Conversion.’
Because of the name, one might think it was a relic with a vampiric function, but it was nothing like that.
The performance of this relic was to absorb external energies and convert them into a form suited for the wearer.
‘The more the relic is unlocked, the more types of energy it can absorb, and the more efficient it becomes.’
Currently, it was still at stage one.
Ridiculously, the only type of energy it could absorb was the energy from “inside the body.”
Unless he consumed some elixir or the like, it would be useless.
The Archmage Raina only began using this relic in actual combat after unlocking it to stage three, but Chris was different.
Chris had internal energy that could be absorbed.
Namely, the radiant mana of the Alliance hidden in his dual cores.
Vmmm.
The Vampiric Ring vibrated invisibly.
The radiant mana stored in Chris’s inner core flowed into the Vampiric Ring, and that radiant mana was converted into dark magi and transmitted to Chris’s outer core.
‘At this level, it’s magi that surpasses the limits of the core.’
Chris felt the core filling endlessly with magi.
Just as Simon had thought, Chris’s basic stats were lacking.
Especially his basic physical stats like stamina and strength.
But was that the case for magi and mana as well?
If you looked at magi and mana separately, then yes.
His magi as a mage was slightly lacking for a 3-star upper level, and his Alliance mana was far below what would be expected of a 5-star true rank.
But if the two could be combined?
The deficiency would disappear.
It actually exceeds the standard.
‘Of course, this too has its limits.’
First, efficiency.
Only 30% of the energy absorbed through the Vampiric Ring is converted.
This percentage increases as the relic is further unlocked.
And then, time.
Since it forcefully draws in external energy, it temporarily overloads the core. Therefore, this state couldn’t be maintained for long.
In the future, as his accomplishments rise and the durability of his core increases, he would be able to gradually overcome this limitation.
‘Right now, one to two minutes is probably the limit.’
That was enough.
Paat!
Christian’s sword cut down the baby spiders.
The ones he didn’t take care of were handled by Jupien and Marisa, who followed behind.
In an instant, they reached beneath the spider queen, and Christian shouted.
“Now, please!”
Simon activated his WillCraft.
Blood Capture.
Just like before, a fountain of blood erupted from Simon’s arm, and the blood vaporized into particles, binding the spider queen’s movements.
The spider queen froze completely, her mouth wide open.
It wasn’t paralysis or entrapment.
It was a perfect halt, transcending all rules.
An astonishing feat.
But with such power came its limits.
“It won’t last long. Finish it in one blow.”
He had only a few seconds.
If he didn’t kill the spider queen within that time, it would be over. Christian would be the one to die instead.
But he could do it.
Paat!
The black sword surged upward.
And into the black sword, he poured his will.
The will-infused black sword struck at the spider queen’s neck.
Chuhk!
Amazingly, the spider queen’s neck was merely lined with a crack—it remained intact.
Considering Christian’s black sword, infused with will, held about half the power of a Blacksteel Technique, it was an unbelievable level of durability.
Simon frowned.
“Damn it, I knew it! Fall back now while you still can!”
There was still a chance to retreat.
But Christian didn’t pull back.
‘I can do it.’
Vmmm.
The Vampiric Ring resonated again.
The radiant mana dwelling in his inner core was converted into dark magi and filled the outer core.
‘More, more.’
Christian clenched his teeth.
With the excessive conversion, it felt like the outer core holding the magi was about to burst.
But he didn’t stop.
Until the outer core reached its limit—until the moment just before the dam broke—he continued to fill it with magi.
And then, in the instant before the outer core, unable to endure any longer, began to crack—
He moved the black sword again.
Paaaahhhhh!
The magi, packed into the core as if it were about to explode, burst forth in the form of a black sword.
Those who saw it, including Simon, opened their eyes wide in shock, as if they might tear.
‘That’s black sword transformation?!’
The level of a 4-star.
Not just manifesting the black sword, but transforming it into various forms and applying it.
‘He already reached the 4-star level? It hasn’t even been a few months since he became upper 3-star!’
No, that wasn’t it.
Christian’s level was still upper 3-star.
This was merely the manifestation of will.
‘If one can embed will into the black sword, then infusing it with magi beyond its limit is entirely possible.’
Will is an infinite power without a defined limit.
So, by using that will as a support, he loads the black sword with magi beyond its limit.
That was what Christian had just accomplished.
Of course, if anyone else heard it, they’d scoff and say that was nonsense.
‘I don’t know. It just works—what am I supposed to say?’
Christian clenched his fist tightly.
He let out a powerful shout.
His will to cut was imbued into his sword.
Magi beyond the limit.
An immense will, akin to a sword force.
And as a result, a miraculous event occurred.
Chuuukk
The spider queen’s neck split open and flew into the air.
Christian collapsed to the ground.
“Khak, kuh!”
As a cost of forcing magi and will into the attack, the black sword shattered into pieces and disappeared, and Christian suffered internal injuries, vomiting blood.
But it was fine.
‘It’s over.’
The spider queen’s body, now missing its head, trembled, then disintegrated into dust and scattered.
Not only the spider queen—her baby spiders also disappeared the same way.
The floor had been cleared!
Meanwhile, Simon watched the scene Christian had just accomplished with a stunned expression.
‘That—just now. What was that?’
Marisa, Jupien, and Kashmir, being of lower rank, seemed to believe Christian had simply pulled off something resembling a black sword transformation, but Simon knew otherwise.
He clearly understood what Christian had done.
That wasn’t something as simple as black sword transformation.
‘He imbued his will into the black sword, and then infused that will with magi to amplify it. But is something like that even possible? How?’
For those who wield sword force, it's a possible feat.
But that's because it is sword force. Sword force is the power that embodies will.
How could something like that be done with a black sword that’s merely a mass of magi?
There was only one reason Christian could pull it off.
Because he possessed insane talent.
‘No—can that even be described as mere talent?’
Simon swallowed hard.
He had known Christian was a genius.
But this went beyond that level.
A shiver ran through him.
It felt as if Christian’s talent had no limits.
‘If Lord Nordian saw this scene, what kind of face would he have made?’
Simon was certain.
His decision this time hadn’t been a mistake.
As long as Christian was around, boredom would never be a concern.
And now, curiosity surged within him.
Just what kind of miracles would this madly gifted genius achieve in the future?
Simon walked toward Christian as if drawn in.
“Are you alright, Young Master?”
“Ah, yes.”
“There’s something I’d like to ask you.”
Christian gave him a puzzled look.
“Would you like to learn Bloodline Arts from me?”
“!!”
Christian's face filled with shock.
‘Why would Simon—?’
Bloodline Arts were a secret technique passed down solely among vampires.
It was rarely ever taught to outsiders.
Even within the Dark Demonic House, the only person Simon had ever taught Bloodline Arts to was First Young Master Sherad.
“Why?”
“No special reason… just a whim.”
Simon smiled faintly.
“I think it’ll be more fun if you become stronger, Young Master.”
“……”
“And with your talent, I think you’ll be a fine rival for Young Master Sherad.”
Christian’s face went cold.
If he learned Bloodline Arts from Simon, it was inevitable that he’d become entangled with Sherad.
But Christian nodded.
‘I’m not in a position to be picky. I need to get stronger.’
He was a wielder of dark magi.
And not just any—pure dark magi at 100%.
The more types of magi he mastered, the stronger he could become.
‘More than anything, Bloodline Arts was a power I had always coveted.’
Unlike other secret arts such as curses, illusions, destruction, and preparation, which were somewhat publicly known through external leaks, Bloodline Arts was something one could never access without a chance like this.
“I will follow your instructions.”
“Good. I’ll be looking forward to what comes next.”
The moment Simon curled his lips in satisfaction—
A voice rang out in the air, belonging to a non-elemental spirit of the ruin.
[You have cleared the 17th floor!]
[This is not a first achievement!]
[No clear reward will be given!]
It was just as expected.
Clear rewards were originally only given to the first pioneer.
But then—
[A challenger has achieved an extraordinary feat!]
[It is confirmed that the challenger has surpassed their own limits!]
[The challenger’s name, achievement, and title will be recorded in the Hall of Honor!]
‘Hm?’ An unexpected message.
A message crafted by the non-elemental spirit appeared midair.
Christian von Barren Khazar
Achievement: Surpassing the expected floor by 8 levels
Title: The One Who Cracked Stone with an Egg
Christian’s original expected challenge level was around the 9th floor.
But he had slain a boss eight floors above that—naturally, his name was inscribed in the Hall of Honor.
‘It wasn’t entirely my own doing… but hey, nothing bad about it.’
The more fame, the better.
Especially since it would be difficult to openly explain the circumstances behind the 27th-floor demon’s annihilation, it’d be better to raise his reputation through the decapitation of the Spider Queen.
‘Still, I really just want to rest now. Booze! Booze! Booze! Just one drink, please?’
He was just beginning to entertain the idea that, being outside the dull Dark Demonic House’s territory, he might be able to get his hands on some alcohol—
Another spirit voice rang out.
Totally unexpected.
[The secret realm acknowledges the achievements of the challenger who has accomplished two impossible miracles!]
[The challenger’s feats will be transmitted to the ‘Glass Lake’!]
“……??”
Simon and the others tilted their heads in confusion.
It was a place name they had never heard before.
But there was one person who understood.
Christian.
‘Wait—why is the Glass Lake coming up here?’
His face turned stiff with shock.
He knew exactly what kind of place the Glass Lake was.
‘It’s the hiding place of the “Prophet” of the Alliance.’
The seven 9-star superhumans who supported the Alliance—the Seven Lords.
The Prophet was one of them.
But more importantly—
‘…That’s the secret location of a swordsmanship family.’
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                    The Alliance’s foremost noble house.
The Swordsmanship Noble House, the House of Mayer.
That was where Christian’s name had been delivered.
For reference, the Swordsmanship Noble House was also the family of the Hero, Evan.
* * *
The Magus Empire was located at the very center of the continent.
More precisely, the central-northern region.
To the west of the Magus Empire was the Holy Empire.
To the south, the Gold Cross.
To the east, the Carn Empire.
Thus, the three major forces of the Alliance surrounded the Magus Empire in a near-enclosing formation.
Far to the southeast of the Magus Empire—
Between the Gold Cross and the Carn Empire—there lay a dense forest.
It was the private forest of the Swordsmanship Noble House, the House of Mayer.
Entry by outsiders was strictly forbidden.
Within that forest, a middle-aged man with a solemn impression was walking.
An 8-star transcendent, and the Vice Head of the Swordsmanship Noble House.
One of the strongest individuals in the Alliance, a man of noble standing—yet his expression was rigid.
As if he were going to meet someone extremely difficult to face.
Naturally so.
The one he was going to meet was the Prophet.
One of the great pillars who upheld the Alliance against the threat of the Magus Empire.
As he went deeper into the forest, a wondrous sight appeared.
A lake shining crystal-clear like glass, without the slightest trace of blue.
It was the Glass Lake, the hidden realm of the Swordsmanship Noble House, where present, future, and past were said to intersect.
The Prophet was in seclusion here.
[You’ve come.]
“Yes, I have come at your summons.”
At the voice resounding from the air, the Vice Head respectfully lowered his head.
The Prophet’s figure was not visible.
Because the Prophet always observed the future through heavenly sight (shallow divine foresight), it was rare for her to reveal herself before others.
[A dark omen has appeared. That is why I summoned you.]
“!!”
A dark omen?
The Vice Head’s expression turned grave.
[You are aware that a great calamity will soon come from the Magus Empire, are you not?]
“Yes, I am well aware.”
The Prophet had foretold this disaster long ago.
But no one had listened.
Peace had lasted too long.
Everyone had grown complacent.
‘The Magus Empire has long since surpassed the Alliance in strength.’
While the Magus Empire steadily built power from within, the Alliance had grown decadent and was in decline.
If the Magus Empire hadn’t been divided and fighting among themselves, the world would’ve already fallen into the hands of the Devilkind.
[I was able to glimpse a more specific future. Who in the Magus Empire will bring about the world's destruction. Where the ‘Great Darkness’ resides.]
Originally, the Prophet had pointed to the Castle of the Four Kings.
She said that the flames of disaster would rise from there.
But some time ago—less than a year ago—the prophecy changed.
It was true that the calamity would begin from the Castle of the Four Kings.
But the one who would truly bring about the world’s end was someone else.
The so-called Great Darkness.
According to the Prophet’s heavenly sight, the world would one day be destroyed by the hands of this Great Darkness.
“Where does this ‘Great Darkness’ reside?”
[The Dark Demonic House.]
“!!”
The Vice Head's eyes widened in shock.
It was an unexpected revelation.
“But the Dark Demonic House? Isn’t that a place we didn’t need to pay much attention to?”
Aside from the Head, Lord Nordion, there was no one particularly noteworthy.
A family slowly rotting from within—that was the Alliance’s general assessment of the Dark Demonic House.
[It is certain. The Great Darkness is someone from the Dark Demonic House. In the not-too-distant future, he will become a new Demon King.]
The Vice Head was again taken aback.
“You mean, a new Demon King will emerge from the Dark Demonic House?”
For nearly a hundred years, the Dark Demonic House hadn’t produced a new Demon King.
‘Who could it possibly be?’
The Vice Head dug through his thoughts.
The House Head, Nordion? He was certainly under watch.
But his life was already nearing its end.
‘Then perhaps Marquis Langham, the acting Head, or Marquis Shupen, strongest among the branch families?’
They were the strongest figures in the Dark Demonic House aside from the Head.
But neither of them had the qualities of a Demon King.
‘The young heirs of the next generation? But they’re all far too young.’
The Prophet said it would be someone who becomes Demon King in the not-too-distant future.
He couldn’t fathom who it might be.
“Were you unable to see exactly who it is?”
[I could see no further. As if someone—someone great—was obstructing my vision.]
“Obstructing you…”
The Vice Head’s expression grew heavy.
Only one kind of being could deliberately block heavenly sight.
A Celestial or a Devil.
That meant the Great Darkness named by the Prophet was already being watched by both the Heavenly Realm and Gehenna.
[However, it’s not that there are no clues.]
“What are they?”
[A signal came to the Glass Lake. Information about someone named Christian von Baron Khazar.]
The Vice Head looked puzzled.
‘Baron’ is the name of a branch in the Dark Demonic House.
However, the name Christian didn’t ring any bells.
‘Ah, was he the one who recently became a young lord? I recall hearing he used to be a delinquent but turned over a new leaf.’
The Vice Head recalled a passing report he had once heard.
‘I remembered because his name was similar to the Cursed Prince of Gold Cross.’
The Cursed Prince.
A child born from the noblest bloodlines.
A seed conceived from the union of the most exalted lineages in this world.
But even before birth, he was branded with the sin of being a Devil’s seed and suffered endless persecution—a prince of misfortune.
‘He died not long ago, didn’t he? Now that I think of it, it’s strange. The timing of Christian von Baron Khazar’s transformation coincides with the sudden death of the Cursed Prince. Well, it’s probably just a coincidence.’
In any case, the Vice Head, who gathered every bit of information about the world’s affairs, had at least heard Christian’s name—but no one else in the Alliance knew of it.
[They say he accomplished something extraordinary in the underground garden of the Southern Magus Kingdom—a feat impossible for his age and level of mastery.]
“Are you saying this person could be the ‘Great Darkness’? But isn’t he far too young? I heard he’s only around sixteen years old.”
A minor who hadn’t even undergone his coming-of-age ceremony.
The Prophet responded in a voice lacking confidence.
[It’s not certain. This is only speculation based on information sent through the Glass Lake. If he’s really that young, the chances are low.]
There were only two things that were certain about the Great Darkness.
That he was someone from the Dark Demonic House.
And that in the not-too-distant future—within five years at the earliest, ten at the latest—he would become a Demon King.
[Still, I think it would be wise to verify this dark seed named Christian. I have a bad feeling.]
The Vice Head bowed his head.
“I will see to it.”
After finishing the meeting with the Prophet, the Vice Head exited the Glass Lake, deep in thought.
‘This is troubling. Christian von Baron Khazar…’
Contrary to the Prophet’s speculation, the Vice Head believed there was absolutely no chance that Christian was the subject of the prophecy.
He was simply too young.
‘I heard he only recently reached 3-star. They say he’s a genius, but still, becoming a Demon King is out of reach.’
Maybe in the far, far future.
Say, several decades from now.
But in the near future, as the prophecy described—it was utterly impossible.
‘Still, it’s not like I can ignore it.’
Since the Prophet had insisted, he had to confirm it.
The problem was that this mission was extremely dangerous.
‘He’s a young lord of the Dark Demonic House, after all.’
Even though it was said to be in decline due to the lack of new top-tier powerhouses, that didn’t mean the Dark Demonic House’s strength was weak.
The Dark Demonic House possessed a military force comparable to the combined might of several kingdoms within the Alliance.
‘Whoever takes on this mission will almost certainly lose their life.’
It was hard to justify wasting the family’s manpower on something so unlikely.
‘Who should I send? Someone skilled enough to handle the mission… but whose death wouldn’t matter…’
The right person quickly came to mind.
He was exceptional.
But there was one person whose death would actually be better for the swordsmanship noble house.
“Bring that child.”
The retainer understood the order.
Soon, a young man appeared.
He was a handsome youth with a firm impression.
But his eyes, sunken as if dead, stood out.
“You called for me, Uncle.”
“Yes. I summoned you because I have a mission for you.”
“Command me as you will. I am nothing but the family’s ‘shadow.’”
A voice laced with self-mockery.
Just as he said, the man was the shadow of the swordsmanship noble house.
Those who handled the dirty work of the family—never to appear under the sun.
The man’s bloodline was never meant to live in the shadows, but a cruel fate, ordained by the heavens, had led him to tragedy.
“Investigate a person named Christian von Baron Khazar.”
“Baron… That would mean he’s from the Dark Demonic House?”
Did he understand that it was a death sentence?
The man fell silent for a moment.
Perhaps feeling guilty, the Vice Head gave additional explanation.
“This is an important mission ordered by the Prophet. It’s to prevent the world’s destruction.”
“…Is that so?”
“Yes.”
The Vice Head briefly conveyed what he could about the conversation with the Prophet.
That someone known as the ‘Great Darkness’ would one day bring ruin to the world. That there was a possibility that this boy named Christian was that Great Darkness.
“So, if possible, eliminate him.”
“…….”
To assassinate a figure of the Dark Demonic House, regardless of reason.
It was no different from being told to go die, but the man nodded as if accepting his fate.
“I will follow your command.”
“Good. Depart at once.”
After parting ways with the Vice Head, the man looked up at the sky.
The piercingly cold moonlight stung his eyes.
‘So this is where my life ends. I guess it’s fortunate that I can at least give my life for something meaningful, for the world.’
The man thought bitterly.
And so, the man—
The shadow of the swordsmanship noble house, Evan de Mayer, departed for the Dark Demonic House.
He was a man who would one day be called a Hero.
* * *
Meanwhile, at that moment, Chris and his party—who had attended the Young Lords’ Meeting—were in serious trouble.
“Urgh!”
“Blech!”
Everyone was clinging to toilet bowls and vomiting.
Jupien, Marisa, Kashmir—all of them.
They looked as if they had been struck by some kind of foodborne toxin.
The only one unaffected was Chris.
‘…With how much they drank, this was inevitable.’
Chris looked at them with an exasperated face.
The incident unfolded like this.
Originally, Chris had planned to return immediately to the Dark Demonic House.
But the others hesitated.
— Um… Are we parting like this? We didn’t even get a proper chance to thank Lord Christian.
— Hmph. It’s not that I’m reluctant to part with you. It’s just that I feel like I didn’t fulfill my mission because the meeting didn’t go properly.
— I’m fine with leaving.
In short, they wanted a second round… a follow-up party!
‘…What is this, some magical land of dreams and hope? What kind of afterparty nonsense is this?’
Still, their reasoning wasn’t entirely wrong.
The Young Lords’ Meeting was fundamentally a gathering for building camaraderie. If they hit it off during the meeting, follow-up parties were sometimes held.
“Fine. Let’s do the afterparty.”
So Chris agreed.
In truth, he had ulterior motives.
‘This is my chance to drink too! Beer, whiskey, wine! You’re all going down! I’ll drink until I’m a barking drunk!’
But nope.
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                    This time, what Chris held in his hand was ginger ale.
- “Sorry, but our shop doesn’t sell alcohol to minors.”
Even in the taverns of the Destruction Demonic House’s territory, they were just as strict.
The others also showed troubled expressions.
- “Young master? It’s a bit early for alcohol.”
- “Hmph. Still a child.”
- “Try calling me a man.’”
‘Damn these magic bastards. What kind of madmen are more honest and uptight than the damn Alliance!’
And so, with Chris excluded, they drank merrily, and this was the result.
Everyone was suffering from a hangover.
‘They drank all kinds of alcohol like maniacs. Serves them right.’
As expected of the precious children of prestigious noble families, every liquor they drank was top-tier. Chris, who had only ever dreamed of tasting those drinks in his previous life, was in a foul mood as he watched them disappear into others’ stomachs.
Among the drunk was Simon as well.
Simon had disappeared, saying he was going to drink cow’s blood as a hangover cure.
Apparently, cow’s blood was the best for hangovers?
‘They’re all something else.’
Chris twitched his lips as he approached Kashmir.
They would be parting ways soon, so he needed to finish his business.
“Young Master Kashmir.”
“C-Christian… I apologize for my disgraceful behavior… urgh.”
Christian forced a smile, suppressing his furrowed brows.
“This is a medicine that’s good for hangovers. Please try it.”
“Aah, even something like this… How can you be so kind, young master? I, Kashmir, will never forget the grace you’ve shown me.”
…Though hearing that from someone in a wrecked, hungover state didn’t really move the heart.
It wasn’t out of jealousy. Truly.
‘Damn it, I want to suffer from a hangover too. I hate ginger.’
Chris swallowed his true feelings and spoke.
“…And I have something else to give you.”
“What is it?”
“It’s the Fire Fan Pill of the Iseon noble house.”
“!!”
Kashmir’s eyes widened to the point they looked like they’d tear apart.
It was the medicine he had so desperately longed for.
The only cure that could save his mother, whose life force was being drained by intense Yin energy.
“H-How did you get this medicine…?”
“I happened to get it at an auction a while ago. I didn’t have any use for it, so I just kept it, but after hearing about your circumstances during yesterday’s drinking party, I’m giving it to you.”
He had obtained it at an auction.
It was made from materials Ruina had acquired.
“Y-Young master…”
Kashmir’s voice trembled.
Tears welled up in his eyes.
‘How can someone like him exist in this world?’
From the very first moment they met, Christian had endlessly shown grace to him.
Even though he had once tried to kill him.
“I-I… I don’t deserve to receive something like this from you, young master.”
Christian shook his head.
“Of course, it’s not for free. Even if we’ve become friends, I can’t just give away something this valuable without any return.”
“R-Right! If there’s anything you want, just say the word. I’ll even give my life if I must!”
Kashmir replied in a hurry.
But then—
“Survive.”
“!!”
Christian looked at Kashmir with a heavy gaze.
“You probably already have some idea of the great trials that are coming your way.”
Chris knew.
He knew what kind of hardships Kashmir would face.
“I won’t ask for anything else. Just… no matter what happens, don’t collapse. Endure it and survive. And one day, strike back at those who once trampled you. That’s all I ask.”
“……”
Kashmir closed his mouth.
He could feel it.
Chris’s sincerity, his genuine concern for him.
Unable to suppress the emotion that surged within him, Kashmir bit his lip hard and bowed his head.
“…I will remember your words. And… thank you. I’ll never forget the grace you’ve shown me, young master.”
It was sincere.
In that moment, Kashmir made a vow.
That someday, he would offer even his life to Christian.
Thus, Kashmir gave his whole heart to Chris.
Next was Marisa.
“You… mm. Have you sobered up a bit? Do you remember anything from last night? You were pretty wild.”
Marisa’s face flushed bright red.
She remembered.
Yesterday, completely drunk… she had bawled her eyes out while cursing and hurling insults at Christian.
—“Y-You bastard! You horrible man! You piece of trash!!”
Chris crossed his arms.
‘…Marisa still seems to hold a lot of resentment toward me.’
Aside from the insults, she had also said a bunch of other things, but it was so slurred and incoherent from the alcohol that only the curses were understandable.
“Here, this’ll help with the hangover.”
“…Thanks.”
Marisa, unlike usual, meekly accepted the medicine.
“…Sorry about yesterday. I was drunk.”
“It’s not like you just started hating me yesterday. Nothing new.”
“……”
Marisa’s lips twitched.
But she didn’t say anything, just turned her head away.
"Anything else you want to say?"
"Yeah. Be careful."
"...Where’s that coming from all of a sudden?"
"Because someone in the Venomous Demonic House seems to be trying to kill you. Just so you know."
Marisa's expression hardened.
"What happened in the underground garden—I'm sure the Venomous Demonic House is involved."
Most likely, this time it was the Marchioness, Presia who instigated the Destruction Demonic House.
The target was Christian’s life.
But was it really that simple?
‘If the Venomous Demonic House hadn’t given approval, the Destruction Demonic House wouldn’t have dared to act so rashly.’
It meant that even within the Venomous Demonic House, there were those who wanted Marisa dead.
"...I know. That kind of thing."
Marisa answered calmly.
"There are so many people who want me dead, I can't even narrow it down. It's nothing new."
Chris nodded.
Whether it was the Destruction Demonic House or the Venomous one, all the noble houses were complicated in their own ways.
"Anyway, thanks for the concern."
Marisa said quietly, and Chris shrugged his shoulders and walked away.
When he reached the carriage, he found a pale-faced Jupien waiting.
"Aren’t you giving me a hangover cure?"
"We’re rivals. Why would I give you medicine?"
"I don’t like you."
"Here. Instead, take this candy I found on the way."
Jupien glared at Christian sharply, then bit into the candy—and his eyes opened wide.
The hangover was instantly gone.
Chris smirked and climbed into the carriage.
Now it was time to return to the Dark Demonic House.
‘Will Kashmir be able to endure it?’
Chris thought to himself.
It was no longer something he could interfere in.
Still, he believed Kashmir wouldn’t fall apart as miserably as he had in the past.
‘That said… there's someone else I need to worry about besides Kashmir.’
Chris muttered the name in his mind.
‘That bastard Evan the Hero.’
It was when Evan was still being mistreated by the Swordsmanship Noble House.
The problem was, in the near future, a major crisis would befall Evan.
‘He barely survives… but ends up almost ruined, suffering terribly.’
If not for that incident, Evan could have grown much faster.
‘If I could intervene, that would be best—but the Swordsmanship Noble House is too far. And he’s probably operating from the shadows, making it hard to even meet him.’
There was another problem.
‘Isn’t this around the time Evan was a total scumbag?’
In the future, Evan would be upright and just, like a true Hero.
Of course, that persona was largely an act for others to see. In reality, his inner self was rather sharp-edged—but at the very least, the personality he showed to others matched the name of a Hero.
But at this point in time, Evan was said to be twisted and defiant about everything in the world.
He wouldn’t easily listen to anything anyone said.
—Chris, if I’d had a friend like you back then, if you had been by my side, maybe things wouldn’t have been so hard for me.
Evan had once drunkenly said something like that.
Still…
Chris was doubtful.
Right now, Evan wouldn’t accept anything he told him. That’s just how bad his situation was.
‘Even so, if I could interfere for the sake of the future, it’d be best to do so. He’s the type who never forgets a favor once he receives help.’
Evan also had the qualities of a loyal hound—one who never forgot grace.
Though he was a bit different in style from Kashmir.
‘If Kashmir is like an obedient and gentle hound that listens well, then Evan is… well. He’s a lot harder to handle. Still a hound, but a prickly one?’
Chris shook his head.
It seemed there was nothing he could do about Evan. Even if he wanted to help, there was no way to get involved.
Right now, he needed to focus on what was happening in the Dark Demonic House.
Chris narrowed his eyes.
‘Once I return, a lot will have changed.’
Just as Chris expected.
After taking the carriage and returning to the Dark Demonic House through the gate, the place was in an uproar.
Everyone was talking about Christian.
His reputation had skyrocketed.
* * *
The underground garden was a well-known ancient site across the entire Southern Magic Kingdom.
Any magic practitioner passionate about their training would have visited at least once.
So everyone knew just how outrageous Christian’s achievement this time truly was.
“They’re saying he decapitated the Spider Queen? How? Isn’t Lord Christian still at the 3-star level? Didn’t Chief Butler Simon take care of it?”
“Apparently not. Chief Butler Simon said he only provided assistance—the one who actually vanquished the Spider Queen was indeed Lord Christian.”
“That’s… hard to believe.”
“That’s not all. They say he became a Pathfinder? That he cleared the 27th floor alone? And what’s with that title, ‘The One Who Mocked a Devil’?”
“There was an accident during the trial, and he got transferred to the 27th floor. They say he was tested by a devil there and passed the trial.”
Since he couldn’t explain in detail, Chris roughly glossed over the story of the 27th floor like that.
Those who heard it all had stunned expressions.
“A devil’s trial?! Is that even possible? You’d lose your mind just by facing a devil!”
“But isn’t Lord Christian no ordinary person?”
“Well… true.”
The magi of the Dark Demonic House nodded.
From the moment he appeared until now—
Christian had always caused overwhelming upheaval and miracles that seemed impossible.
“But even so, passing a devil’s trial? Just what kind of trial was it?”
“They say he can’t speak of it due to a pact made with the devil. What’s certain is, it must’ve been as difficult as clearing the 27th floor.”
It was a reasonable explanation.
If it hadn’t been an extreme trial, it wouldn’t have been recognized as clearing the 27th floor.
“Just who is Lord Christian?”
Everyone looked toward Christian as if staring at some unfathomable monster.
In that moment, the thought that floated into everyone’s mind—
‘Could there really be an upset in the heir succession?’
It was unthinkable.
Christian was still far behind all the other heirs.
But gradually, more and more people began to have that thought.
That Christian was someone worth keeping an eye on.
Meanwhile, Chris flashed a sly smile at the stares of the magi.
‘Great reaction. Thanks to Marchioness Presia’s schemes, I got the perfect opportunity.’
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                    If not for Presia, he wouldn’t have obtained the Vampiric Ring, wouldn’t have won Kashmir’s heart, and wouldn’t have drawn the attention of the magi.
In the end, it was as if he’d received the greatest gift.
‘Should I give her a gift in return as a sign of filial respect? I mean, she is technically my aunt.’
He was strolling along leisurely, casually thinking such things that would make Presia’s blood boil if she heard them.
That’s when someone blocked his path.
“…Hey.”
It was the mama’s boy, Mysak.
He glared viciously at Christian, his face twisted in a deep scowl.
“Don’t get cocky. Soon, I’ll personally cut off your head and toss it to the dogs.”
A crude threat.
But Chris showed no particular reaction.
Normally, he might have thrown some insults, but this time, he simply stared silently at Mysak.
‘Why does this guy look so… weak?’
Of course, Christian had always considered Mysak insignificant.
But this wasn’t the same as before.
‘I don’t feel threatened at all. It’s like… I’m looking at someone weaker than me.’
A surprising realization.
Mysak was a 4-star.
Purely by stats, he should have been superior to 3-star Chris.
With such killing intent pouring out of him, there should have been some sense of threat—but there was nothing.
In fact—
It was laughable.
Like watching someone weaker baring their fangs in vain.
At the same time, Mysak felt something similar.
Looking at Chris felt like facing a solid wall.
He was trying to threaten him, but instead, it was Christian who felt threatening. Like staring into the eyes of a predator.
And the reason both felt that way was simple.
‘I’ve gotten stronger.’
It was because of what happened in the underground garden.
Chris instinctively realized—
‘I’ve already earned the right to surpass this wall. All that’s left is stabilizing it.’
Without realizing it, Chris had stepped into the realm of 4-star!
It was just that, because the leap was so sudden, an imbalance remained—keeping him technically within the bounds of 3-star.
‘I just need to stabilize that imbalance. Then I’ll reach 4-star immediately.’
It hadn’t even been six months since he became 3-star, and now he was about to reach 4-star.
It was an insane pace that would make any genius in the world seem mediocre, but Christian said nothing in awe. Instead, he simply opened his mouth toward Mysak.
“Move.”
“!!”
Surprisingly, Mysak flinched and stepped back.
He was overwhelmed by the sheer presence.
Maybe it was instinct.
He could feel it now, Christian stood above him.
“Ah, just so you know—”
Christian looked sideways at the stiffened Mysak.
“If you bother me again, next time I’ll kill you.”
“……!!”
His icy gaze pierced straight through Mysak’s heart.
“Keep that in mind.”
He meant it.
Ever since Presia tried to trap and kill him, the line had already been crossed.
Christian had made up his mind to kill Mysak when the opportunity presented itself.
‘Keeping him alive will only cause trouble later.’
Maybe Mysak sensed Christian’s sincerity.
He couldn’t say a word and just swallowed hard.
Christian left Mysak behind and returned to his quarters.
\[Ohoho… Young master, you’ve returned? This girl has been waiting ever so eagerly for your arrival. I heard the splendid news.]
“Yeah, good to see you.”
\[Then how about a glass of virgin’s blood juice?]
“More importantly, clean everything up around here. And make sure no one comes near for the next few days.”
\[??]
Christian grinned.
“I have work to do.”
It was time to grow stronger again.
* * *
Meanwhile, Mysak returned to his room and smashed the furniture apart.
“Damn it!! Shit!!! That arrogant bastard!! I’ll definitely kill him!!!”
Unable to accept that he felt threatened by someone like that, he vented his fury.
The attendants could only tremble, not daring to say a word.
Getting caught on a day like this meant dealing with a corpse.
As expected, Mysak’s eyes darted around wildly, looking for someone to take out his anger on.
As the attendants trembled—
A cold voice rang out.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“Mother!”
Presia frowned and raised her hand.
Smack!
Mysak’s face flushed red.
The attendants sucked in a breath and quickly fled outside.
“Mo-Mother…”
“Pitiful. What a disgraceful display.”
Mysak lowered his head.
Presia looked at her son with boiling frustration.
She knew too.
That her son was lacking.
But Presia still couldn’t bring herself to let go of the thread holding Mysak.
She had no hope left but Mysak.
“I’ll give you one last chance. I’ll assign you to the Dark Ghost Unit. From now on, you’ll serve as the acting commander of the Dark Ghost Unit, which is currently vacant.”
“!!”
“Lead the Dark Ghost Unit and earn merit.”
Mysak’s eyes widened.
It was the Dark Demonic House’s most elite combat unit.
Specialized in covert operations, terrorism, and assassination.
If he could lead such a unit, he could accomplish many feats.
“Th-thank you. I will certainly achieve results worthy of this position.”
Presia let out a quiet sigh.
This time, even Presia had to push herself to the limit.
She had begged her husband, Marquess Langham, even kneeling before him to ask for one last chance for Mysak.
Even then, she couldn’t secure the official commander’s position—only the temporary one.
Mysak would need to prove himself with merit before being promoted to the official commander.
“There’s something else you must do besides achieving merit.”
“What is it?”
“Christian’s head.”
“!!”
Presia’s eyes turned cold.
“During a mission, use the Dark Ghost Unit’s power to kill Christian. I’ll create the opportunity for you.”
* * *
Christian took a deep breath.
He was crossing the threshold of 4-star.
It was taking longer than expected.
Because he had intentionally chosen the more difficult path.
‘If it were just about crossing the threshold, I could’ve done it long ago.’
4-star, “Black Sword Conversion.”
It wasn’t just about manifesting the black sword—it meant freely transforming and adapting its form.
Frankly, Christian found it laughable.
‘What’s so hard about that?’
Ordinary talents—
No, even those considered geniuses had to use various techniques to manifest the black sword in reality.
Setting a core as a pillar, maintaining the flow of demonic energy according to magic formulas, and even relying on magic circles.
Those methods weren’t considered shortcuts.
Originally, when 3-star demonic beings tried to manifest the black sword, those were the standard textbook techniques.
Reaching 4-star was difficult because it required manifesting the black sword without using those techniques.
The difficulty was on a completely different level.
Thus, 4-star was the first true wall demonic beings encountered.
Up to 3-star, with enough effort, one could eventually reach it. As long as they followed the set rules, they could eventually manifest the black sword.
But from 4-star onward, effort alone wasn’t enough.
Innate talent was necessary.
There were countless who couldn’t achieve it even after dedicating their entire lives.
But Christian was different.
From the very beginning, when he first manifested the black sword, he never relied on any techniques.
He simply wielded the black sword with his natural instincts, as if moving his own limbs.
So of course, the 4-star level—Black Sword Conversion—came easily to him.
If he wanted to, he could cross that wall and achieve it right now.
‘But it’s not enough. So what if I can convert the black sword? What real significance does that have?’
Reaching the level of Black Sword Conversion opens up countless possibilities for application, but in the end, the black sword is still just a black sword.
It didn’t satisfy him.
‘Is there no way to surpass the limits of the black sword?’
In truth, Christian had already surpassed those limits.
His black sword, imbued with his will, held a power fundamentally different from that of other black swords.
Increasing its raw power any further was impossible.
‘But what about transformation? Even Black Sword Conversion has its limits. Is there a way to break past them?’
Though it’s called Black Sword Conversion, it doesn’t mean it can transform into just any form without restriction.
Black Sword Shield.
Black Sword Javelin.
Black Sword Mist Veil.
Black Sword Chain Ring.
Black Sword Flame Toss.
And so on.
There were several fixed forms.
Did there really have to be such limitations?
Originally, yes.
Black Sword Conversion wasn’t something that could be reshaped at will like clay.
You had to follow the set rules.
However—
‘That time, when I struck down the Spider Queen’s neck.’
Christian narrowed his eyes and recalled the moment.
The black sword infused with an overwhelming, limitless amount of demonic energy.
That wasn’t Black Sword Conversion.
It was simply an anomaly, born from Christian’s monstrous talent.
However—
‘It’s no different.’
Christian raised his sword.
Flash!
The sword split apart.
He was imitating the splitting sword technique that Jupien had displayed.
Though he had only observed it a few times, his proficiency didn’t fall short of Jupien’s.
Unfair talent.
And Christian didn’t stop there.
‘More. More.’
Sixteen, thirty-two, sixty-four—
In Christian’s inner world, the sword split endlessly.
An illusion within his mindscape, with no physical form.
Within that infinite realm of his mindscape, he moved his will.
His will imbued itself into the swords within the mindscape.
That will carried demonic energy, and the countless swords all gained substance and surged forth.
An infinite barrage of swords filling the world.
“!!”
Christian’s eyes snapped open.
‘That mindscape just now…’
How should he describe it?
It wasn’t something as trivial as Black Sword Conversion.
It was something on a far higher dimension.
But even that was still Black Sword Conversion.
Just like what he had done when he beheaded the Spider Queen—it was no different from Black Sword Conversion.
The moment he realized that, Christian understood that he had reached the realm of 4-star.
Fwoosh!
A black shield bloomed from his hand.
It was a Black Sword Shield.
But it was different from the typical Black Sword Shield.
His shield immediately transformed into a long spear, and then changed again into a whip-like chain.
To others, it would’ve been a shocking sight.
Ordinarily, after manifesting a Black Sword form, it was impossible to shift it into another form.
Shield, throwing spear, chain ring—each type of Black Sword form had its own incantations and techniques, and those conflicted with one another.
More importantly, each form was fundamentally different, with no common ground—so in principle, converting one into another was impossible.
If one wanted to use a different form, it had to be manifested anew.
‘But it works?’
Christian tried converting the black sword again and again, as if playing with a toy that transformed at will.
He had achieved unrestricted, infinite Black Sword Conversion!
A feat impossible even in the upper level of 4-star.
‘Well, the actual achievement is still just lower 4-star, though.’
Still, there was an unexpected bonus.
‘I’ve reached complete 5-star in the Fusion Path: Star Radiance.’
Christian extended his hand.
Fwoosh!
A perfect Aura Blade burst forth.
Originally, he had only barely touched the threshold of true 5-star, but now, by chance, he had achieved full 5-star.
The realm of lower 5-star.
He had become an “Elder Knight” class.
‘Was it thanks to that infinite sword in the mindscape that my Fusion Path ascended too?’

                
Chapter 91

                    Chris felt a sense of frustration.
‘That infinite sword from earlier… it’s probably too difficult to materialize right now.’
If he could manifest even a fraction of that mental image, he would become far more powerful.
‘I have to get stronger. Stronger.’
Though he was already growing stronger at a rapid pace, Chris always felt a lingering anxiety.
Thinking of the enemies he would face ahead, he knew he had to become much stronger than he was now.
At that moment, he heard Marie’s voice from outside.
[Master… I’m sorry, but… do you have a moment?]
“Hm? What is it?”
When he stepped outside, Melin and Alros were standing there.
Alros looked worn out, his face gaunt—likely from all the hardship under Melin’s training.
Melin was the same as ever, but when she saw Chris, her eyes widened.
“…You’ve gotten stronger. As expected of the one I chose to serve.”
Her gaze gleamed dangerously.
With a face that seemed like she wanted to spar right then and there, Chris let out an awkward cough.
“Right… so, what’s going on?”
“There’s a report I need to deliver. Young Lord Mysak has become the commander of the Dark Ghost Unit.”
Chris frowned.
“The Dark Ghost Unit?”
“Yes. It may be a temporary post, perhaps to avoid drawing attention, but in truth, it’s no different from a formal appointment.”
It wasn’t unusual for a favored direct bloodline member to be made a commanding officer in an elite combat unit.
The problem was that it was the Dark Ghost Unit.
‘Why that one, of all things?’
If it was just about earning merit, there were far more suitable units.
But the Dark Ghost Unit was a special force that operated in the Darks.
‘There must be another motive. Don’t tell me…’
Melin seemed to share the same thought, nodding heavily.
“It could be that the young lord is their target. They might be planning to conduct an operation together, only to use the Dark Ghost Unit’s power to strike him from behind.”
It was a plausible suspicion.
With the Dark Ghost Unit’s capabilities, it was entirely possible to assassinate Christian without leaving a single trace.
“The Dark Ghost Unit is among the top forces even within our Dark Demonic House’s combat divisions. It would be wise to lay low for the time being.”
The Dark Demonic House’s forces were divided into two types.
First, the large-scale knight orders.
Numerous in number and forming the core of their military power.
Second, small elite units divided by purpose.
The Dark Ghost Unit was counted among the very best of these elite forces.
‘Even though it’s just a “combat unit,” every single one of its members is said to be at least 3-star. Several of them are 4-star. The previous commander recently retired due to severe injuries from a mission, though.’
For reference, the former commander of the Dark Ghost Unit was a 5-star demon.
Mysak was appointed as the successor to that commander, who had stepped down due to injury.
‘Still, with this level of strength, the Dark Ghost Unit is comparable to one of the top knight orders in the kingdom from the Allied side. And it’s not even a knight order, just a single combat unit…’
Chris clicked his tongue in disbelief.
He once again felt the overwhelming might of the Magus Empire.
‘Even if I’ve reached 4-star, there’s no way I can fight and win against the Dark Ghost Unit.’
However—
Chris’s gaze sank low.
‘What if I used the power of the Sacred Radiance?’
Now, as a bearer of the Sacred Radiance, he had reached 5-star.
From 5-star onward, one was referred to as “Elder Class,” and recognized as a true powerhouse wherever they went.
‘If the commander—a 5-star-level opponent—were still active, even using the Alliance’s strength would make it difficult. Fortunately, the original commander has stepped down due to injuries. In that case, it might be possible to take them on.’
Of course, this wasn’t something to take lightly.
Even without the commander, the remaining strength of the Dark Ghost Unit was formidable.
Their weakest members were 3-star.
There were plenty of 4-stars as well.
The deputy commander was a high 4-star demon, close to 5-star.
Even as a 5-star Sacred Radiance wielder, it wouldn’t be easy for Chris to take them all on alone.
But even so—
‘I can win.’
Why?
It was simple.
Because he was a genius.
If the difference in power was only slight, there was no way he would lose.
‘On the contrary, this is a chance to deal with that bastard Mysak.’
Chris had already been looking for a chance to eliminate Mysak.
If the other side created the opportunity, all the better.
‘If I wait, they’ll contact me soon.’
As expected—
A knock came from outside.
“Young Lord Christian, the Marchioness is calling for you.”
“What’s the matter?”
“She says there’s a mission she intends to assign to you and the other heirs.”
“A mission?”
The attendant bowed and continued.
“Yes. It seems the shadow of a swordsmanship noble house has been spotted infiltrating the territory of the main family. The heirs are being tasked with tracking and capturing that shadow.”
* * *
‘They’re targeting me with this mission.’
Chris caught on immediately.
Otherwise, there was no reason to assign such a mission to the heirs.
It was obvious they intended to attack him once he was lured to an isolated area while pursuing the shadow.
‘But why would a shadow from a swordsmanship noble house enter the Dark Demonic House’s territory?’
Normally, the shadows of the swordsmanship noble houses operated within the Alliance. It was rare for them to infiltrate deep into Magus Empire lands.
Given the symbolism of being a swordsmanship noble house, recklessly trespassing into the Magus Empire could escalate into a major conflict.
‘In any case, this works in my favor. I’ll deal with the Dark Ghost Unit and that bastard Mysak, then pin it all on the swordsmanship house’s shadow.’
Coincidentally, the swordsmanship Chris was most proficient in was also that of the swordsmanship noble house—so it was a perfect fit.
“We're ready. But really, is it okay with just the two of us? Should I call some other comrades I’m close with?”
“Y-Yes! Isn’t it dangerous? Maybe you should reconsider this mission? I-I’m not saying this out of fear, it’s just... I’m worried about your safety, Young Lord!”
Melin and Alros each spoke.
If the Dark Ghost Unit was truly targeting Christian, then the danger was real.
Even Jupien suddenly showed up and said something unexpected.
For reference, Ashid was excluded due to injuries, and Yulian was on another mission—so only Mysak, Jupien, and Chris were participating in this mission among the heirs.
“We’ll let you board with us.”
“Huh?”
“I’m saying you can ride along with us.”
It was an offer to help.
If he traveled with Jupien’s group, the Dark Ghost Unit would be less likely to act recklessly.
However—
“It’s fine. I don’t need it. Instead, can I ask one favor from all of you?”
“??”
Chris smiled slyly at the puzzled faces looking his way and opened his mouth.
It was the beginning of the operation.
* * *
Fwoosh!
Chris moved through the forest alone.
Even though the Dark Ghost Unit was after him—he was moving solo?
‘Because I’ve used Melin and Jupien to confuse the Dark Ghost Unit’s movements.’
What Chris had asked for was simple.
To buy time.
They used various magic tools to create diversions.
He had taken advantage of the tools the Dark Ghost Unit used to track their targets based on magical patterns—redirecting them in the wrong direction.
‘Since I modified the disruption devices myself, they’ll waste quite a bit of time.’
Within that window, Chris planned to capture the swordsmanship noble house’s shadow.
‘I need to capture the shadow before anyone else does.’
He would catch the shadow and hide them somewhere no one would find.
Then, after eliminating the Dark Ghost Unit and Mysak, he’d pin everything on the shadow.
Finally, Chris would eliminate the shadow and take all the credit.
‘It’s a perfect two-for-one plan—getting rid of Mysak and earning merit.’
Since he’d be the one to kill the shadow who supposedly killed the Dark Ghost Unit and Mysak, the credit would be all his.
‘Well, there’s no need to feel guilty about the shadow anyway.’
Shadows were the ones who handled the dirty work for the swordsmanship noble houses.
They committed all sorts of unspeakable crimes—things unimaginable for someone from the Alliance.
‘But what is that bastard Evan doing right now? This is the prime time for him to be active as a shadow.’
Chris’s expression soured as he thought of the Hero Evan.
Memories of the recent hellish hardship he endured resurfaced, making him feel annoyed all over again.
‘This hell should’ve been Evan’s problem, not mine. Why did I have to regress... When I see him again, I’m punching him first.’
Of course, Evan wasn’t at fault at all for Chris’s regression.
But there’s no need for a reason.
It’s simply Evan’s fault.
I’m going to hit him once.
‘Anyway, is it this way? The concealment is very textbook.’
Chris briefly stopped and looked at the bent foliage.
At a glance, the direction seemed to be northeast—but that wasn’t it.
It was a typical misdirection technique used by shadows.
A few more decoys had been added, but they were all methods Chris was familiar with.
‘If I put all these decoys together and work out the answer... then southeast should be correct. Still, doesn’t seem like a very capable shadow. Then again, that explains why a so-called shadow is being exposed and chased like this.’
Come to think of it, this shadow was pretty ridiculous.
From the information he’d gathered, the shadow had barely entered the territory of the Dark Demonic House before being discovered.
‘What kind of shadow is this stupid? Is this even a real shadow?’
Well, it didn’t really matter.
‘Just a little further from here.’
Chris slowed his pace.
‘Blood?’
There were specks of blood scattered ahead—likely left behind by the target.
‘A wound from being pursued?’
Judging by how much the blood had dried, they weren’t far.
They were nearby.
‘Where?’
Fwoosh!
In that instant, something chilling happened.
A radiant sword of light burst through the trees.
A holy blade matching the level of a Black Sword.
It was a Mana Blade!
“!!”
Chris quickly twisted his neck backward.
The blade narrowly grazed past.
‘Death Sea Flash?’
A secret technique of the swordsmanship noble house!
And it wasn’t just moderately skilled.
‘A shadow with this level of mastery?’
Of course, there were powerful ones among the shadows too.
But they were usually specialized in stealth and ambush—not direct confrontation.
That’s why Chris had taken this a bit lightly.
But that strike just now—it was like something a fully trained knight of the swordsmanship noble house would execute.
His vigilance flared up sharply.
‘This guy’s strong. Maybe even stronger than me.’
Chris moved his hand urgently.
Clang!
Chris’s sword barely deflected the opponent’s.
His hand throbbed and trembled.
‘At least mid 4-star or higher.’
The biggest problem was that the opponent seemed used to head-on combat.
The thrusting sword was incredibly aggressive.
A relentless barrage of destructive heavy strikes!
‘What kind of shadow fights like this?’
Chris clenched his teeth.
After being caught off guard once, he’d been getting pushed back continuously.
‘In this situation, it’s hard to use the Black Sword infused with will.’
If he tried to forcibly draw out its power, he’d more likely leave an opening and get his head cut off instead.
That’s how tight this fight was—no room for error.
‘I need to turn the tide.’
Chris twisted his body slightly.
It was a feint.
So natural it flowed like water—impossible not to react to.
Sure enough, the opponent responded instinctively.
Fwoosh!
The Mana Blade fell, aiming for Chris’s opening.
The brilliantly glowing blade nearly sliced off his arm.
‘Now!’
The black magic he had prepared in advance unfolded.
Curse of the Mire.
Curse of Delirium.
And simultaneously, Fog of Pressure.
Simple 2-star black magic spells.
But effective enough to momentarily break the opponent’s balance.
Especially since they erupted in a chain, making them difficult to react to—and indeed, the enemy staggered for a moment.
‘Now!’
Black Sword transformation.
Duel Flame.
Fwoosh!
Flames from the Black Sword flared up in front of the enemy’s legs.
A flame that erupted suddenly, with no warning. Chris had suspended magical energy in midair and ignited it with a delay—an advanced trick only he could pull off.
He intended to cut the enemy’s legs and subdue him like this—
“!!”
Chris’s eyes widened.
The opponent did something completely unexpected.
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                    Instead, he thrust his leg forward and shoved it directly into the Duel Flame!
More precisely, he shoved in the leg guard protecting his knee.
Clang!
The guard was sliced off, and blood splattered from his leg. But it was only a light wound.
‘Crazy.’
Chris frowned.
If the guy had dodged or tried to block in another way, his leg definitely would’ve been cut off.
But in that split second, he realized dodging or blocking was impossible—and so, he shoved his leg in.
He had seen through the fact that Duel Flame is weakest right at the ignition point.
‘This guy isn’t a normal shadow.’
Chris clenched his fist tightly.
He looked at the man's face.
Though he was wearing an artifact face mask that distorted his features, so his identity couldn’t be confirmed.
‘This guy's a genius too.’
Of course, that didn’t mean the man had talent on par with Chris.
But among the general class of geniuses, his talent was clearly at the very top.
That meant he was a far more difficult opponent than the average 4-star.
Just like Chris was displaying strength beyond his natural ability, this guy likely was too.
‘Troublesome. I can’t use the power of the Alliance either.’
According to Chris’s plan, there couldn’t be any trace of the Alliance’s power on the enemy’s corpse.
It had to appear as if the man killed Mysak and the others, and that Chris took him down to claim merit.
‘No helping it. Originally, I was going to capture him first for a clean resolution, but that’s impossible. I’ll have to kill him here.’
The reason Chris originally planned to capture the shadow first and eliminate him later was because of the timeline.
If Mysak and the others died, their bodies would be examined.
And if it was determined that the shadow died before Mysak and the others, suspicion could arise—so he had postponed the kill.
‘No choice. He’s not someone I can subdue without killing.’
Chris calmed his gaze.
Did the opponent sense the shift in intent?
His presence lowered as well.
For a moment, the two stared at each other.
Then the man struck with his sword.
Fwoosh!
Again, it was a direct, powerful strike.
Precisely because it was straightforward, it was all the more difficult to deal with.
‘There’s no opening to exploit. No, there are no openings at all.’
Chris clicked his tongue.
The man himself was like a perfect blade.
Just how much had he trained?
It was a single slash, but it carried the weight of endless bloody refinement.
On top of that, talent even Chris had to acknowledge.
A tough opponent.
It was almost insulting to compare him to a greenhorn like Mysak.
However—
‘He’s not on my level.’
Chris moved.
He focused power into his core and stepped forward.
Just like his opponent.
The same kind of powerful sword strike.
And then—
Chris’s Black Sword was imbued with will.
“!!”
Sensing the overwhelming force of the Black Sword, far beyond common sense, the man’s eyes widened in shock.
Clang!!
But astonishingly, the man blocked Chris’s sword.
In that fleeting moment, he performed incredible acrobatics and managed to deflect the Black Sword’s force.
‘Hah, now that it’s done to me, it’s absurd. I expected he’d try to deflect it, but to actually pull it off?’
Chris let out a hollow laugh.
But it didn’t matter.
He had assumed from the start it would be deflected.
Chris locked eyes on the tiny gap in the man’s stance—created from deflecting a sword imbued with will.
A minute flaw that, under normal circumstances, Chris wouldn’t be able to target.
Vmm!
The Vampiric Ring on his finger vibrated.
He had originally saved this move to face opponents like Mysak, since it required radiant mana, but this wasn’t the time to hold back.
Radiant mana converted into dark demonic energy, and instantly surged through his limbs.
In a flash, his physical ability skyrocketed.
The man’s eyes wavered.
But even then, he reacted with astonishing speed.
Sensing that defending was impossible, he instead launched a deadly counterattack.
His sword shot out, straight for Chris’s throat.
Delayed initiative.
It was a late counter, and while Chris’s momentary body speed was much faster, the man’s sword would reach Chris first.
It was a brilliant move, possible only because of the man’s deep mastery over the blade.
If Chris didn’t dodge, his neck would be pierced.
But instead, Chris made the exact opposite choice.
Rather than evade, he thrust his sword straight at the man’s chest.
The man’s eyes flickered in confusion.
He didn’t understand Chris’s decision.
He poured even more force into his blade.
His sword accelerated with even more power.
A dazzling mana blade, as if he meant to finish it for good.
A single radiant slash that cut through the sea of death—Death Sea Flash.
But then, in that very moment—
An utterly incomprehensible phenomenon occurred.
Fwoosh!
The man's mana blade suddenly wavered for a moment!
“?!”
Of course, this was all Chris's doing.
‘I aimed for the blind spot that appears when Death Sea Flash accelerates.’
An incomprehensible move.
Naturally, Chris knew the weakness of Death Sea Flash, the secret technique of the swordsmanship clan.
He had watched Hero Evan use it countless times. But even so, that blind spot wasn’t something that could be targeted so easily.
If anyone could neutralize it this easily, it wouldn’t be called a secret technique of a prestigious swordsmanship family.
This was only possible because it was Chris.
‘I predicted he’d accelerate into Death Sea Flash and laid the trap in advance.’
To be exact, he manipulated the flow of the fight to force the man into using Death Sea Flash.
Even the Black Sword imbued with will from earlier—
Even using the Vampiric Ring to push him into a corner—was all to set up this situation.
The final touch was a minuscule Black Sword transformation detonated midair.
It had no killing power and was faint, but for an instant, it disrupted the flow of the mana blade.
A crazy move that only Chris could pull off.
A sequence of steps that proved Chris was a monster unlike any other genius.
“!!”
The man hastily pulled back his sword.
Fwoosh!
The mana blade floated in front of his chest like a shield.
It was the manifestation of a Radiant 4-star technique—Mana Conversion.
“It’s useless.”
Slash.
Chris’s Black Sword, imbued with will, cleaved through the mana shield.
Thrust!
It pierced straight through the man’s chest.
His body convulsed once, then he vomited blood and collapsed to the floor.
‘Phew.’
Chris let out a deep sigh.
‘That wasn’t easy.’
He won, but the man was truly formidable.
If he hadn’t experienced rapid growth recently, he wouldn’t have been able to win.
‘Who the hell was he? For someone like this to be in the Dark Ghost Unit? He’s like Evan.’
In that instant, Chris’s expression hardened.
A realization struck—too late.
‘W-Wait. No way. That can’t be.’
With trembling hands, Chris removed the man’s artifact mask.
And then—
He froze like a corpse.
“N-No… This has to be a joke, right?”
A strikingly bold face came into view.
A face sculpted like a hero from legend.
It was a familiar face.
It was Hero Evan.
* * *
“W-What? No way? That can’t be? Why? Why is this guy here?”
Chris was rambling unusually.
The most confusing situation since his return.
“He’s from the swordsmanship clan, so there’s no way he’s Evan’s brother who looks similar… right?”
Chris’s face went pale.
This guy was definitely Evan.
There was no doubt.
‘Aah! Why did Evan come to the Dark Magus House?! He said he never came to the Magus Empire before becoming a hero!’
There were several reasons Chris hadn’t recognized Evan.
First, the fight was too urgent to analyze anything carefully, and more importantly, Evan had said he never came to the Magus Empire during his time in the shadows. So Chris never considered the possibility.
Also, the biggest reason was the style of swordsmanship.
Chris first met Evan and joined the hero party in the later part of the Age of Ruins.
By then, Evan had already reached Radiant 8-star, Absolute Realm.
At that time, Evan’s sword and the sword he just saw shared nothing in common except their rigidity, so Chris couldn’t recognize him.
‘Anyway, I have to save him!’
By some miracle, Evan was still alive.
Like a hero with tenacious vitality, he twisted his body when the sword pierced him, avoiding his heart.
‘But he won’t last long. He can’t hold on much longer.’
Chris hurriedly pulled out a pill from his pocket.
It was a first aid pill called Refutation Pill from the Venomous clan, made for him to take in emergencies just like this.
He quickly shoved it into his mouth and used magic to help it go down his esophagus.
‘Damn, this isn’t nearly enough.’
Despite being a powerful first aid pill true to its name—defying death—the wounds were too severe.
Chris gritted his teeth and stretched out his hand.
The energy flowing through his blood vessels shifted, and the Radiant Mana of his inner core surged forward.
Fwoosh!!
A brilliant aura burst forth.
Venomous Energy Manipulation.
The power that made the disciples of the Venomous clan into saints.
Since receiving the Venomous clan’s secret mid-level manual from Duke Huam of the Venomous Demonic House, Chris had secretly been practicing Venomous Energy Manipulation.
Fortunately, it had an effect.
The Venomous Energy Manipulation worked in synergy with the Refutation Pill, stabilizing Evan’s breathing noticeably.
But Chris’s expression did not improve.
‘It’s only a temporary fix. At this rate, Evan will die.’
Thanks to his knowledge as one of the continent’s top medical experts in the past, Chris could accurately assess Evan’s condition.
‘This kind of emergency treatment isn’t enough. He needs to be transported and properly treated.’
The problem was time.
He couldn’t even move him anywhere—Evan wouldn’t last even a few more minutes.
At that moment, Evan suddenly coughed up blood again and trembled with convulsions.
Chris hurriedly checked his pulse—it was faint.
His heart was stopping.
“No! I have to save him no matter what!”
Chris’s vision darkened.
Originally, while he conquered the Magus Empire from within, he had planned to use the hero to reorganize the coalition forces.
But if the hero died, the plan he built would be seriously ruined.
“The coalition needs to get stronger to prevent the war from happening.”
And beyond that reason,
Chris gritted his teeth.
—Not me, Chris, you were supposed to be the hero.
Always.
He was an infuriatingly frustrating guy.
He had promised himself that if they met again, he would hit him once for no reason.
But this guy was his comrade.
He could never watch him die like this.
“I still haven’t properly beaten you up! Get up and suffer with me!!”
Fwoooosh!!!!
A bursting radiance shot out.
The mana in his inner core was instantly depleted.
But it was still no use.
The pulse returned briefly, but it was only temporary. Soon, things would get worse again.
“What should I do?”
Chris bit his lip hard.
“Think of a way.”
But Chris knew.
The reason Venomous Energy Manipulation wasn’t working now was simple.
Evan’s condition had already passed the limit.
What Chris was doing now was a meaningless act of forcibly holding onto a life whose candle had already been extinguished.
“Even Venomous Energy Manipulation can’t save someone on the brink of death.”
“Damn it!”
Chris slammed the floor in frustration.
Blood dripped down, but he couldn’t even feel the pain.
Then, at that moment,
Seeing the blood dripping from his own fist,
A lightning-fast realization struck Chris’s mind.
“It’s impossible to save someone on the brink of death with Venomous Energy Manipulation. But...”
Chris swallowed hard.
“It’s possible with Black Magic!”
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                    From the beginning, Black Magic had many types that dealt with the dead.
The most representative was necromancy.
Besides that, even the curse magic Chris often used included types of Black Magic that manipulated life.
“The problem is, none of those are usable right now. No—think. There has to be a type I can use.”
Chris rapidly recalled every type of Black Magic he was capable of using.
But there was nothing.
None of the Black Magic he could use was helpful in this situation.
Then suddenly, a voice surfaced in his mind.
—If he dies, I’ll revive him as a low-tier bloodspawn and send him to Idrinne as a plaything.
Something Simon had said, which had absolutely nothing to do with the current situation.
But Chris caught the clue.
“There is a way! I can use Bloodspawn Magic and turn Evan into my slave!”
Among Bloodspawn Magic was a type that turned the dead into one’s slave.
The “Inferior Blood Imprint” that Simon mentioned.
Slaves created that way were called low-tier bloodspawn, and they followed their master without any will of their own.
“Of course, I can’t turn Evan into a will-less slave, but that’s fine. I can modify the ritual.”
The reason a slave that became a bloodspawn could still move even after dying was because it received its master’s life force.
So Chris planned to extract only the parts of the ritual that “turn the subject into a slave” and “transfer life force.”
“Luckily, I’ve seen the Blood Imprint once before.”
Simon had demonstrated it to him as an example.
The “Blood Imprint” was one of the foundational spells of Bloodspawn Magic, so it was the first thing Simon taught him for background knowledge.
Of course, that just meant Chris had seen it once.
He had never properly practiced it.
No—Chris had only briefly studied Bloodspawn Magic on the way back from the underground garden.
Attempting not just to use the Blood Imprint, but to modify it, was absurd.
“It’s fine. I can do it.”
Whether it worked or not, he had to make it work.
Fwoosh!
Magi surged from Chris’s body.
Inside his mental world, the ritual Simon had shown him unfolded in full.
Chris’s mind rapidly dissected the structure of the spell.
He divided it, analyzed it, sliced it, and reassembled it.
Of course, it wasn’t easy.
A ritual was the sum of countless variables.
Extracting only the necessary parts meant fully analyzing all those variables and deriving a new sum.
An impossible task unless one was a master of the craft.
But Chris could do it.
Because he was Chris.
“If I need to calculate countless possibilities, the solution is simple. I’ll just calculate every single one of those infinite cases.”
In a single fleeting instant,
An uncountable number of calculations unfolded within his mind.
Thousands, tens of thousands—no, even more.
Countless possible combinations were calculated in his mind.
All in the blink of an eye.
The reason Chris could analyze a ritual on the spot, even if he wasn’t fully trained in the field.
“Got it!”
Chris quickly let the blood dripping from his hand fall into Evan’s mouth.
Gulp—Evan reflexively swallowed his blood.
At that moment, Chris activated the ritual.
“Inferior Blood Imprint.”
No.
This was a new form of Bloodspawn Magic that Chris had devised.
Fwoosh!
Right before death, an imprint that seized the target’s life and turned him into a slave was engraved into Evan’s heart.
Evan’s consent wasn’t necessary.
The “Inferior Blood Imprint” was never a ritual that required the subject’s agreement in the first place.
“The ritual activated properly.”
Chris let out a long breath, then transferred his life force through the imprint connected to Evan’s heart.
Vmmm—!
As Chris’s life force was transferred, Evan’s complexion stabilized drastically compared to earlier.
He had passed the critical point!
“Thank goodness. I ended up making Evan a slave somehow… but since my Bloodspawn Magic is weak, the imprint will naturally fade over time…”
Of course, he never intended to make Evan a true slave.
To begin with, Chris’s Bloodspawn Magic was so feeble that he couldn’t maintain an imprint for long.
So this was meant to be nothing more than a temporary contract.
“Hm? Wait a minute… What’s going on?”
Chris suddenly paused.
“…Why is the imprint so dense?”
He blinked in confusion.
Normally, it should have been faint—so faint it would be hard to see even upon close inspection.
That was the level of Chris’s Bloodspawn Magic.
But the imprint engraved in Evan’s heart wasn’t faint at all—it was overwhelmingly vivid.
As if it were a properly formed “permanent imprint.”
“Why? Don’t tell me…”
Chris’s eyes widened as he realized the reason.
First reason—his type of magi.
His magi was pure dark magi. 100% undiluted.
That made it even more suitable for Bloodspawn Magic than the blood-colored magi of vampires.
Even with a sloppy execution, the effect was far stronger than expected.
Second reason—far more important—was the level of his soul.
“I’m a Half-Demon. That means my power to dominate others works much more strongly.”
The reason vampires could make humans into subordinates was because their soul’s level was slightly higher than that of humans.
However, the level of Chris’s soul was that of a Half-Demon—far beyond comparison with mere vampires.
As a result, regardless of the ritual’s lack of finesse, a permanent imprint that fully subjugated the target was engraved.
‘…What do I do now?’
Chris swallowed hard.
He had turned a Hero into a slave.
It was an accident he hadn’t anticipated.
‘Ugh! What is with today?!’
He clutched his head for the first time in a while, but for now, there was no other way.
‘…I’ll worry about breaking the imprint later. First, I need to save this guy.’
He had barely managed to keep him breathing, but that was all—it wasn’t over yet.
Proper treatment was still needed. More importantly—
‘…I have to get this guy out of the Dark Demonic House territory alive. But how?’
An impossibly difficult task.
Evan belonged to the hidden branch of a swordsmanship noble house—if the Dark Magus devils saw him, they would never let him live.
Torture, followed by either hanging, beheading, or burning at the stake were the only likely outcomes.
‘And it’s not like I can just escape with him.’
No matter how hard he thought, he couldn’t find a way out.
A desperate situation where nothing worked.
Just then, the crystal orb at his waist sent out a signal.
It was a signal that Mysak was heading in Chris’s direction.
‘…Thanks to Evan, I’m in no state to fight Mysak right now.’
He had no choice but to postpone dealing with Mysak.
‘There will be plenty of chances to take care of Mysak anyway.’
But then, a brilliant idea flashed through Chris’s mind.
‘Wait. If I use that bastard Mysak, maybe I can get Evan out of here?’
There was one way.
A method to smuggle Evan outside.
By sacrificing Mysak’s life.
‘It won’t be easy… but I have to do it.’
Chris fired a signal flare into the air.
He had decided to return to the Dark Demonic House territory with Evan for now—to properly treat him before attempting escape.
There were limits to how much he could extend Evan’s life just by sharing his own life force.
‘The problem is, once I bring Evan into the Dark Demonic House territory, a horde of devils will try to torture him before we even get to treatment.’
The more he thought about it, the more tangled the situation became, and Chris, now boiling with frustration, glared at the unconscious Evan.
‘Why the hell did this bastard crawl into the Dark Demonic House territory of all places? When he wakes up, I’m going to give him a real punch.’
And just like that—
An unplanned mission to save the Hero had begun.
  
Chris returned to the Dark Demonic House territory without clashing with Mysak’s Dark Ghost Unit.
He carried Evan slung over his shoulder like a sack.
“This time too, Young Lord Christian has earned the merit.”
“Amazing. Even though the Dark Ghost Unit moved out, he beat them to it and earned the credit first.”
“But why did he bring back a shadow alive?”
“They probably brought him in for torture, didn’t they? If he’s a shadow from a swordsmanship noble house, he must know a lot of classified information.”
“Heh heh, this should be fun. It’s been a while since we got to watch one of those Alliance dogs get executed.”
Chris swallowed hard under the gazes of those devils.
Their eyes were like hyenas eyeing a wounded deer.
‘The Dark Magi already harbor deep resentment toward the swordsmanship houses.’
Among them, the most hostile was undoubtedly the Head of House, Nordian.
Nordian didn’t just dislike the swordsmanship houses—he hated them.
To the point that he once gave the order to kill every member of a swordsmanship house on sight.
There was absolutely no chance Evan would leave the Dark Magi alive.
‘I have to pull it off.’
There was only one way.
Thud.
Chris threw Evan into the main square of the family estate.
Roughly, and in plain view of everyone—
As if discarding a worthless insect.
Evan flinched in pain, but it couldn’t be helped.
‘This is all to save you, so bear with it.’
“I have a report to make. Send word to the Head of House.”
“Yes, but… Young Lord? Did you mean the Head of House himself, not Marquis Langham?”
“That’s right.”
Everyone looked puzzled.
The Head of House never involved himself in family affairs—why now?
“This one is a very important trophy. Something the Head of House will surely be pleased with.”
Chris curled his lips into a smirk.
“His name is Evan. Son of the former Head of the swordsmanship noble house—the Sword Emperor, the Alliance’s greatest swordsman.”
* * *
The Sword Emperor.
A 9-star transcendent, and once the strongest in the entire Alliance.
‘He died too early.’
He passed away before Evan could fully mature, and that was the beginning of Evan’s tragedy.
If Evan hadn’t been the legitimate successor to the family headship, things might’ve turned out differently.
But Evan had been personally designated by the former Head as the next in line, making him a thorn in the eyes of other family elites who sought the position.
In the end, thanks to the schemes of the family elders, Evan was framed with a grave crime and forced to become a shadow.
‘Thinking back, it’s absurd. The son of the giant who once held up the Alliance reduced to such a miserable state, all because of others’ lust for power.’
Chris gave a bitter laugh.
‘Well, I was also a victim of injustice in my past life. My mother and I were branded as devils’ lackeys without committing any crime—all because of that man who was my father.’
It revealed just how rotten the Alliance had become.
At any rate, the Sword Emperor had a connection to the Dark Magi.
To be precise, with the Head of House, Nordian.
In the past, Nordian was defeated by the Sword Emperor.
The real problem was that he suffered tremendous humiliation in the process.
The Sword Emperor was not someone who treated devils as human, and he reportedly subjected the defeated Nordian to extreme disgrace.
‘Thanks to that, the Head of House Nordian grinds his teeth at the very mention of the swordsmanship houses.’
And now, Chris had brought back the Sword Emperor’s son as a war trophy—how would Nordian react?
Would he show respect to the son of his old nemesis?
Absolutely not.
Nordian spoke coldly.
“Cut off his head immediately. Then sever his limbs and send them to the swordsmanship house. Let them bury him beside the Sword Emperor’s grave. If the son returns dismembered, I’m sure that bastard Sword Emperor will be smiling down from the heavens.”
“……”
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                    A voice full of resentment toward the Sword Emperor.
This time, the Lord of the House looked at Christian with a somewhat softened gaze.
“Christian, you did well. You achieved great merit. I will personally see to your reward.”
“…Would you grant me what I desire as the reward?”
“What you desire? Speak.”
Chris took a deep breath.
‘I have to do well here.’
Evan’s life hangs by a thread at this very moment.
“Please postpone the execution of the Sword Emperor’s son.”
“What?”
The Lord’s gaze turned cold.
“Why? Are you trying to show pointless mercy?”
A voice tinged with disappointment.
For a demon, showing unnecessary compassion to an enemy was forbidden.
But Chris shook his head.
“Not at all. Why would I show mercy to those disgusting Alliance dogs? Rather, I believe beheading him is far too lenient, which is why I make this request.”
“Hmph? Then? What do you have in mind?”
“Give him to me as spoils of war.”
“!!”
Chris raised the corner of his lips—
So that it would look unmistakably sinister to anyone watching.
“If I subjugate the Sword Emperor’s son as my slave and work him like a limb of my own, wouldn’t that be the most satisfying revenge against those despicable Alliance bastards?”
The Lord accepted Christian’s request.
He even burst into laughter.
—Kuhaha!! Yes, you’re right. Just cutting off his head is too bland. However…
The Lord spoke slyly.
—Do you think it’s possible? If he’s the Sword Emperor’s son, he won’t be an easy one to break.
Chris replied firmly.
—If he were obedient, it wouldn’t be fun. Please watch with anticipation. You’ll see the Sword Emperor’s son kneeling before me.
—Very well, I look forward to it. But.
The Lord spoke with a chilling gaze, like a blade piercing the heart.
—If you fail, you’ll personally sever the Sword Emperor’s son’s head. Understood?
—…I understand.
Chris recalled the conversation with the Lord with a gloomy expression.
‘Ughhh! What kind of taming is this supposed to be! Why do I have to go through all this trouble! This damn hero, who’s of no use in life!’
His anger toward Evan surged.
Chris let out a deep, heavy sigh.
‘There’s no helping it. Now that it’s come to this, I have no choice but to make the hero mine to command.’
Just as he had told Nordian, he didn’t actually intend to make Evan a literal slave.
What Chris truly wanted through this opportunity was for the hero to join his side and become a comrade who would aid his plans.
‘The problem is… how do I win over that bastard Evan’s heart?’
Conversation?
It was hopeless.
No matter what he said, Evan wouldn’t accept it.
‘It’ll be a miracle if he doesn’t start throwing blades.’
An absurd level of difficulty.
While Chris was still trying to come up with a method, an attendant came running with an urgent expression.
“Y-Young Master! It’s an emergency! The shadow of the Swordsmanship Clan…!!”
“…What is it? Did his condition worsen or something?”
“That’s not it. Thanks to the intensive treatment per your orders, his condition has improved significantly.”
“Then what is it?”
Chris looked puzzled.
If he was getting better, what could possibly be the problem?
“Is he maybe causing a ruckus in the prison? Just leave him be unless it gets serious.”
But then—
“H-He’s not making a scene.”
“Then what’s the issue?”
“W-Well… his behavior is strange. That is… he’s kneeling.”
“……??”
The attendant couldn’t explain the situation properly, looking flustered.
“Y-You should probably come see for yourself.”
With a confused expression, Chris headed to the prison.
And then—
He saw it.
‘…What the hell.’
A curse almost slipped out at the sight before him.
“…You’ve arrived.”
The hero Evan was kneeling.
No one had forced him to.
He did it of his own will.
As if paying the utmost respect.
To be precise, like a vassal paying homage to his lord.
Like a broken slave.
He bowed his head.
“My master.”
* * *
The Sword Emperor’s son knelt before Christian!
This news caused a stir across the Dark Demonic House.
“Hah… Young Master Christian really is something else. How did he manage to subjugate him?”
“I heard he engraved a blood seal on him when he collapsed. Impressive, truly. He only recently started learning blood-binding arts, too.”
“But wasn’t it a low-grade blood seal? It shouldn’t have included runes capable of controlling someone with a will of their own, right?”
“No idea. He must’ve modified the spell in some strange way again. It wouldn’t be the first time Young Master Christian pulled something like this. It’s clear the seal of the soul was branded into the guy—so it must be true.”
The demons once again marveled at Christian.
But Christian couldn’t comfortably accept their praise.
Because he knew the truth.
‘This insane bastard of a hero.’
Chris swallowed a curse and looked at Evan, who was kneeling beside him.
Evan looked up at him with innocent eyes and asked again,
“What is it, Master?”
“…It’s nothing.”
“Whatever it may be, please give me an order.”
“……”
Chris wore a troubled expression.
Was it discomfort from turning a former comrade, a soon-to-be hero, into a slave?
No.
‘…You’re faking this.’
That’s right.
The “low-grade blood seal” Chris had engraved didn’t include any runes of “loyalty” or “obedience.”
Since it was a technique meant to control someone who had lost their reason after death, such high-level, complex spells weren’t necessary in the first place.
And yet, Evan, with full consciousness and will, was following Chris’s commands.
It was an act.
‘He’s acting to survive. Calculating that if he becomes my slave, he won’t be executed right away.’
No—it wasn’t just that.
Chris hadn’t missed the chilling killing intent that occasionally flickered in Evan’s eyes.
‘He might be waiting for the chance to kill me.’
Chris decided to test him.
Just in time, while cutting his steak, he let the knife slip toward Evan’s feet as if by mistake.
Clatter!
“Pick it up.”
“!!”
In that split second,
Evan stared at the knife.
The blade gleamed menacingly under the sunlight.
A sharp weapon, more than capable of severing someone’s throat.
Especially in Evan’s hands.
In the blink of an eye, that knife could’ve reached Chris’s neck.
‘Let’s see…’
Evan slowly bent his knees.
And after a barely perceptible hesitation, he moved his hand.
“…Here it is.”
Chris held back a sigh.
That subtle twitch of Evan’s fingers—
It was identical to the habit he used to have when deciding whether to launch a surprise attack.
There was no doubt now.
Evan was watching for the moment to strike at Chris’s throat.
‘This is insane. And I can’t even expose him.’
A throbbing pain flared at the back of Chris’s neck.
If the truth came out, Evan would die.
Chris had to pretend not to know, but the problem was that Evan wasn’t an easy opponent.
As shown in their previous fight, Evan also possessed natural talent and instincts.
Even Chris could lose his head in a moment of carelessness.
‘And it’s not like I can just confess, “I’m actually on your side.”’
Saying that out of nowhere would only sound suspicious. Evan wouldn’t believe it, nor would he accept it.
‘Unless he had awakened his Mind’s Eye… but he hasn’t, yet.’
The Mind’s Eye—one of the blessings Evan would receive from the constellations in the future.
If Evan had awakened it, he’d be able to see through someone’s true intentions and would understand Chris's sincerity, but that was still far off.
‘Far from the Mind’s Eye.’
Chris looked into Evan’s eyes.
Unlike when he was a Hero, now his eyes were sunken and pitch black. Like the eyes of a dead corpse.
Evan’s heart must be just as dead now.
Suddenly, a thought struck Chris.
‘Maybe… Evan plans to kill me and die with me. Since he sees no hope left in living anyway.’
He remembered something Evan had once said while drunk.
—That time in my life was really hard. There were many times I thought of ending it myself.
Chris frowned.
He was certain!
‘This damned bastard.’
Chris made up his mind.
What to do with Evan.
‘First, I need to snap him out of it.’
Unfortunately, there was only one way to do that.
A drastic measure was necessary.
“What’s with that look in your eyes?”
“…Sir?”
Smack!!
Evan’s cheek turned with the blow.
“Even as a slave, you still haven’t let go of your pride?”
“N-no, sir. I’m sorry.”
Evan hurriedly kneeled down.
Chris spoke with the most arrogant expression he could muster.
“You’ve done wrong. A punishment is in order. Melin.”
“Yes, Young Master.”
“Take him back to the prison and starve him. Make sure he never dares to act so impudent again.”
Melin tilted her head slightly.
She seemed to think it was unlike Chris, but didn’t question it and dragged Evan away.
* * *
A few days later.
Chris visited the prison.
Evan was hanging by chains.
He had barely recovered from fatal injuries, and now he was starved and chained—his condition didn’t look good.
‘…Who beat him? I never gave such an order. Still, that look in his eyes… hasn’t changed.’
Pitch black.
Empty pupils stared at Chris.
“You alright?”
“…I’m fine.”
The answer came a moment too late.
“Thank you… for correcting me for my wrongdoing.”
A subtle undercurrent of killing intent in his voice.
No.
It wasn’t directed at Chris.
It was anger toward those who had driven him to this state.
And despair directed at himself.
Even now, Evan clearly intended to kill Chris and die alongside him.
Chris sighed and then spoke.
“Are you angry?”
“…What? No.”
“No?”
Chris quietly looked into Evan’s eyes.
As if peering into his very thoughts.
“I won’t tolerate lies. Be honest.”
“…….”
“Aren’t you angry? No, let me ask you differently.”
Chris rephrased the question.
“Are you not angry at those who put you in this situation?”
For a moment, a faint gleam flickered in Evan’s eyes.
A chilling intent to kill.
It was a fleeting trace of light, but it was unmistakable.
“…What are you talking about?”
“You’re really asking because you don’t know?”
“…….”
“You say you’ve submitted to me, but that anger in your heart remains. Or rather…”
Chris wore a mocking expression.
“Maybe you never submitted in the first place.”
“!!”
Evan drew in a sharp breath.
Facing Chris’s calm stare, his expression hardened.
“…How long have you known?”
“Who knows, maybe from the beginning?”
“…If you noticed, why let me live?”
Evan clenched his teeth.
“Were you mocking me all this time, laughing at me behind my back?”
Chris shrugged.
“No, I’m not that petty.”
“Then why?”
“Because I didn’t want you to die.”
“!!”
Evan gave a look of disbelief.
“What kind of bullshit is that…”
“It’s the truth. So, hmm.”
Chris hesitated with his words.
‘Ideally, I’d win Evan over right here—but that’s a long shot.’
Showing sincerity clumsily would only backfire.
‘Damn it. If only he had awakened his Mind’s Eye, he’d see how genuine I am. But it can’t be helped.’
He had to convince Evan.
Make him accept his words.
There was only one way.
Provoke Evan’s rage.
“Because slaves as useful as you aren’t easy to come by.”
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                    “!!”
“Am I wrong? Abandoned puppet prince of the Swordsmanship Clan.”
Crunch.
As expected, Evan clenched his fist.
So hard that blood welled up.
“Shut… up.”
“I didn’t say anything false, did I? You do realize that being sent into the territory of the Dark Demonic House in the first place meant you were thrown away as a disposable piece, right?”
Evan glared at Chris with murderous eyes.
But in the end, he couldn’t say anything in return.
Because Chris was right.
Born of a greater bloodline than anyone, yet sacrificed to the filthy greed of his clan elders—a pitiful fate.
That was Evan.
‘He’s like me.’
Chris let out a faint, bitter laugh.
He too was born of a noble bloodline, yet spent a miserable childhood under a terrible false accusation.
The difference, perhaps, was that Chris’s father was still alive?
Or more precisely, it was Chris’s father who had driven him to ruin?
Chris and his mother were branded as Devil’s minions because of his father's ambition.
‘Well, it doesn’t really matter anymore.’
In any case, Chris felt some sympathy toward Evan, who mirrored himself, and wanted to lessen the pain Evan would soon face—at least a little.
So he spoke.
“Don’t you want to survive and get revenge?”
“!!”
Chris lifted the corners of his mouth.
A voice flowed out, like a devil’s temptation.
“On the ones who insulted your father, and dragged you and your mother into the abyss.”
* * *
Evan stayed silent for a long while.
The dark moonlight sank heavily around them.
“…What are you saying?”
“Exactly what it sounds like. I want you to survive and return to the Alliance.”
“…You mean, return to the Swordsmanship Clan and strike them? That’s impossible.”
Evan spoke heavily.
“My enemies are far beyond what I can handle.”
He was right.
They were figures so distant in Evan’s eyes.
It was the reason he had fallen into despair.
But—
“Maybe for now. But with time, things will change.”
“!!”
“I’m not telling you to return to the Swordsmanship Clan and fight them right away. No, you absolutely must not return there anytime soon.”
Chris spoke with force.
If Evan returned to the Swordsmanship Clan, he would face a terrible disaster in the near future.
He had to prevent that.
“Hide yourself and build your strength. Then, cut down the necks of those pretentious bastards in the Swordsmanship Clan.”
Killing the rotten scum of the Swordsmanship Clan was not just about Evan’s personal grudge—it was necessary for the future.
Because of those damned people, the Swordsmanship Clan failed to fulfill its role during the Great War, and the damage suffered by the Alliance had multiplied exponentially.
‘I originally planned to handle it myself, but…’
It wouldn’t be bad to let this serve as nourishment to revive Evan’s pitch-black, dead soul.
Because rage, at times, can become the fiercest fire that drives one’s life.
“Besides, there’s no way things could get any more miserable for you than they are now.”
Evan let out a chuckle.
A low, cold laugh filled with deep resentment.
“That’s true. Compared to being a dog of my enemies, it might be better to become your slave and act as your sword.”
Evan lifted his head, eyes blazing.
“I’ll do as you say. What do I need to do?”
“First, survive and get out of here.”
“…You’re letting me go?”
Evan looked puzzled.
“Yeah. If you stay here any longer, you’ll die.”
It was the truth.
Even now, there were many demonic beings aiming for Evan’s life.
Even if Chris tried to protect him, there were limits.
“And once you’re out, you’ll have to follow the orders I give you.”
“…And what if I leave and ignore your commands?”
Though Chris had engraved a master-servant mark on him, that alone wasn’t enough to fully control Evan.
‘After all, a low-grade Blood Imprint is a spell that turns a being without will into a servant. Someone like Evan, who possesses strong will, can’t be controlled at will.’
If he really wanted to force Evan into obedience, he would need to inscribe a separate Mark of Submission—but that wasn’t feasible right now.
Nor was it necessary.
“That’s simple. Just eat this pill.”
“…What is it?”
“A secret demonic pill of the Venomous Demonic House, called True Death's Coil. You’ve probably heard of it. It’s a will-bound poison that kills you if you don’t take the antidote at the exact time, several years from now.”
A lethal poison whose effect only manifested years later, triggered by will-based sorcery.
And aside from the designated antidote, it was absolutely incurable.
How had Chris managed to get his hands on such a rare poison?
‘It’s a lie. It’s just dried horse dung.’
But what did it matter?
It’s not like Evan would know what poison tasted like.
“Eat it.”
“……”
Perhaps it was an instinctive sense of danger.
Evan hesitated.
But soon, Evan tightly shut his eyes and swal... no, swallowed the pill.
“…As expected of a deadly poison. That was a foul taste.”
“…Yes, the stronger the poison, the more bitter it tastes. I’ll give you the antidote after confirming that you follow my orders properly.”
“Fine. But how are you planning to get me out of the Dark Demonic House?”
Evan asked in a puzzled voice.
“No matter how high your status is, there’s no way you can just let me go, right?”
He was right.
But, as always, Chris had a way.
Chris leaned in and whispered his plan into Evan’s ear, and Evan’s eyes widened in shock.
It was time to make use of that ever-giving fool, Mysak.
* * *
Chris and Evan set the plan into motion.
First, Evan put on a show of fully submitting to Chris, fooling everyone watching.
Then they waited for the right opportunity.
‘It should be about time for the bait to bite.’
And just as he thought that, someone approached.
The mama’s boy demonic fool who had done nothing but shower Chris with gifts until now.
It was Mysak.
“…Christian.”
“Did you lose your way crawling out from your mother’s skirts, or do you need something from me?”
Reclining lazily in his chair without the slightest intention of standing up, Christian replied with a crooked smile.
Mysak gritted his teeth.
“That bastard is from the Swordsmanship Clan, isn’t he?”
“……”
“Don’t get cocky just because you earned a speck of merit. Soon, I’ll cut off every limb of yours, shred your flesh, and toss it as dog food.”
A pathetic threat, lacking any weight or menace.
Chris didn’t even bother to reply, sitting there with disinterest.
That’s when something happened that shocked everyone around.
Thwack!!
A heavy thud echoed through the room.
For a moment, no one nearby could process what had just happened.
Even Mysak—the subject of the blow—hadn’t realized what had occurred.
That’s how shocking it was.
Evan, who had been quietly standing to the side, had punched Mysak straight in the face.
“Y-You?!”
Mysak, who came to his senses a beat too late, screamed in rage—but it was pointless.
In terms of raw physical combat ability, Evan even outclassed Chris.
More than that, Evan had endured every kind of harsh battle under the Swordsmanship Clan, while Mysak had been coddled all his life under his mother’s protection. Their combat instincts weren’t even comparable.
Thwack! Thwack!
Fists like hammers, imbued with pure white mana, rained down on Mysak’s face. At this rate, he’d be turned into mush.
Of course, Evan didn’t give him a single chance to use his specialty—black magic.
Chris shouted a few steps late… maybe five hits late.
“Stop!! What do you think you’re doing?!”
“…This bastard insulted my master. Please permit me to eliminate him.”
Evan’s other fist, while gripping Mysak by the collar with one hand, gleamed with a chilling blue light.
Holy Radiance, 4-star.
Mana Conversion.
Battle Fist.
The condensed power of a knight’s mana blade.
If that destructive force—enough to shatter stone—struck his face, it was obvious what would happen to Mysak.
“U-Ugh…”
He’d really die.
Feeling the thick, seething intent to kill in Evan’s eyes, Mysak let out a groan.
“Let him go. As pathetic as he is, he’s still a noble of his House.”
“…Understood.”
Evan released his grip as if brushing off filth, and Mysak collapsed to the ground, his strength drained.
“Evan, stand down. I’ll deal with the offense of overstepping your station.”
“…My apologies.”
Chris let out a sigh and walked over to Mysak.
“You alright?”
“!!”
Even crawling on the floor, did he still have some pride left?
Just as Mysak tried to growl with his mangled, swollen face—
Chris mocked him in a low voice.
“I wondered, but yeah, you really are pathetic. You’re worse than the slave I command. Worthless idiot. How about you stay under your mommy’s skirt from now on?”
“!!”
A sneer that crushed Mysak’s pride.
But Mysak couldn’t say a word in response.
Chris's gaze bore down on him like a weight.
The oppressive force of the strong looking down on the weak.
“If you want to live long, get lost under your mommy’s skirt!”
Mysak’s fingertips trembled—
But in the end, he couldn’t say anything and slinked away like a beaten dog.
Once they were alone, Evan spoke.
“Wasn’t that a bit too harsh?”
“Formal speech.”
“…Wasn’t that a bit too harsh, sir? I only acted as ordered.”
An unexpected revelation.
It was Chris’s plan all along for Evan to step in!
“He didn’t look like he’d sit still. From what I’ve overheard, he seems to have some strong backing.”
Chris shrugged.
“No need to worry about Mysak getting revenge.”
Chris chuckled.
“That’s exactly what I was aiming for.”
Indeed.
Today's incident had been bait tossed to Mysak.
Blinded by rage, Mysak would act exactly as Chris intended, and Chris planned to use him as a sacrifice to help Evan escape.
* * *
The time had come.
The Marchioness Presia summoned him.
Presia greeted him with a cold expression, showing not the slightest sign of warmth.
“It’s been a while. Nice to see you.”
“Yes, it’s good to see you too. But Mysak isn’t here, I see.”
Chris exaggeratedly turned his head left and right.
“I thought the mama’s boy would always be at your side, Aunt.”
“…You!”
“Oh, I only said that because you two seem so close. Did I offend you somehow?”
Presia’s fingertips trembled faintly.
But she couldn’t get angrier. She had business to address.
“I summoned you to give you a mission.”
“What is it?”
“Lately, the Gold Cross bastards have been acting suspiciously. Go scout near the Brexis River that flows toward the Theocracy. It’s a solo mission—go alone.”
Chris whistled inwardly.
‘How blatant.’
The Brexis River was the main activity zone of the Shadow Ghost Unit.
It was clear she intended to move Mysak and the Shadow Ghost Unit to kill him.
She even forbade any companions.
Her malicious intent was so obvious, it was almost laughable.
It just meant she truly wished for Chris to die.
Even though it was clearly a trap—
“Yes, understood. I accept the mission.”
Chris responded readily.
‘Because this is exactly the mission I was hoping for.’
Did Presia know?
That she had taken the bait Chris had laid?
“Just one request—may I take the swordsman family’s slave with me?”
“A slave?”
“Yes, I plan to use him as a decoy in case of emergency.”
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                    Presia did not refuse.
Evan had beaten Mysak to a pulp.
Naturally, she planned to dispose of Evan as well.
“Well then, I’ll be going.”
As he stepped outside, Mysak was glaring at him with a vicious expression.
Chris gave a dry chuckle.
“I was wondering where you were—turns out you were by your mommy’s side after all.”
“……”
Mysak didn’t respond.
He only ground his teeth and glared at Chris as if he would kill him.
The murderous intent was chilling.
Chris could feel the raw urge to kill radiating off him and shrugged.
‘This’ll be the last time I bother dealing with his childish tantrums.’
With this plan—
Chris intended to kill Mysak.
But on a sudden whim, he spoke.
“Hey, Mysak. There’s something I want to say.”
“…What is it?”
“Don’t you think it’s time you apologized for everything you’ve done to me?”
“What nonsense are you spouting?”
“I’m just offering you a chance.”
“Shut your mouth. You’d better brace yourself for what’s coming.”
Mysak growled roughly.
“I’ll put you in such a miserable state you’ll regret being born.”
A cruel confidence filled Mysak’s eyes.
Naturally so.
He had the Dark Ghost Unit.
Imagining the pain he would inflict on Chris, Mysak flashed a wicked grin.
“Well, if that’s how it is.”
Chris stepped out of the estate.
Evan was waiting on his knees.
Chris chuckled and teased playfully.
“You’re starting to really look like a slave now.”
“…Shut up.”
“Whoa, such a disrespectful tone to your master? Maybe you need a beating?”
Evan’s gaze turned icy.
Chris chuckled quietly and tapped Evan’s shoulder.
“Get up. Let’s go.”
It was time to help Evan escape.
* * *
The Gold Cross was located along the southern border of the Dark Demonic House Territory.
Riding on horseback, Chris scanned the path ahead.
‘I'll have to come back soon anyway.’
A disaster was soon to unfold at the Gold Cross.
It would ultimately shake the Four Kings’ Castle, so it had to be stopped.
‘Is this where the Brexis River begins? If I follow this river straight down, I’ll reach the capital of the Theocracy? It’s been a while since I’ve seen these green waters.’
Chris’s eyes softened for a moment as he looked at the emerald-colored river.
The beautiful hue of the Brexis River had once been his only solace in his previous life, during his childhood.
‘Ah, there was one more.’
His younger sister.
A kind child who called him "brother" and looked after him, even when everyone else called him the spawn of a devil.
‘She suffered so much because of me. Now that the "original me" is dead and gone, maybe she’s living a little more peacefully.’
When he reincarnated into another body, the "original" Chris had died.
‘She was such a kind child—maybe she grieved a little. I’d like to see her again.’
When he prevents the disaster at the Gold Cross, he would likely meet his sister again.
Of course, it wouldn’t mean much.
Chris and his sister no longer had any relationship.
Even if they met, revealing his identity would be impossible.
‘Whether it’s because of causality or something else, I can’t disclose who I used to be.’
Either way, it wasn’t important.
‘The best thing I can do for her is stop what’s about to happen at the Gold Cross. She’s the one who’ll suffer most from it, after all.’
Just as he was thinking that—
Evan, riding beside him, quietly stared at Chris’s face.
“…You.”
“??”
“…Never mind.”
Chris gave him a puzzled look.
‘What’s with him lately?’
It wasn’t the first time Evan acted like that.
No, he did it quite often.
From time to time, he would look at Chris with an expression full of unexplainable complexity.
As if he could read his innermost thoughts.
‘…He doesn’t have the Insight Eye or anything, so there’s no way.’
As far as Chris knew, Evan wouldn’t awaken the Insight Eye until he was recognized as a Hero and formed a contract with a Celestial.
That was still a long way off.
‘Well, it’s not really important anyway.’
Chris changed the subject.
“By the way, why did you come to the Dark Demonic Territory in the first place?”
“……”
“Even if you were abandoned to die, you must’ve been sent with some kind of mission, right?”
He had asked this before, but never received an answer.
This time, Evan fell silent for a moment—then unexpectedly replied.
“It’s nothing you need to worry about. It was a foolish, absurd, and meaningless mission.”
Chris tilted his head in confusion.
Then, in the distance—
He saw their ally, waiting to assist them.
It was Ruina.
* * *
“I greet you, Prince Christian.”
“Have you been well? It's good to see you.”
“…Yes.”
Ruina responded with a vague tone.
It was vague because her expression didn’t show whether she was pleased or displeased—it was complicated.
More accurately, it held both emotions mixed together.
The part that welcomed him—
‘Well, I did profit quite a bit last time.’
The gem Chris gave her in the underground garden had been sold to a high noble of the Holy Empire for a price beyond imagination.
And that wasn’t all.
Just as Chris had hinted, she confirmed that something suspicious was happening in Gold Cross.
If she played it right, there was a scent of money—potential for massive profit.
Despite receiving such a great fortune, the reason Ruina’s expression still looked bitter was simple.
‘No matter how good the last deal was… You’re trying to leech off me again? What am I, your cash cow?!’
Ruina ground her teeth inwardly.
Chris had called her out today and asked her to bring a particular “item.”
As always, it was something extremely expensive.
“You brought the item I asked for, right?”
“Ohoho, yes, of course. But… may I ask what this expensive item is going to be used for?”
“Why? Regretting the money?”
When Chris asked with a crooked tone, Ruina quickly shook her head in shock.
“Not at all!”
‘Of course I regret it, you punk! Do you even know how much this cost?!’ But instead of voicing her true feelings, she cautiously said,
“It’s just… this item is usually used for covering up crimes, so I was curious what you'd be using it for…”
“To cover up a crime.”
“…Excuse me?”
“You said it yourself. It’s an item used for crime concealment. I asked you to bring something that fits that purpose.”
Ruina immediately shut her mouth.
“Ohoho… I-I see. As expected of the great and dashing Prince Christian.”
“And here.”
Chris handed her a letter.
“It’s the next piece of intel about what’s going to happen in Gold Cross.”
“!!”
“It says what you should do, so use it as reference.”
Ruina received the letter like it was a sacred relic and bent her waist at a 150-degree angle to show her gratitude.
“Loyalty, loyalty, loyalty!! From now on, I’ll place all my faith in His Majesty Prince Christian!”
‘Hmm… it’s not something to be that happy about.’ Chris scratched his head inwardly.
Following that letter would definitely earn her a lot of money—but it also meant getting caught up completely in Chris’s plan.
In other words, she was going to suffer terribly.
‘Well, money’s the most important thing to Ruina. As long as she can make money, she’ll be fine.’
“And there’s one more gift I’ve prepared for you.”
“What is it? If it’s from you, my lord, I’ll gladly accept even poison!”
“It’s not poison. It’s a lottery ticket. If it hits, it’s the jackpot.”
“…What?”
“Here, this guy.”
Chris pointed at Evan.
Ruina looked puzzled for a moment, then her eyes widened.
She had realized Evan’s identity.
“No way, is he from the renowned swordsmanship family?”
“Yeah, that’s right.”
Chris spoke as if he were doing her a favor.
“I’ll give you the chance to earn his favor.”
* * *
It goes without saying that secretly crossing the border between the Magus Empire and Gold Cross was no easy feat.
Both sides monitored the area with extreme vigilance.
But there was one exception.
A person who could cross the border like it was her own backyard.
Ruina, head of the Rudolf-Dear Merchant Guild.
She conducted business across the Alliance and Magus Empire through a secret and mystical water route unknown to others.
‘She used a relic. And not just any relic—one of legendary class.’
It was a mode of transport utilizing a legendary-grade relic far surpassing the vampiric ring Chris had obtained in the underground garden.
‘If I use that relic, I can extract Evan without leaving a single trace.’
But Ruina’s reaction was far from pleased.
She quickly pulled Chris aside and shouted angrily.
“Lord Evan isn’t a lottery ticket—he’s a bomb!”
“Didn’t you just say you’d gladly accept poison?”
“That was just business flattery! If I help Lord Evan and earn the hatred of the swordsmanship family, what am I supposed to do?!”
The influence of the swordsmanship family in the Alliance was no joke.
It rivaled that of the royal families.
In fact, while royal families held power only in their own countries, the swordsmanship family’s influence extended across the continent—making them even greater.
‘They’re one of the so-called Four Great Bloodlines of the Alliance.’
The four most noble bloodlines of the Alliance were:
The imperial family of the Karn Empire.
The imperial family of the Holy Empire.
The Star Clan of the Theocratic Nation, the spiritual center of Gold Cross.
And the swordsmanship family, the House of Mayer.
“I won’t do it! Absolutely never! Are you trying to ruin my business?!”
“On the other hand, it’s also an opportunity for your guild to grow explosively.”
“……”
“If Evan becomes the head of the swordsmanship family.”
Ruina clamped her mouth shut.
“As you know, Evan is still a legitimate heir.”
“But… that’s only in name. Honestly, Lord Evan’s chances of becoming the family head are slim.”
“Well, I don’t see it that way. But it’s definitely a risky venture. If you look at it purely in terms of profit, it might be a losing deal.”
Chris nodded.
“If your goal is nothing more than hoarding money like a miser, then there’s no need for you to get involved in this. But is that really the case?”
Chris looked Ruina straight in the eyes as he spoke.
“Somehow, I get the feeling you have another purpose.”
“!!”
Ruina’s pupils trembled slightly.
It was true.
The reason Ruina clung so greedily to money, treating it as more precious than life itself, wasn’t just due to avarice.
It was because she was trying to achieve something with that money.
That’s why she treated money as the most valuable thing in the world and continued to gather it.
“…What do you know about me?”
“Nothing. It’s just a hunch. A merchant as remarkable as you must have a deeper goal. In any case, make your choice.”
Chris said,
“Will you scratch the lottery ticket or not?”
Ruina bit her lip hard.
It was a difficult decision.
Just like a lottery, the odds were slim.
And if she drew a blank, the loss could be significant.
But—
“…I’ll do it.”
If she happened to hit the jackpot.
If Evan succeeded in becoming the head of the swordsmanship family.
Then she could take a major step closer to achieving her true goal.
So she couldn’t refuse.
More than anything—
‘…That bastard wouldn’t push something that’s completely hopeless.’
Oddly enough.
Ruina trusted Chris.
Because of the unbelievable miracles he had pulled off so far.
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                    "You’ve made a good decision. Ah, and Evan?"
Evan raised his eyes with a crooked look.
"What is it?"
"Isn’t that gaze a bit too disrespectful? I’m still your master, you know."
"…Shut up."
Chris chuckled softly and said,
"Once you escape from here, lie low for a while, then head to the Free City of Cainper."
"The Free City?"
"Yeah. Join the ‘Training Institute’ with the next intake. It’ll be a chance for you to grow."
Where Evan went after that wasn’t important.
No matter where he went, the Star Thrones who favored Evan would bless him.
But he had to go to Cainper.
It was because of the ‘Training Institute.’
It’s where the core members of the Hero’s party first gather.
‘The place where the stars of the continent come together.’
Cainper’s Training Institute was completely different from other academies.
Only those who graduated at the top of their class from academies across the continent were eligible to enter.
The cutoff scores varied slightly depending on the prestige of the academy, but at minimum, you had to graduate in the top three to even apply.
And even then, you couldn’t apply right after graduation.
Only those who had proven their capabilities in real-world experience after graduating could step into the Training Institute.
It wasn’t a place to nurture seedlings—it was a hall where only the most elite, already-proven talents of the continent gathered.
Because of that, anyone who completed the Training Institute was recognized as top-tier elite in all fields.
"Cainper’s Training Institute is a sanctuary even swordsmanship clans wouldn’t dare touch. It’ll be safe."
"…Alright."
"Then I’ll be going now."
As Chris turned after entrusting Evan to Ruina, Evan unexpectedly spoke.
"What about you?"
"I’ll stay here and deal with the pursuers."
Evan went silent for a moment, then asked,
"…Why are you risking yourself for me?"
Chris tilted his head.
‘I’m not really doing it for you, though?’
He was simply using the opportunity of Evan’s escape to deal with Mysak at the same time, but Evan seemed to misunderstand, thinking Chris was taking a risk for his sake.
"Won’t it be dangerous? I’ll fight with you."
"I appreciate the sentiment, but it’s fine. Don’t worry about it and go."
Chris genuinely didn’t need any help, but for some reason, Evan frowned.
"I can’t go. I’ll fight with you."
‘Hmm.’ That was unexpected and a bit troublesome.
What Chris was about to reveal couldn’t be shown even to Evan.
"As your master, this is an ‘order.’ I won’t allow disobedience."
The moment Chris said that—
"!!"
Evan’s body froze with a snap.
It was the manifestation of dark magic!
‘I secretly modified the servant-master mark so I could issue simple commands. It’s not as forceful as a mark of obedience, but… there’s no reason not to make use of it since we’re already bound.’
He couldn’t fully trust Evan.
Though they were comrades in his previous life, that was then—now, above all else, he himself was a demon, standing on the opposite side of Evan.
He needed at least a minimal safeguard, so he planned to use this subordinate bond.
"You go your way. Leave the rest to your master."
Chris grinned, then leapt forward with a flash, using lightfoot technique.
"……"
Evan clenched his teeth as he stared at Christian’s back.
It wasn’t because of the unpleasantness of being forced by dark magic.
‘What is he thinking? Why is he taking such a reckless risk?’
As far as Evan knew, the demons currently chasing them weren’t the kind Christian could handle.
The Shadow Demon Unit.
An elite combat force known even among swordsmanship clans.
‘There’s no way he can take them on… Forget his command—I have to step in.’
Though dark magic was compelling him, it wasn’t engraved with a mark of obedience, so if Evan really wanted to resist, he could.
But Evan hesitated.
‘Why should I? What does it matter what happens to him?’
In fact, from Evan’s perspective, it would be more beneficial if Christian died and disappeared.
Leaving him be would be the wise choice.
‘Why is he taking this risk… for me?’
Evan wore a face of utter incomprehension.
That guy had left alone now for Evan’s sake.
And it wasn’t just this once.
From the very beginning until now,
Christian had gone to extreme lengths just to keep Evan alive.
He even reportedly petitioned Nordion, the absolute ruler of the Dark Demonic House, for mercy, and each time various demons came for Evan’s head, he protected him.
His treatment was rough, but if looked at closely, all of Christian’s actions had been focused on protecting Evan.
—It’s to make you my sword, as my slave.
That’s what he said, but honestly, it was hard to believe.
Frankly speaking, what were the odds Evan could grow enough to punish the detestable members of the swordsmanship clans?
Even Evan himself thought it was a slim chance.
‘Did he really bear all that burden for such a slim possibility?’
More than anything, there was something strange.
‘…Even with my Insight Eye, I didn’t feel a trace of hostility.’
A secret unknown to anyone in this world.
Evan possessed a power called the "Insight Eye," a gift from a Star Throne.
He hadn’t formed a contract with a Star Throne yet.
But exceptionally, he had received a blessing from one despite being uncontracted.
‘Though still immature, and I can’t read emotions with complete clarity… at least, the feeling he had toward me wasn’t hostility. Rather… it was goodwill.’
From the beginning, without change.
Every action Christian took toward Evan was rooted in goodwill.
More precisely, the emotion of concern.
‘Why?’
Evan frowned.
At first, it was confusing.
But now he was certain.
He simply couldn’t understand it.
‘Could it be… he pities my circumstances?’
—The discarded puppet prince of a swordsmanship clan.
He recalled the look on Christian’s face when he said those words.
It looked like a mocking expression, but Evan’s Insight Eye saw through it.
The hidden thoughts completely contradicted the expression.
‘…How ridiculous.’
Evan let out a bitter chuckle.
After his father died, and his mother took her own life in disgrace, there was no one left in the world who worried about him.
Even the blood of his own clan only wished for his death—yet now, a demon he had never met before showed concern for him.
A feeling stirred in his chest, one he didn’t know how to put into words.
‘…How arrogant.’
Evan’s eyes burned blue.
Yes, it was too arrogant for him to just let this go.
He’d go after that smug bastard, if only to punch the back of his head.
‘Yeah, I’m not doing this for him. I’m going to crush that arrogant nose of his.’
With that said to himself, he summoned his strength and tried to resist the dark magic.
But then Ruina grabbed him.
“Wait, stop. Sir Evan. Where do you think you’re going?”
“…To fight alongside him.”
“No. Leave him be.”
“Leave him? He’s going to die. Or… do you want him dead?”
Ruina shook her head.
“Lord Christian? No way. He’s not someone who would die so easily.”
“…Why’s that?”
“Because Lord Christian is the most cunning—no, the smartest person I’ve ever met.”
“……”
“He would never walk into death on his own. So stop worrying, and just do what he asked—get ready to leave.”
Evan hesitated, then ultimately stopped walking.
Ruina’s words made sense.
It was possible, knowing that Christian, that he had prepared some unknown move.
If so, going back might only end up dragging him down.
‘…I’ll have to hide and grow stronger first.’
Evan clenched his fist tightly.
He may not like the guy. He might even be a demon.
But as the rightful heir of the Great Mayer House, Evan did not forget grace or grudges.
What he received this time—he would be sure to repay someday.
To do that, he needed to grow stronger.
“Now, come quickly! I’ll activate the relic!”
A brilliant light burst forth from Ruina’s relic.
As he was enveloped in that light, Evan had one last thought.
He was a guy Evan couldn’t understand at all.
But there was one thing he was certain of.
There was absolutely no chance that guy was the “Great Darkness” that would bring about the end of the world.
* * *
At that moment, in the forest near the Brexis River—
A group was cutting through the trees.
It was Mysak and the Dark Ghost Unit.
“This way, my lord.”
“How far?”
“Not much farther. We should catch up soon. I’ll confirm the exact direction.”
Mysak ground his teeth.
Finally, the moment had come to hunt down and kill that arrogant bastard Christian.
‘I’ll never—never let him die an easy death. I’ll make him suffer unbearable pain until he begs to be killed.’
“Hurry and confirm which way he went!”
“Yes, I’ve confirmed it. Southeast.”
“Let’s go!”
Mysak shouted triumphantly.
His heart raced with the urge to tear the bastard apart.
And finally—
A human figure began to appear in the distance.
‘That sword clan’s slave bastard!’
“Hit that one first! But don’t kill him!”
He couldn’t let either of them die so easily. He planned to torture them both before killing them.
Flash!
Members of the Dark Ghost Unit rushed in.
The sword clan’s dog flinched in response—but it was too late.
Their blades flashed and sliced through his arms and legs.
Blood sprayed.
Severed limbs flew through the air.
With a short scream, the man collapsed to the ground, his face twisted in agony.
“Well done!”
“Something’s not right.”
“Hm?”
“Why didn’t he resist at all?”
Now that he thought about it, it was true.
He’d heard the guy was a powerful knight, yet he hadn’t made a single move.
‘Why?’
Just then, a faint snicker rang out.
“Oh, that? It’s a homunculus. And a really expensive one. Handmade by a High Meister—so precise that it’s impossible to distinguish it from a real human body with the naked eye or magic.”
Whoosh—from atop a tree, a detestably familiar face was looking down on them.
“Christian!”
“Yep, that’s me.”
Christian lightly leapt down from the tree.
“Still, to think you’d chase me this eagerly. I doubt it’s because you missed me.”
Christian swept a cold gaze across them.
“You’re here to settle this, right? You sure you won’t regret it?”
“……”
Why was that?
Mysak and the Dark Ghost Unit instinctively flinched.
It was fear, triggered by instinct, though they weren’t consciously aware of it.
After all, objectively speaking, their strength was overwhelmingly superior.
Mysak, shaking off the strange unease, spoke in a dark tone.
“You’re the one who’ll regret this. You’ll repent for every slight you’ve shown me—in the torment of hell.”
“Is that so? Heh… then there’s no need for more talk. Come on.”
Christian drew his sword.
The strange thing was—it wasn’t the standard-issue sword of the Dark Demonic House he usually used, but rather the sword of that sword clan guy.
The Dark Ghost Unit members looked at one another.
“We’re going all out. Form the Dark Ghost Formation.”
“But? The Dark Ghost Formation is our strongest combined technique. He’ll die instantly.”
One of the members questioned.
Mysak had intended to capture Christian alive, to kill him slowly in agony.
“Follow orders! We can’t afford to be careless.”
The Dark Ghost Unit’s sub-leader furrowed his brow.
‘Something feels wrong.’
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                    A thought that made no sense.
Even if Christian was a genius, he was still only a low-grade 4-star.
In contrast, the Dark Ghost Unit had no fewer than five 4-star demonic humans. Including Mysak, that made six.
On top of that, there were over ten 3-star demonic humans—making their strength overwhelming and supposedly unbeatable.
But the sub-leader's instincts screamed a warning.
“We can't let our guard down.”
“Form the Dark Ghost Formation. Go all out.”
The sub-leader’s sword was dyed in darkness.
It was the Black Fog, a transformation of the black sword.
Like a mist, the demonic energy spread and crushed anything it touched—a fog of destruction.
The other 4-star members also activated their black sword transformations.
They too used the Black Fog.
The five 4-star demonic humans’ Black Fog fused together and changed in nature once more.
The mist turned into wind.
A swirling vortex.
A combined formation using black sword transformation.
And that wasn’t all.
Behind them, the 3-star demonic humans each cast their signature dark magic.
Curses, destruction, illusions.
The wind of darkness absorbed those dark spells and grew even more ominous.
In other words, the Dark Ghost Formation was a deadly combined technique—a vortex of demonic energy forged by black swords, infused with curses, destruction, and illusions to slaughter targets.
But Christian’s reaction was strange.
He stood there, motionless, without the slightest movement.
The sub-leader looked puzzled.
‘What is this? Did he give up?’
But that couldn’t be it.
A chilling sense of dread surged up for no reason.
It was the instinct of a warrior who had faced death countless times.
The sub-leader shouted forcefully.
“Pour all your demonic energy into it. Kill him in one strike!”
“W-Wait?! Didn’t I say to take him alive?”
“Shut up and stay out of this!”
The other members of the Dark Ghost Unit felt the same unease.
“Haaap!”
Like a raging storm, the vortex of darkness surged toward Christian.
‘Got him! He’s trapped!’
The sub-leader let out a sigh of relief.
Though the 5-star commander wasn’t present to perfect the formation, even so, a 4-star demonic human couldn’t possibly survive that vortex.
With all kinds of dark magic and the raging winds of black swords coming from every direction, he’d be killed instantly.
‘Not even a corpse will remain…’
But then, at that moment—
Something unbelievable happened.
Paaahhh!!!
From within the vortex of darkness, a white radiant light surged upward.
It was a brilliant radiance, as if purging the vile darkness.
The dark vortex began to scatter into pieces.
“Gahk?!”
The members who had formed the Dark Ghost Formation coughed up blood.
“What the?!”
The sub-leader had a look of utter disbelief.
It was shocking enough that the Dark Ghost Formation had been destroyed, but something even more unbelievable stood out.
‘Th-this feeling...? What is this? It can’t be…’
And then—
Once all remnants of darkness had completely vanished,
Everyone who saw Christian’s figure was left breathless.
“Th-that’s…?”
From Christian’s hand, a pillar of light blazed radiantly.
The realm of United 5-Star.
The hallmark of the Elder Knights class.
An Mana Blade was surging from Chris’s sword.
“……”
A heavy silence fell.
It was as if time had stopped.
Everyone froze in place, staring at the radiant energy in disbelief.
Then—
“D-don’t be fooled! It must be an illusion!”
One of the Dark Ghost Unit members shouted loudly.
“I’ll go confirm it myself!”
“Wait—!”
Paaah!
The pillar of light flashed.
And that was the end.
The charging demonic human was annihilated on the spot.
To say he was cut would be inaccurate.
His sword,
his black blade,
and the entire area caught in the strike’s path—
were all completely erased.
A terrifying power that didn’t match the beauty of its brilliant glow.
It was a real Mana Blade.
A silence like despair fell over the battlefield.
“H-how…?”
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“Ahh, I’m a genius, so it just kind of happened. Controlling only demonic energy was boring, so I figured I’d learn the power of holy radiance too—then oops, I hit 5-star.”
“Wh-what kind of nonsense…”
“Well, that’s not really what matters right now, is it?”
Chris said quietly.
“You’re all going to die here.”
“!!”
“Now that you’ve seen this, I can’t let a single one of you live. Sorry.”
The Dark Ghost Unit instinctively stepped back.
But it was too late.
Paaah!
A fountain of blood erupted.
Slash Slash Slash
The Dark Ghost Unit resisted, but it was useless.
Starting from the 5-Star Elder class, the power is simply incomparable to the levels below.
Not a single one survived.
“Uh, uh… uhhh…”
Mysak stared up at Chris with vacant eyes.
Even to the end, Mysak looked pathetic.
He had left his back to the Dark Ghost Unit and tried to flee.
Yet, he hadn’t even gotten far.
Paralyzed by fear, he tripped, fell, flailed, and was caught.
“P-please, spare me…!”
Trembling on the ground, he eventually bowed his head in submission and begged for mercy.
“S-spare me! W-we’re brothers, right?! I-I won’t ever show myself to you again! Please spare me!! No, please, I beg you!”
But Christian’s face remained cold as ever.
Just as despair was about to swallow him—
Christian spoke something unexpected.
“You want to live? Then tell me something useful.”
“!!”
“If the information is worth your life, I might consider sparing you.”
Pathetic as he was, he was still of the main bloodline.
He might know something unexpectedly valuable.
“Th-that…!!”
“Nothing? Then I’ll just kill you.”
“N-no! Um… Father is planning a rebellion!”
He meant Marquis Langham.
Chris silently stared down at Mysak.
“Father wants to kill the House Head! I saw him secretly contacting the Four Demon Stars too! S-so…!”
It was shocking information, but to Chris, it wasn’t new.
‘I already know all of that.’
Instead, Chris asked something else.
“What about Princess Yulian?”
“Uh, huh?”
“Do you know anything about Princess Yulian?”
She was the most dangerous rival in the succession race.
Mysak’s eyes darted wildly in panic.
“P-Princess Yulian is…”
“You must not know much.”
“No, wait! Then…!! Not about Sister Yulian, I’ll tell you about Brother Ashid!”
Mysak shouted desperately.
“Brother Ashid is plotting something terrible to kill you!!”
“Hm?”
Now that was an interesting story.
“That guy should still be bedridden after what I did to him.”
The internal injuries he’d suffered would take at least a year to heal, by any calculation. He should still have a long way to go.
“He’s already almost fully recovered.”
“No way.”
“…He used the forbidden human sacrifice technique.”
“!!”
Chris frowned.
“Human sacrifice is forbidden by the Dark Demonic House. No—more than that, wasn’t it banned by His Majesty the Demon Emperor?”
The Demon Emperor.
The highest-ranked, most powerful demon king who had lived since the founding of the Magus Empire.
But the Demon Emperor ruled with a strict hands-off approach.
Even when the Magus Empire was shaken to its core, he never showed himself.
‘At most, he sends his will through the third-ranked Demon King, the Prime Minister of Magic.’
Because of this policy of non-intervention, horrific things were often committed in secret.
“The House of Libere helped. Count Libere’s family is firmly on Brother Ashid’s side.”
They were a vassal family of the Dark Demonic House.
A family that had pledged loyalty for generations—considered the most central of all the Dark Demonic House’s retainers.
They were also the family from which Ashid’s mother came.
‘So Ashid will return sooner than expected.’
And it was clear that the returned Ashid would be even stronger than before.
Because he had committed human sacrifice.
‘That bastard.’
Chris clenched his fist tightly.
He utterly despised human sacrifice.
He had seen far too much of it during the Age of Ruins.
‘I’ll never let it go. Neither him nor the House of Libere.’
If he wanted to bring Ashid down, he’d have to deal with the retainers behind him as well.
It wouldn’t be easy, but that was fine.
He already had something in mind.
“I-I told you what I know, so please, spare me….”
Thunk.
A cold blade pierced through Mysak’s throat.
Chris had only asked in case there was any useful information to be gained—he’d never intended to let Mysak live.
“Phew.”
Chris let out a sigh.
The Dark Ghost Unit hadn’t been an easy opponent, and fatigue washed over him.
‘Let’s clean up the aftermath.’
It was cleanup to avoid suspicion.
Chris manipulated the scene here and there exactly as he intended.
‘I wonder if that Evan guy got away okay. It’s done, so I should get going too.’
Flash!
But it was after Chris disappeared into the forest.
As a single drop of blood fell, a figure appeared.
“Hmm. This, this.”
Radiant silver hair.
Blood-red eyes.
A delicate face paired with a chilling madness.
It was First Prince Sherard.
He had been secretly hiding, watching Chris’s fight!
“This is getting more interesting by the minute. What now?”
Sherard looked toward the direction Chris had vanished.
A bright smile spread across his lips.
“I feel like killing him.”
* * *
Mysak’s death!
The Dark Demonic House was thrown into chaos.
“What happened?”
Marquis Langham summoned Chris and interrogated him.
“I apologize. While I was separated from the slave, trouble broke out.”
“What trouble?”
“The Dark Ghost Unit and Prince Mysak first attacked my slave, and my slave retaliated, killing them all.”
Chris blamed Evan for the incident.
‘That’s why I deliberately used the swordsmanship of the famous school.’
“Since traces of the Mana Blade were confirmed, it seems the slave was hiding his martial prowess. When I arrived at the scene, both sides had wiped each other out. I’m sorry I couldn’t stop it.”
He had already manipulated the scene to fit his story, so there was no worry about being found out.
‘Evan will have to lie low, avoiding the eyes of the sword school for a while, so there’s no chance of him being discovered alive.’
By the time it became known that Evan was alive, this incident would be completely irrelevant.
“…I see. Understood.”
Marquis Langham frowned but said nothing.
Since Mysak and the Dark Ghost Unit had initiated the attack, it wasn’t Chris’s fault.
More importantly, from the demon’s perspective, it was simply the loser’s fault for dying in a fight.
That was their way of thinking.
But not everyone saw it that way.
“Ahhhhhhh!!!”
It was Marchioness Presia.
“No! This can’t be!! Ah…!!”
Her grief quickly turned into rage.
“I’ll kill you! Chris-tian! Right now…!! I’ll cut off every one of your fingers…!!”
But then—
“Stop.”
“!!”
A cold voice rang out.
Turning swiftly, Presia saw a woman glaring at her with an icy expression.
It was Merian.
She wore the uniform of the Black Shadow Knights, the family’s inspection force.
“Step aside!”
But—
Clang!
Merian’s sword was pointed at Presia.
Presia’s face stiffened.
“Did you really think our Black Shadow Knights wouldn’t know about your mistakes all this time, Presia?”
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                    “What, what is this.”
“Presia, I won’t even mention the embezzlement and corruption you committed for personal gain. But using the Dark Ghost Unit—our family's military force—for your own purposes and assigning them to Mysak? That’s an intolerable abuse of power.”
“……”
“But even that mistake, I overlooked for the sake of your father, Grand Duke Bethen. But I won’t forgive anything further.”
Merian gave a chilling warning.
“It’s one thing for heirs to fight and one of them to die—that can happen. But for an elder of the family to personally lay a hand on a successor? That has never been permitted in the history of the Dark Demonic House. Presia, if you so much as lift a finger against Christian, your head will fall.”
Presia’s body trembled violently.
Merian sheathed her sword.
“And just to be clear, this warning also reflects the will of the Head of the House.”
“!!”
Presia’s eyes widened as if they would rip apart.
Her body collapsed to the floor.
If this was the will of the House Lord, there was no chance she could kill Christian.
Rely on someone else?
Impossible.
Not to mention the other members of the Dark Demonic House.
‘Father won’t help me either.’
Her father, Grand Duke Bethen of the Destruction Demonic House, was a thoroughly calculating man.
With Mysak dead, there was no longer any chance of her gaining power within the Dark Demonic House.
Grand Duke Bethen would not even spare her a glance.
‘No! I absolutely can’t let it end like this!!’
Presia’s eyes blazed with despair.
‘If I can’t act directly…’
There was an answer.
Merian had just told her herself.
“Prepare to head to the House of Ribery.”
“What?”
“Immediately!”
The carriage carrying Presia departed from the estate, and Marie reported the news to Chris.
[Young master, just as you said, Marchioness Presia has headed toward the Count of Ribery’s estate.]
“Mm, thank you.”
Chris nodded.
Melin spoke anxiously beside him.
“The Count of Ribery is allied with Prince Ashid. There’s a high chance she’s planning something behind the scenes.”
“She probably is. I know. It’s fine.”
Melin and Marie looked puzzled.
But Chris simply closed his eyes gently, offering no explanation.
‘Now the real beginning starts.’
The succession contest for the position of Grand Duke.
The continental storm that would begin with the Gold Cross tragedy.
Everything was now truly underway.
‘Ashid returning this early is unexpected.’
Ashid was nothing like Mysak.
The power he held, the forces under his command—none of it could even be compared.
He would certainly be a formidable opponent.
‘That’s fine. No—actually, I prefer it.’
Chris thought.
‘Because it’ll be worth crushing him.’
The stronger Ashid was—
The more he interfered—
The more gloriously Chris would shine when he trampled him.
No one would be able to deny that Chris was the rightful successor to the Dark Demonic House.
* * *
The House of Ribery was the most loyal vassal family to the Dark Demonic House.
Their domain lay near the border of the Gold Cross region.
Presia, having arrived at Count Ribery’s estate, went straight inside.
“Welcome, Mother. I heard the news about Mysak.”
A strikingly handsome young man who naturally drew favor from others—Ashid greeted her.
Ashid wore a sorrowful expression, but Presia knew.
She knew that Ashid wasn’t mourning in the slightest.
That he was actually rejoicing, almost mocking.
Ashid was insane, in a very different way from First Prince Sherad.
Where Sherad delighted in slaughter, Ashid’s madness lay elsewhere.
Ashid enjoyed inflicting pain on others.
Relentlessly, like a game—tormenting his victims and savoring their collapse into despair. He was a sociopath.
But that didn’t matter.
That side of Ashid was exactly why she had come to him.
“I have a deal for you.”
“What kind of deal?”
“Revenge against Christian.”
Ashid’s lips curled upward.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Drop the act. I know you’ve set your sights on Christian. You’ve already made your move against the Khazar family, haven’t you?”
Ashid’s smile deepened.
It was true.
He hadn’t just been quietly recuperating.
With the strength of the House of Ribery behind him, he had been secretly setting plans into motion.
His target: the annihilation of the Khazar family, Christian’s house.
‘This is just the beginning.’
Ashid imagined Christian being utterly broken, drowning in despair, and his face lit up with pleasure.
“So then, Mother—what exactly do you have to offer me? Don’t tell me you’re under the delusion that you’re some great figure.”
Presia’s brow twitched.
Fury surged up inside her, but she barely managed to suppress it.
“I’ll make up for what you lack. You command the strongest forces among the heirs, but you have a fatal flaw.”
“Hm?”
“Namely—insufficient talent.”
“!!”
Ashid’s expression stiffened.
Presia sneered.
“You’re only a 4-star at your age. Sure, within the Dark Demonic House, people call you a genius—but you know the truth, don’t you? Compared to the real prodigies from the other prestigious families, just how far behind you really are?”
“……”
“Christian, on the other hand, is a true genius. Unlike your half-baked talent.”
Ashid ground his teeth—she’d hit a sore spot.
He knew it himself.
Even back when he’d tried to sabotage Christian as a child—it had all stemmed from jealousy over Christian’s talent.
“You even resorted to human sacrifices to compensate for your lack of ability, but it doesn’t seem to have helped much. Even after using such horrific methods, you still haven’t broken through the 5-star wall. It’s pathetic.”
“…So what are you trying to say? Are you going to offer me a devil’s contract or something?”
A devil’s contract was the one way to rapidly gain power in a short time.
One offered their soul in exchange for overwhelming strength.
But such power had clear limits—and more importantly, the Dark Demonic House forbade any contracts with devils.
“Something similar.”
“!!”
“I’ll sacrifice my own demonic energy to maximize the efficiency of your human offerings.”
Ashid showed a slightly surprised expression.
“Hm, Mother? If you do that—”
“I’ll permanently lose my strength. I know. I don’t care.”
“…What is it that you want?”
Presia’s eyes burned with fury.
“Christian’s suffering. His death.”
A wide grin spread across Ashid’s face.
“That’s a simple matter. I accept the deal.”
And so—
Some time later—
A shocking piece of news spread throughout the Dark Demonic House.
Ashid had reached the realm of 5-star (*).
He was the first among the heirs to attain the ‘Elder Dark’ class.
Even before this, Ashid had been the most likely candidate for the next Grand Duke, and this news only cemented it.
But the shocking news didn’t stop there.
A grave report came from the Khazar family.
A large-scale conflict had erupted with the Burssen Marquisate in the Gold Cross region.
And it was due to the fault of the Khazar family.
The problem was that this wasn’t just any scandal—it was horrifying.
The Khazar family had allegedly kidnapped citizens of the Burssen Marquisate and used them for human sacrifices.
* * *
Human Sacrifice!
The Dark Demonic House was thrown into chaos.
“That’s impossible!”
“There’s no way Count Khazar could’ve done such a thing!”
As previously stated, human sacrifice is strictly forbidden even in the Magus Empire.
Of course, it still happens in secret from time to time—even Ashid had performed one—but it is kept absolutely confidential.
The moment it’s exposed, the perpetrator is cast out by both the Empire and the Allied Houses.
“Burssen Marquisate has sent an official letter. They claim to have secured evidence that mages from the Khazar family kidnapped their citizens and used them in human sacrifices.”
“Ridiculous…! And we’re supposed to believe that?!”
“It’s clearly one of the Union scum’s underhanded tricks!”
Everyone was furious, but then—public opinion took a sharp turn.
A witness appeared from within the Dark Demonic House itself.
“…Unfortunately, it’s true. I personally verified the evidence.”
It was Beidum, the newly appointed vice-captain of the Khazar family’s Black Swamp Knights.
For context, the Black Swamp Knights are overseen by a mage from the main family to maintain control over the branch line.
Since Melin, the original vice-captain, had recently returned, Beidum had been newly dispatched.
“On the outskirts of the Khazar territory, I discovered a large number of corpses used in human sacrifices. Just the ones I counted were over a hundred. Not only that—within the castle’s underground vaults, I confirmed several magic tools that had been used for sacrifice.”
“Unbelievable…”
The mages of the Dark Demonic House were too stunned to speak.
But a few—
Realized the truth.
“There’s no way Count Khazar would commit human sacrifice. This is clearly a setup.”
“The one behind this… is probably Young Lord Ashid.”
In other words—
Ashid had struck the Khazar family to target Christian.
Still, no one dared to speak.
Ashid’s influence was on a completely different level from the other heirs.
Most of the retainers, including those from the Ribery family, were supporting Ashid.
And with his recent breakthrough to the 5-star level, everyone saw his rise to Grand Duke as a matter of time.
“Young Lord Ashid never spares anyone who crosses him.”
“If I so much as open my mouth here, I’ll be retaliated against for sure.”
So all held their tongues, and Marquis Langham asked the retainers,
“The Burssen Marquisate has officially declared war against the Khazar family. They’re not someone the Khazar family can face alone. We must consider sending reinforcements—what are your thoughts?”
Count Ribery replied on their behalf.
“That would be difficult. If we support the Khazar family and it’s later confirmed they did indeed carry out human sacrifices, the consequences will fall on us as well. The Demon King will never tolerate it.”
The Demon King of Clear Stream.
He is seventh in the hierarchy of the Magus Empire and governs the southern magocracy on behalf of the Demon Emperor.
Like the Demon Emperor, he normally allows most things to slide—but he would not overlook a case like this.
Then, a sharp voice cut through the conference hall.
“But nothing has been definitively proven yet, has it?”
It was Second Princess Jupien!
Some of her loyal followers held their breath.
They were worried for her—but she didn’t back down and firmly voiced her opposition.
“This is all circumstantial. Acting as if the Khazar family is already guilty…”
“My dear sister.”
Ashid, who stood beside Marquis Langham, smiled gently.
“If it had been definitively proven, the Black Lion Knights from the main house would have already marched to destroy the Khazar family.”
Jupien bit her lip hard.
“And even if it’s just circumstantial, isn’t there already a highly suspicious and undeniable piece of evidence within the Khazar family?”
Ashid said coldly—
“Christian.”
“!!”
“There’s no way that brat’s achievements can be explained—unless he made a devil’s contract or performed human sacrifice.”
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                    “Of course, we can’t hold him accountable since there’s no outward proof to identify it.”
Ashid spoke to Marquis Langham.
“I believe Christian should also be interrogated.”
“Yes, that’s right. Christian’s younger brother, Tern, has also reportedly achieved something extraordinary recently. Both of them are suspicious.”
Count Ribery chimed in, and Marquis Langham nodded.
“Understood. Place Christian under house arrest. As for the conflict between the Burssen Marquisate and the Khazar County—”
Marquis Langham paused to think.
Since the guilt wasn’t officially confirmed, it was a tricky situation.
However—
‘This might be the perfect chance to wipe out the Khazar County entirely.’
He had long intended to weaken the power of the branch families.
For his own ambitions.
In other words, this was a conspiracy in which Ashid and Marquis Langham shared the same goal.
“Until the situation becomes clear, the main house will not intervene.”
It was effectively a death sentence for the Khazar family.
* * *
Events escalated rapidly.
The Khazar County and Burssen Marquisate were driven to the brink of war, and an order for Christian’s arrest was issued.
“This is absurd!”
“Y-Yeah, I mean… C-Christian might be rude, but there’s no way he’d commit human sacrifice!”
[Oh-ho-ho. How dare you spout such nonsense about our young master. I’m getting real mad. Should I just wreck everything for you?]
Melin, Alros, and Marie all cried out in anger.
But Chris calmly soothed them.
“It’s alright. Calm down.”
“This isn’t the time to be calm…?!”
At that moment, an unexpected voice cut in.
“Yeah, the situation isn’t light. This is no time to act relaxed.”
It was Merian!
She entered Christian’s quarters wearing the uniform of the Black Shadow Knights.
“Are you here to arrest me, Aunt?”
“Yes, it’s the role of the Inspection Unit to handle internal criminals. But whether you’re a criminal… I don’t believe that at all.”
She was speaking in Christian’s defense.
In truth, Merian had no intention of arresting Christian.
On the contrary—
‘That bastard. How dare he pull something like this?’
Merian ground her teeth.
She was absolutely furious with Ashid.
Using underhanded tricks in a succession battle wasn’t something to be condemned on principle. After all, schemes and tactics were qualities needed in a family head.
But this was too much.
He had crossed the line.
“The Family Head is furious. He’s even considering breaking the ‘Taboo.’”
Chris looked shocked.
That would mean going against the oath not to interfere in the family’s internal affairs.
“But that’s…”
“It would overturn everything the Family Head has upheld until now. That’s how enraged he is at what Ashid has done. No, maybe…”
Merian held back the rest of her words.
‘Perhaps… it’s because it happened to you, Christian.’
In truth, this wasn’t the most despicable thing to have happened in the Dark Demonic House.
No—there had been worse.
But even then, Nordian had remained silent.
And yet this time, he was unusually incensed.
‘It must be because he cherishes that child.’
Maybe even Nordian himself hadn’t realized it yet.
But he already viewed Christian as someone special, different from the rest of his bloodline.
Then Christian gave an unexpected answer.
“I don’t need the Family Head’s help. No—let me rephrase that. He absolutely must not step in.”
“Why not?”
“Because then I’ll lose the chance to crush Ashid with my own hands.”
“!!”
For a moment, Merian flinched.
Christian was smiling eerily.
A chilling glint in his eyes.
Only then did Merian realize.
Christian hadn’t been calm.
He was furious.
Of course he was.
They had touched his family.
Of course, they weren’t Chris’s ‘real’ family.
But Chris treasured them.
More than the ‘real’ family from his previous life—because these people had treated him like true family.
“And I don’t see this incident as entirely bad. In fact, I’m grateful to Ashid.”
“…What do you mean?”
“Because he crossed the line and overreached, I now have the perfect opportunity to strike a critical blow. This time, I’ll give him a wound he won’t recover from.”
If this had been just another typical scheme—
Even if there had been backlash, it likely wouldn’t have dealt a fatal blow.
But this was human sacrifice.
A taboo even among the Demonic Nobles.
Does Ashid even realize?
What kind of leverage he just handed Chris.
“…Do you really think it’s possible? Ashid is probably backed by the House of Ribery. It won’t be easy to find evidence.”
Merian spoke with concern.
“The Count of Ribery has probably already erased all evidence of their involvement. He’s meticulous and thorough in matters like this.”
Chris knew that as well.
The Count of Ribery wasn’t a warrior, but a strategist type.
Even if an investigation was launched, nothing would come up.
‘Same goes for Ashid. Even if he gained something through human sacrifice, there’s no way to identify it on the surface.’
It was just like how Devil Contractors couldn’t be recognized from appearance alone.
But—
“It’s fine. I have a way.”
“!!”
A firm voice.
Merian looked at him, bewildered.
‘What in the world…?’
There wasn’t the slightest trace of worry on Christian’s face.
He was confident that he could pull it off.
What was more surprising was that confidence didn’t come off as empty or delusional.
Because it was Christian.
The one who had accomplished countless impossible miracles with unbelievable talent and resourcefulness.
‘This child really is…’
Merian shook her head slowly.
“Are you sure you can do it?”
“Yes.”
After a moment of hesitation, Merian took an unexpected action.
She took a black crescent-moon-shaped amulet hanging from her collar and gave it to Christian.
“I hereby grant you temporary authority as a member of the Dark Ghost Unit. This amulet symbolizes my authority. Until this incident is resolved, you will carry the same authority as I do.”
Christian’s eyes widened in surprise.
“But Aunt, this is…?”
This was a political burden on Merian.
Originally, Christian had planned to escape and resolve everything with his own abilities.
“This much is fine.”
“Why?”
Merian frowned.
As if to say—why are you even asking?
“You’re my nephew, aren’t you? The cheeky one who’s bold enough to call me Aunt.”
“!!”
“So, accept your aunt’s gift.”
Christian felt his heart stir just a little.
In truth, the reason he’d approached Merian and called her ‘Aunt’ was for his own benefit.
Merian probably knew that too.
Even so, she was treating Christian like real family.
“…Thank you. I’ll definitely bake some delicious cookies as thanks.”
“Hmph, you always say that. I wonder when you’re actually going to bring those cookies.”
Christian looked a little sheepish.
“Now get going before someone else starts bothering you.”
“Yes, I will do that. Ah, could I ask one more favor?”
“What is it?”
“Please deliver one message to the Lord.”
Chris spoke heavily.
“Tell him… I’m going to cause a major incident because of this, so I ask for his forgiveness in advance.”
Incident.
It meant blood.
* * *
Chris moved quickly.
He wasn’t heading to the Count of Khazar’s estate, where the incident had occurred.
To resolve this matter, he needed to go somewhere completely different.
‘The problem is protecting the Count of Khazar.’
Chris deliberated.
‘The power of the Burssen Principality surpasses that of the Khazar estate.’
More than anything, the real problem was Sir Press, the strongest knight under the Burssen Principality.
A full 6-star (high) level Master Knight.
Of course, the Count of Khazar was also at the 6-star (high) level, but it was said that Sir Press was slightly superior.
If a fight broke out, there was no guarantee the Count of Khazar would survive.
‘I plan to settle this as quickly as possible before a direct clash happens, but… I should still set up a safety net.’
Chris called for Marie.
[Ohoho… What is it, young master? Could it be, oh my, your heart is burning for me before heading into a big event?]
“I have a request for you.”
Chris spoke seriously.
Marie tilted her head.
“I need your strength. Protect my father and Tern.”
[!!]
Was it his imagination?
Marie’s translucent ghostly face stiffened.
The usual frivolous aura around her vanished.
Chris felt a chill run down his spine.
He instinctively tensed at the glimpse of Marie’s hidden true nature.
‘Just how powerful is Marie?’
Chris still didn’t fully understand the extent of Marie’s power.
What he did know for certain was that her level was still far beyond what he could perceive.
[Ohoho… Though I have already given my body and soul to you, young master… I’m truly sorry… But manifesting my power goes beyond the bounds of the contract.]
The contract Marie had made only allowed her to act as a maid.
“I know. That’s why I’ll offer you compensation.”
[Ohoho… Compensation, you say.]
Marie let out a low, quiet laugh.
[A gift from you, young master. My heart flutters with anticipation… But it’s still impossible. You are not yet qualified to form an additional contract with me.]
“!!”
It was an unexpected response.
You're lacking, you know.
Just how high is Mari’s true standing?
‘So it’s a no, huh.’
As Chris shut his mouth, Marie gave a faint smile.
[However… I suppose I can make an exception for this request.]
“Why?”
[Ohoho… Because it’s about protecting my father-in-law. That much, as a daughter-in-law, I can of course do without a special contract.]
Chris made a pained expression.
“Father-in-law, daughter-in-law… what nonsense.”
[You look so adorable when you’re embarrassed. I already know all about your sincere and burning heart for me, young master.]
“No, you don’t. Just get going already.”
[Yes, I’ll hurry off to protect Father-in-law.]
Marie giggled and vanished.
This time, Melin and Alros approached Chris.
“Master, what should we do?”
“Sh-should I just return to the Tyramin Count’s house…?!P-please, give me an order too!”
Alros tried to slip away but inhaled sharply under Melin’s sharp glare and shouted.
He had been completely broken in and trained under Melin.
One strange thing was that the sullen-looking girl, Jupien, had also come with them.
Jupien looked at Chris with a tilted gaze.
As if to say, ‘Need a hand or something?’
‘…Jupien, why is she even here? I don’t really need her help though.’
Chris scratched his head.
“Jupien, you… uh. Why did you come?”
“…You talk like a jerk.”
“No, I’m really just curious. You know helping me means turning against Ashid’s side.”
Jupien answered bluntly.
“Don’t care about that crap.”
“…….”
“I just act according to what I believe is right. So I don’t tarnish the name of my father, who died an honorable death for the Dark Demonic House.”
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                    Chris looked slightly surprised.
‘Well, Jupien has always been someone with a righteous personality. She even defied the Blood-Drenched Demon King and died because of it.’
He felt grateful.
‘She even spoke up for me during the meeting. One way or another, she’s helped me a lot up until now.’
He spoke out of a sense of appreciation.
“It’s fine.”
“…It’s fine?”
“To be exact, you’re not much help. You’re too weak right now.”
“!!”
Jupien’s face flushed bright red.
But it was true.
She was a 3-star rank.
For someone in her late teens, that was an incredibly fast achievement, but it still wasn’t enough to be of help to Chris.
Even so, hearing it so bluntly wasn’t something anyone would enjoy.
Just as Jupien began to frown—
“Don’t force the union of illusion arts and swordsmanship.”
“!!”
Jupien flinched.
It was advice meant for her.
Chris continued with a serious expression.
“If the sword and the illusion arts are each alive on their own, they’ll eventually come into unity.”
To reach 4-star rank with the Illusion Sword Art that Jupien was learning, she needed to be able to transform the Black Sword into illusion magic.
A level only attainable when the two became one.
It was the wall she was currently up against—
the point where many illusion sword artists faced failure.
“How did you know what I was struggling with?”
“I saw you practicing the other day, and it was obvious. As you know, I’m a genius.”
Chris grinned.
“Here, watch.”
Chris drew his sword.
The Black Sword suddenly flashed into the air.
At the same time, it transformed—into a Black Cloud made of darkness.
But it was nothing like an ordinary black cloud.
It was as if he had cast an illusion spell.
A dense, massive cloud of darkness unfolded.
He had manifested the unity of illusion and the Black Sword—
a 4-star Illusion Sword Art.
It was impossible to tell where the Black Sword ended and the illusion began.
That’s why it was a lethal illusionary black sword.
“…When did you even get that good at Illusion Sword Art?”
“I never trained it separately. I just tried copying you after seeing you practice last time. It worked out well.”
“…You’re seriously insufferable.”
Did he hurt her pride? He glanced at her, but—
That wasn’t it.
Jupien’s eyes were locked onto the illusion Chris had unleashed.
As if she didn’t want to miss a single detail.
Chris shrugged and spoke.
“You get what I’m saying, right? The essence of unity lies in the Black Sword. If your Black Sword is truly alive, it can be transformed into an illusion. Now that you’ve seen it, you can do it too, right?”
Jupien didn’t respond, but it was clear from her expression that she understood.
Chris hadn’t just shown her a rough demonstration.
He had deliberately controlled the Black Sword in a precise way so that Jupien could gain practical insight, and he followed the standard method in uniting it with the illusion—just like a textbook example.
Since Jupien had been struggling with that exact process, she immediately realized what she was lacking.
Though not quite on Chris’s level, Jupien was still a prodigy worthy of the title.
“I’m not going to say thank you.”
“Yeah, no need to. Just pay me back with labor. I’ll work you to death later, several times over, in return for this lesson.”
“……”
“Now go train hard and make yourself useful to me.”
Jupien frowned and turned her back.
“If there’s anything you need, just say it. I should return the favor, after all.”
Flash!
Jupien vanished, and Chris let out a quiet chuckle.
At that moment, Melin shook her head beside him.
“Young Master, honestly.”
“What?”
“No, it’s just… You’re tempting. When will I ever get to duel with you to my heart’s content?”
Excited again by Chris’s swordplay, Melin spoke with a competitive fire rising in her voice.
“I feel like it’s okay now to have an all-out fight to the death.”
“If we fight to the death now, you might actually die.”
“That’s even better. The thrill of risking your life in battle… It’s so intoxicating and exciting.”
Chris looked at her for a moment with the gaze of someone staring at a… pervert, then cleared his throat.
“We’ll duel all you want after this job is done. Anyway, Melin, I have something for you to do.”
“Name it. Whatever it is.”
“Infiltrate the Ribery Count’s estate and hide there.”
“The Ribery Count’s estate?”
“Yeah. Don’t get caught, and stay hidden. I’ll contact you separately when the time comes.”
It was an odd command.
“And Alros?”
“Y-yes? What should I do? If there’s nothing, I’ll just head to the Tyramin Count’s estate… Not like I’d be any help anyway…”
Alros mumbled nervously.
“You’re going to the Khazar Count’s estate.”
“Wha—! I-I’m useless, I won’t help the war effort at all?!”
Alros panicked.
Chris shook his head.
“There won’t be a big battle with the Brucen Hundred Kingdoms anyway. I’ll take care of it before that happens.”
“Then?”
“Just deliver my message to my father. And make sure no one finds out about it.”
Because it was top secret, it couldn’t be sent by letter or through a communication sphere.
Chris lowered his voice and whispered.
“Tell him to prepare to strike the Ribery Count’s family.”
“…No way?”
Melin and Alros widened their eyes.
Including the command Chris had just given to Melin—
They realized what Chris was planning.
“Your guess is correct.”
Chris nodded with a calm, sunken gaze.
That’s right.
Chris’s goal wasn’t just to clear his name.
Through this incident, he intended to annihilate the Ribery Count’s family and sever Ashid’s wings.
* * *
As Chris made the necessary arrangements and left the Dark Demonic House—
There were two people watching them from the top of the main house.
Ashid and Yulian.
The two were drinking tea at a table on the balcony.
“What do you think, Yulian? Isn’t it amusing to watch them squirm like bugs?”
“……”
First Princess Yulian quietly sipped her tea instead of answering.
Unlike her usual gentle expression, her gaze was indifferent and sunken.
There was something chilling about it.
But Ashid continued speaking in his usual friendly tone.
“You can be honest with me. You act kind, but it’s all just an act, isn’t it?”
“……”
“My only beloved little sister, Yulian. What kind of monstrous horror is hiding beneath that hypocritical mask of yours? Your big brother is curious.”
Yulian still said nothing.
She simply sipped her tea quietly.
Ashid shrugged as she continued to keep silent, then disappeared.
Yulian set her teacup down on the table.
And then—
Clang!
“Disgusting.”
Her eyes were filled with contempt.
Not just for Ashid.
But for the entire Dark Demonic House.
Even for herself.
So filthy and repulsive it was unbearable.
So much so that she wanted to burn everything down and destroy it all.
She picked up a shard of broken glass and slashed her own arm.
Slice. Rip.
With the sound of flesh tearing, blood began to flow—but she didn’t stop her hand.
With a blank expression, she continued to mutilate herself.
Her wrist soon became tattered.
What was more horrifying was that this self-harm didn’t seem to be the first.
Faint scars layered beneath the fresh wounds—evidence of countless repetitions.
Yulian blankly stared at her own body and muttered again.
“Filthy.”
Her voice, like a curse, dispersed heavily into the air.
As if sinking.
* * *
Fwoosh!
Chris moved swiftly.
‘Looks like I’ve shaken off the trackers Ashid sent.’
A group of trackers had been tailing him—whether to spy on his actions or to eliminate him when the chance arose. But tailing Chris was no easy feat.
Having confirmed he’d just thrown off the last tracker in the opposite direction, Chris exhaled.
He was about to head to his real destination in earnest.
Suddenly, a chilling voice rang out.
[Do you not need help?]
‘Mefina!’ The Devil of the 7th Realm he had met before.
[If you wish, I shall help reveal the truth. It's not a difficult matter.]
Chris’s expression turned to one of surprise.
‘If I accepted a Devil’s aid, it would be over quickly, that’s for sure.’
The principle behind human sacrifice was simple.
Offer the lives of the chosen victims to the Devil, and receive their blessing in return.
It was similar to a type of demonic contract.
The reason why human sacrifice left no trace was also similar.
The one who offered the sacrifice would make a condition with the Devil—to be granted a blessing of concealment.
Thanks to the Devil’s power, there would be no evidence left that a human sacrifice had occurred. But on the flip side, if the Devil chose to reveal the truth, it could easily manipulate everything.
Ashid would be immediately identified as the one responsible for the sacrifices.
“Why are you making such an offer?”
[Heh. I told you already—I find you interesting. I'm simply acting out of goodwill toward you.]
“…Goodwill, huh.”
Chris let out a short laugh.
“Shut up.”
[!!]
“You Devils are always like that.”
It was the typical move of a Devil when seducing someone they desired.
They never asked for a soul outright.
They offered small favors, little by little, and in the end, took the soul.
‘More importantly, something like that won’t be enough to deal a real blow to Ashid.’
Even if he borrowed the Devil’s power and exposed Ashid as the perpetrator behind the human sacrifices—
Would that be enough to strike a fatal blow?
Unlikely.
It might cause some serious damage.
But Ashid would surely find a way to use his power and influence to cover it up, and the matter would be settled with minimal consequences.
Chris couldn’t let it end like that.
‘Opportunities like this don’t come often. I need to land a decisive, fatal strike. Enough to completely ruin Ashid’s standing.’
There was a way.
‘All I need is evidence that Ashid colluded with the Alliance.’
One key question.
How were Ashid and Count Ribery able to procure that many people as sacrifices?
The border with Gold Cross is tightly monitored on both sides.
The answer was simple.
‘Someone from the Burssen Marquisate was working with Ashid’s side.’
A sin utterly unforgivable for a Magus.
Chris pulled an item from his coat.
A sacred relic he had previously acquired—“Insignia of the Constellation.”
The Insignia of the Constellation had various effects related to disguise, but its most important function was this:
It erased all traces of demonic energy.
Fwoosh!
All traces of demonic aura vanished cleanly from Chris’s body.
No one could tell he was a Magus by any means.
\[Don’t tell me—you?]
“Yeah. I’m going to the Burssen Marquisate.”
Chris nodded.
“Because that’s where all the answers lie.”
Chris already had a good idea of who was colluding with Ashid.
Baron Bord.
The man who held actual power, ruling in place of the ailing Count of Burssen.
He had to be taken down.
* * *
Gold Cross is a coalition of countless nations.
The Burssen Marquisate was one of them.
As its name implies, it was an independent county-turned-nation—not large in size, but a small powerhouse with solid foundations and a strong military.
‘I can’t just barge in. First, I need to make preparations.’
Fortunately, there was someone who could help him.
The greedy fool, Ruina.
The two met in a back alley of the Burssen Marquisate.
“Nice to see you. Been well? Funny seeing you outside the Alliance.”
“Y-yes, indeed…”
Ruina replied with a face like she’d bitten into a turd.
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                    “But, Young Master?”
“Why?”
“The matter you mentioned. Are you really going through with it?”
“Well, is there a problem? It’s not like it costs money this time, right?”
Chris responded nonchalantly, but Ruina looked like she was about to explode.
“It may not cost money… but what you’re about to do is a crime!”
And not just any ordinary crime.
“You’re planning to kidnap the Young Count?!”
Chris grinned.
“I just want to get closer to him.”
‘An accomplice… more precisely, someone I can use.’
Baron Bord was the younger brother of Count Burssen, the ruler of the Kingdom.
Now that Count Burssen was bedridden and on the verge of death, Baron Bord was effectively the one in charge.
Taking down someone like that wasn’t going to be easy.
He needed someone cooperative.
‘The Young Count is perfect for this.’
Young Count Roy.
A tragic figure who had his power stolen by his uncle, Baron Bord.
Now, he was drowning in despair, wasting each day like a drunken delinquent.
That made him the ideal partner for this operation.
“Ruina.”
“…Yes.”
“You know it’s already too late, right? If you were scared, you should’ve backed out from the start.”
“…You never said you were going to do something like this?! You just told me to lure the Young Count to the gambling den!”
Ruina clutched her head.
‘Ughhh. Why did I have to get involved with this devil…’
But just as Chris had said, it was already too late.
The two were already accomplices.
“I don’t know anything! All I did was lure the Young Count here, so if something happens, you’re handling the rest yourself!”
“Yeah, yeah. Don’t worry.”
Chris replied offhandedly and moved his steps forward.
Passing the signboard that read “Dear Trading Company,” he stepped inside and was greeted by the familiar sight of a gambling house.
Ruina had even been running gambling dens and auction houses on the Union’s side.
Heading all the way to the inner VVIP section, he spotted someone.
A young man already red-faced and dead drunk.
It was Young Count Roy.
“Hey, you there! B-bring more booze!!”
“S-sir, you’ve already had too much to drink…”
Hic “Sh-shut up! What are you standing around for?! Are you looking down on me?! Do I need to beat you before you come to your senses?!”
Chris chuckled and took a seat in front of Roy.
“And who’re you?" hic
“Just a gambler passing by. Say, would you care for a round with me?”
Hic “You? You're playing against me?”
“Yes. I may not look like much, but I assure you, I’m more than capable of keeping up with you, Young Count.”
Young Count Roy seemed intrigued.
“Very well. Let’s give it a go. Hic. Let’s see just how skilled you are.”
And so, the game began.
Chris used his seasoned gambler’s skills to slowly fleece Roy.
“Hmm, not bad.”
“Your skill is truly impressive. As expected of the Young Count. Let’s go one more round.”
Little by little.
Letting Roy win just enough to make him think he was about to win again.
“W-What?!”
“Jack of Spades Cross. Such a rare hand… Seems the heavens are smiling on me.”
“Again! One more round!”
And before Roy knew it, he’d been completely stripped.
“M-More… More…!”
“You already owe me 500,000 ruppees, do you not? Even for a Young Count, I can’t allow any more than this. If you want to continue gambling, you’ll need to offer up collateral.”
“Collateral? Like what?”
“Well, let’s see. What would be good? I wouldn’t dare ask someone I respect so highly to wager something important… What could we use…”
Chris made a thoughtful face—then flashed a playful smile.
Like a devil tempting its prey.
“This sounds good. How about we do it like in that opera trending in the Karn Empire recently—The Tragedy of Selde. What if you wager your soul, Young Count?”
The opera tells the story of a noblewoman who gambles her soul away to a devil and suffers a tragic fate.
“So in this case, I’ll be the devil, and you’ll play the role of the gambler challenging the devil. Sounds poetic, doesn’t it? And there’s no financial burden at all.”
Already completely drunk, the Young Count took Chris’s words as a joke.
After all, unless Chris was a devil, he couldn’t actually take his soul.
It was basically like lending him money without any real collateral.
Roy figured Chris was just humoring him and laughed.
“Heh heh… That does sound fun. I like it. Fine! I’ll wager my soul!”
“Then swear it.”
“You really talk like a devil, huh. Fine, I swear. If I lose this match, I’ll offer you my soul. Come on then, devil.”
“Very well. Let’s continue.”
The match resumed.
The result—Roy went all in.
And was completely wiped out.
“Th-this…”
“I’m afraid I truly can’t allow any more.”
“I can put up as much collateral as you want! This whole manor belongs to me!”
“Does it really belong to you, Young Count?”
Chris looked Roy straight in the eye.
“As far as I know… it doesn’t.”
“!!”
Realizing what Chris meant, the Young Count’s face flushed red.
But he couldn’t say a word.
He felt an inexplicable sense of pressure coming from Chris.
“The game is over, so it’s time to collect the collateral.”
“What? That’s ridiculous. Haha. And just how do you plan to take a soul? Enough with this unfunny devil act.”
However—
“How will I take your soul? It’s simple. Like this.”
Chris’s eyes darkened.
In that instant, the Young Count’s vision was swallowed in black.
“!!”
Like a predator devouring its prey—darkness consumed his consciousness completely.
Fwoosh!
A blood-red magic circle appeared midair and branded itself into the Young Count’s heart.
Chris took a moment to verify that the spell had activated correctly, then gave a slight nod.
The Seal of Submission had been engraved.
He had succeeded in enslaving the Young Count by using his soul as collateral.
It was the beginning of the operation.
* * *
‘Good, it worked. I figured something like this might be possible after the Hero incident.’
Normally, enslaving someone by using their soul as collateral was something only the highest-ranking black magicians could do.
It wasn’t just a matter of ritual complexity.
It came down to the tier of one’s soul.
To turn someone’s soul into a possession, your soul had to be of a higher tier than theirs.
‘That’s why, if you dissect the workings of soul-binding spells, you’ll find they rely on hypnosis, ritual domination, behavioral enforcement… Rather than making someone a true slave, they force them to act like one by overpowering their will.’
But Chris was different.
His soul held the tier of a half-devil.
Just like a real devil, he could truly make someone’s soul his possession.
‘Thanks to that, I could inscribe a perfect Seal of Submission.’
The Seal of Submission was an advanced technique among the blood-seal arts.
The level of obedience one could impose varied depending on the success of the seal.
Chris’s mastery of blood-seal arts was only enough to issue simple commands, but by making the Young Count’s soul his possession, he could carve a far more powerful seal.
To the point where he could issue any command short of suicide.
‘But this alone isn’t enough. I need to make the Young Count fully submit to me.’
Even if the same Seal of Submission was engraved—
Being forced to obey and willingly submitting were worlds apart.
For Chris’s “plan” to work, the Young Count had to genuinely surrender to him.
“Hey. Time to wake up, don’t you think?”
Chris lightly tapped the Young Count’s cheek.
The Young Count frowned, then jolted awake with wide eyes.
He found himself sitting in a place that looked like a storage room.
Only a faint lamp in the darkness cast a dim glow across the shadows.
“What, what is this?”
“First, calm down and sit still.”
“Sh-Shut up! Let me out of this place right now…!”
“I said sit.”
The Young Count tried to stand up—then froze in horror.
His body wouldn’t move!
More precisely, the moment he tried to get up from the chair, it was as if his limbs were bound—he turned completely rigid.
“W-What is this…?”
The Young Count’s face turned pale with fear.
“I’ll explain. Look at my face.”
Step.
Footsteps echoed, and the lamp’s light illuminated Chris’s face.
Deep black hair.
Eyes glowing with black and crimson light in the dark—Black-Red Eyes.
A boy’s face, beautiful yet exuding a bone-chilling aura of pressure, looked down at Roy.
“Y-You’re the one from the gambling house?”
“Yes, that’s right. I took your soul as collateral. That’s why you’re like this now.”
“T-That’s absurd…! Taking someone’s soul—that’s impossible unless you’re a devil—!”
The shouting Young Count suddenly fell silent.
His body trembled slightly.
“D-Don’t tell me… you’re—?”
“I’m not a devil.”
Chris gave a faint smirk.
“My name is Christian von Baron Khazar. I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”
“!!”
Roy’s eyes widened to the point of tearing.
Baron—!
The noble surname of the Dark Demonic House.
“T-This can’t be… Impossible… T-Then, the gambling house…”
“Yes, that’s right. I approached you on purpose, with you as my target.”
The Young Count’s face contorted with fear.
“Why? Why? Are you planning to kill me?”
“No. If I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t have gone through all this trouble. More importantly—”
Chris let out a cold chuckle.
“Killing a pathetic worm like you—what benefit would that bring to our Dark Demonic House?”
“!!”
“Am I wrong? You’re a so-called Young Count who lives each day trembling under your uncle’s watch, with no authority of your own—a coward in name only.”
The Young Count’s face flushed.
But he couldn’t argue.
Chris was right.
His uncle, Baron Bord, had stripped him of all power.
Living drunk day by day was simply his way of coping with despair.
“You’re still alive for now, but even that won’t last much longer. The moment your uncle, Baron Bord, fully takes over the county, you’re as good as dead. Or you’ll be stripped of the family name and cast out.”
“…So, what exactly do you want to say?”
The Young Count growled.
“Just shut up and tell me what you want. You came to me because you want something.”
Chris’s eyes flickered briefly at the harsh tone.
‘Not a complete coward after all. Well, that fits with what I saw in my previous life.’
In fact,
in his previous life, Chris had known Roy.
Their connection was fleeting, just a chance encounter.
But because they were in similar situations, they had a certain understanding.
— If only I had had power back then.
Roy’s last words.
— I could have stopped the terrible destruction of the County of Burssen.
That was why
Chris was able to come up with this plan.
“I’ll help you if you want.”
Saying that meant,
“I want to help you prevent the destruction of the Kingdom of Burssen.”
* * *
“W-What do you mean? The destruction of the Kingdom of Burssen?”
His eyes were confused.
“It’s because of your uncle, Baron Bord. Didn’t you know? Your uncle was secretly conspiring with some of the Dark Demonic House’s Mages.”
“!!”
“Look at this.”
Christian took out an amulet and showed it.
Fortunately, Roy, as a Young Count, recognized the symbol.
“Is that the Dark Demonic House’s Black Shadow Knight Order’s?”
“Yes, it’s a treasure symbolizing their inspection authority.”
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                    “I, Christian, under the command of Madam Merian, Captain of the Black Shadow Knight Order of the main house, discovered during the investigation into the recent human sacrifice incidents that your uncle, Baron Bord, was colluding with some of the Dark Demonic House’s Mages.”
It was a lie.
He never actually investigated anything.
But it would turn out to be true.
‘Baron Bord’s collusion with Ashid is a fact that will be revealed later. Because of that, the Burssen Marquisate will be condemned as a nation in league with Devils and meet a horrific end.’
“T-That’s… that’s ridiculous… Even if he’s my uncle, something like that?”
Young Count Roy stammered, as if he couldn’t believe it.
“There’s a reason. Hasn’t your father, the Count of Burssen, been rapidly deteriorating in health recently? He’s always had a chronic illness, but don’t you think it’s progressing unusually fast?”
“!!”
Roy’s face turned pale.
“D-Don’t tell me you mean…?”
“Yes. It’s the effect of a curse-type black magic.”
Shocked beyond imagination, Roy swayed in his chair.
“That’s not all. Baron Bord didn’t just collude with a few Devils. He went as far as to deceive the Dark Demonic House itself.”
“What?”
“The recent human sacrifice incidents.”
“!!”
“They were all orchestrated by Baron Bord’s side. He dared to frame the main house, so now the Dark Demonic House intends to wipe the Burssen Marquisate off the map. Since the blame lies with your side, the Gold Cross can’t even protest.”
While such discussions never actually took place, it wasn’t entirely false.
At this rate, the Burssen Marquisate would face a similar end.
“T-That… No…”
As the pale-faced Young Count Roy groaned, Chris looked at him quietly and asked.
“Do you want to stop it?”
“!!”
“If you want, I’ll help you.”
“…You’ll help me? Why?”
“Well. Let’s just say it benefits me if this situation is resolved peacefully. And besides, not all of us Mages delight in bloodshed.”
Roy looked confused.
“What good is your help going to do? Or… are there other forces from the Dark Demonic House here with you?”
“No. I’m alone.”
“Then there’s no way you could take down my uncle…”
Roy looked at Chris with skeptical eyes.
He did seem fairly strong, but he was still just a boy, probably only in his mid to late teens.
What good could that do?
“You’re misunderstanding something. I’m stronger than you think.”
“…Is that so?”
Still doubtful eyes.
Chris smirked.
“Of course, that doesn’t mean I plan to recklessly charge in and take down Baron Bord with brute force.”
“A scheme?”
“You should use your title as the Young Count.”
It was a proposal to use Roy’s status as the Young Count to lure Baron Bord into a trap.
However, Roy looked skeptical.
“That’s impossible. My uncle isn’t someone you can take lightly. Even if we try to deceive him with a trap, he won’t fall for it. Even if by some miracle we get an opening, we won’t be able to defeat him. My uncle is a 4-star Knight.”
Chris nodded.
From what he had heard, Baron Bord wasn’t an ordinary schemer.
A half-hearted trick wouldn’t work on him.
And he was a 4-star Knight.
An opponent who had both strength and strategy.
However—
“Just leave it to me.”
“…What?”
“I mean it. Swear to entrust everything to me and obey me. Then, I’ll take care of the rest.”
Roy looked dumbfounded at Chris’s words.
What would I even be trusting?
That was the look in his eyes.
An expected reaction.
But—
“In any case, you don’t have any other options, do you? It’s your choice whether to sit and wait for ruin, or take the devil’s hand.”
It wasn’t wrong.
Roy was in a position where he had to cling to any rotten rope thrown his way.
Just what is he…?
Roy stared at Chris, confused.
Arrogant to the point of being offensive.
But at the same time, eyes that stared straight at him with unshakable resolve.
In the end, Roy clenched his fists and spoke.
“…If I really entrust everything to you, will you take down my uncle?”
“Yes. I promise.”
Roy swallowed hard and spoke, as if coming to a decision.
“…I swear to entrust everything to you and follow you.”
Chris grinned.
“You’ve chosen well. I accept your oath.”
At that moment—
Chris’s gaze darkened.
Fwaaash!
A blood-red magic circle flared into view.
“?!”
Roy’s vision was suddenly swallowed by darkness, and he lost consciousness.
And then, something unbelievable happened.
Even though he had fainted, Roy’s body didn’t collapse.
Instead, he smirked.
A smirk that was, shockingly, the exact same irritating grin Chris usually wore.
“It worked perfectly.”
The words coming out were the same.
The voice was Roy’s, but the arrogant and unpleasant tone was exactly like Chris’s.
The reason this was happening was simple.
Possession.
To be precise, Chris’s consciousness had inhabited Roy’s body.
One of the highest applications of the Oath of Obedience.
‘Link.’
A secret art that allows one to implant their consciousness into another’s body and move it as if it were their own. Chris had successfully executed it.
Now, Chris would become Young Count Roy and eliminate Baron Bord.
***
‘Link is a difficult technique even for me, but thanks to persuading him, it worked. If Roy hadn’t agreed at the last moment, I wouldn’t have succeeded.’
Originally, Link was a technique only those at 6-star or higher could attempt.
But with the status of a Half-Devil,
Ownership of a pledged soul as collateral,
And the other party’s oath of consent,
On top of that, by completely restructuring the spell with his insane genius, he had succeeded in possessing Roy.
A miraculous feat that other dark mages wouldn’t believe even if they saw it.
‘Still, I won’t be able to maintain it for long. I’d better move quickly.’
Chris moved Roy’s possessed body and returned to the Count’s estate.
His original body had been laid in a coffin he had prepared in advance. If any danger approached the original body, the Link would immediately break, and his consciousness would return.
But once he arrived at the estate, something felt off.
The Young Count had returned, yet no one seemed to care.
He was being ignored.
Everyone only gave him brief glances and then looked away.
‘Even though he’s the Young Count, what poor treatment.’
A sight that clearly showed Roy’s standing.
Then, the sound of a tongue clicking was heard.
“Drinking again, Young Count? When will you finally grow up?”
It was the estate’s butler.
According to prior investigation, one of Baron Bord’s men.
The butler let out an openly disdainful sigh.
“The Count is bedridden, and yet his son is always drowning in alcohol. With you always like this, do you even know how worried Baron Bord is?”
“…….”
“Because of you, the Baron suffers so much. Honestly, I can’t understand how someone like you ever became the Young Count.”
That last part was muttered.
But loud enough to be heard—clearly meant for him to hear.
Chris lifted the corners of his mouth.
‘Interesting.’
In any case, that insult wasn’t directed at him. It was aimed at Roy, the owner of the body he possessed.
So there was no reason to be offended.
But—
‘I needed a way to attract attention anyway. This is just right.’
"Hey."
“Wh-What is it?”
The butler responded with a disrespectful tone, hardly imaginable for someone addressing a noble.
“Are you done talking?”
“…What?”
“I asked if you’re done talking.”
“!!”
Did he sense something different than usual?
The butler flinched.
But he pretended to be angry and raised his voice.
“Wh-What I said wasn’t wrong, was it? With how disgraceful young master has been acting, people are saying he’s unfit to be the Young Count…!”
It was at that very moment—
Smack!
The atmosphere froze.
Chris raised his hand and slapped the butler across the face!
And it didn’t end with just one.
He struck again, and this time, with such force that the butler crashed to the side.
“Wh-What is this?!”
The butler, coming to his senses late, was about to shout in anger—but suddenly froze in place.
Fwoosh.
A cold blade was at the butler’s throat.
Chris smiled gently as he spoke.
“Why don’t you try saying that again?”
“Y-You…”
“What? Can’t do it? Makes sense. If your head’s screwed on right, you’d know better than to run your mouth. You dared to challenge the authority of this nation’s lord, His Excellency the Count.”
The butler looked bewildered.
“Ch-Challenge the Count’s authority? What do you mean?”
“Who do you think made me the Young Count? It was all His Excellency the Count’s will. Even if I’m lacking, the only one who can judge my qualifications is His Excellency himself.”
“!!”
Shing.
The blade dug into the skin of his neck.
A trickle of blood began to flow.
“Or are you perhaps harboring some dark thoughts in your belly?”
“!!”
He was talking about treason.
The butler turned pale and shouted.
“N-No! That’s nonsense! I would never!!”
“Hmm? Is that so? Hard to believe when I think about the things you were spouting earlier. Might be better to just dispose of you and appoint a new butler. One I can trust—someone loyal.”
“!!”
The blade pressed in deeper.
The blood ran thicker.
Facing Roy—or rather, Chris’s gaze, the butler’s body began trembling like a leaf in the wind.
It was different from before.
Cold and indifferent.
A chilling gaze that looked like it could sever a neck at any moment.
“P-Please. It’s a misunderstanding!! F-Forgive me…!”
At that moment—
Chris smirked.
“Just kidding.”
“…What?”
“I said it’s a joke.”
Clang.
Chris carelessly tossed the sword behind him.
“There’s no way I’d really kill a butler, right?”
“Ah… Ah… Y-Yes? Y-Yes, of course.”
“So make sure you behave from now on.”
“!!”
“I’ll be watching.”
Again, a cold shiver ran down the butler’s spine.
It was certain now.
This was no longer the same useless Young Count from before.
And the change in the Young Count didn’t stop there.
“I’ve got somewhere to be. Lead the way.”
“W-Where are you headed?”
“To my father.”
“!!”
Chris grinned.
“Figured I’d show some filial piety for once.”
* * *
Count Burssen.
As the name suggests, he was the sovereign of the Burssen domain.
Now aged and sickly, but once, he was a lion who achieved great military exploits on the frontline against the Dark Magi.
The Cursed Lord.
Chris instantly grasped Count Burssen’s condition.
A high-level sorcery had been used to disguise it as illness, but it couldn’t fool Chris’s eyes.
‘Still, it’s an incredibly subtle spell. No wonder no one noticed. This isn’t the work of just any skilled black magician.’
A suspect immediately came to Chris’s mind.
‘Count Ribery’s handiwork.’
Count Ribery was one of the few black magicians among the Dark Magi who had reached the 6-star level in Curses.
‘Even so… I didn’t expect Count Ribery’s cursecraft to be this refined. Quite unexpected.’
It was a curse as delicate as a carved piece of art.
This wasn’t something achievable with high-level skills alone.
It required a profound, almost fathomless understanding of black magic. To think Count Ribery possessed such mastery?
‘…Or perhaps, he made use of some other means.’
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                    Chris lowered his gaze.
‘I should remember this.’
Chris calmly examined the Count’s condition.
The curse ran deep—it looked difficult to treat in a short time.
It didn’t matter.
After all, today’s visit to Count Burssen wasn’t for treatment.
In fact, the opposite.
‘I came here to stir up trouble.’
Chris smirked.
‘My goal is nothing less than Baron Bord’s downfall.’
Here’s the question:
With Chris’s current strength, taking down Baron Bord wasn’t possible.
Assassination might work if he waited for an opportunity, but simply cutting off his head meant nothing.
He needed to completely ruin the man and secure evidence that he had colluded with the Dark Demonic House.
Even for Chris, this was no easy task.
So what to do?
Simple.
‘Trap him.’
Today, coming to visit Roy’s father, Count Burssen, was all for setting up that trap.
‘Looks like I’ll be making Roy out to be a terrible son for now. Though, later, they might praise him as a dutiful one.’
After setting a few things in place for the trap with Count Burssen, Chris stepped outside.
As the door opened, an unexpected figure was waiting.
A goatee.
Eyes full of greed.
It was Baron Bord.
“Roy.”
“Uncle.”
Chris lowered his head slightly and smirked.
‘So, hearing Roy changed must’ve had you clenching your teeth in panic, huh?’
The attitude he showed the butler earlier.
Coming to visit his father like this.
All of it was behavior unlike the usual Young Count Roy, which must have raised suspicion.
“I just came to see your face. It’s been a while. Everything fine?”
“Yes. Thanks to you, Uncle, handling everything in my place, there’s nothing to worry about.”
“……”
“Thanks to Uncle, I’ve been living quite comfortably.”
A loaded statement.
Baron Bord’s face stiffened for a moment.
“Haha, it seems there’s been a misunderstanding. With your father unwell, I had no choice but to step in. But when you grow up, it’ll all be your responsibility.”
With that awkward laugh, Chris smiled in return.
“I see. There’s something I’d like to discuss with you, Uncle. I heard a strange story recently.”
“What kind of story?”
“That someone in our Burssen Domain has been colluding with the Dark Demonic House.”
“!!”
At the sudden, sharp stab of a dagger-like remark, Baron Bord’s expression instantly stiffened.
“W-What are you talking about?”
“While drinking yesterday, a mysterious figure approached me in secret. He claimed to be a Magus from the Dark Demonic House and said someone from our Bursen Domain was colluding with them.”
“W-What kind of nonsense is that?”
“I thought the same, but he insisted it wasn’t a lie—and even brought this seal.”
Chris pretended to look around and then pulled out a sheet of paper.
—Appointment Letter for a Black Shadow Knight.
—Commander of the Black Shadow Knights, Merian.
Along with this information, a seal in the shape of a black crescent moon was stamped on it.
It was a provisional appointment Merian had scribbled out roughly when sending Chris.
“This seal… No matter how I look at it, it seems to be the emblem of the Black Shadow Knights of the Dark Demonic House. And judging by the magical energy unique to the Dark Demonic House imbued in it, it doesn’t seem forged either.”
“……”
“From what I know, the Black Shadow Knights are like the Inquisition. I doubt a Magus from that order would lie so casually. Hmm.”
Baron Bord’s face turned pale.
Chris spoke casually, as if unaware.
“Still, it’s probably just nonsense, right?”
“Y-Yes! That must be it! Or maybe it’s just an attempt to stir up internal discord! We mustn’t fall for it!”
“Yes, I think so too. I’ll leave everything to you, Uncle. Please investigate thoroughly—if there really is a traitor.”
Chris lifted the corners of his mouth into a smile.
That same smile that sent chills down anyone who saw it.
“They’ll have to pay the price.”
“!!”
Why was it?
It was clearly just the face of that scorned nephew, yet it sent shivers down his spine.
Back in his office, Baron Bord slammed his desk.
“Damn it?! What the hell is going on?! They promised to keep it secret! So why does the Black Shadow Knights already suspect?!”
What he’d seen earlier was definitely the seal of the Black Shadow Knights.
Just as his nephew said, the trace of magical energy peculiar to the Dark Demonic House was embedded in it, making it difficult to consider it a forgery.
The Dark Demonic House had truly caught on to the collusion.
‘No! If this comes to light, my political opponents will never let it go!’
Baron Bord had not yet fully taken control of the Bursen Domain.
There were still opposing factions.
Baron Bord anxiously bit his lip.
‘There’s only one way. I must become the undisputed ruler of Bursen as soon as possible. Only then can I bury this matter.’
The problem was Young Count Roy.
As long as Roy, the rightful heir, remained alive, Baron Bord could never fully claim the domain.
He had to be eliminated.
‘I was planning to deal with him after seizing complete control… but now I’ll have to move faster.’
Recalling his nephew’s chilling gaze just moments ago, Baron Bord gritted his teeth.
‘I must find a way… no matter what.’
He was in the middle of deep thought.
Suddenly, a piercing shout rang out.
“L-Lord Baron, it’s an emergency!!!”
“What is it?!”
“T-The thing is…!!”
Baron Bord was seized by an unknown sense of dread.
“T-The Count of Burssen has passed away!!!”
Thud.
The pen in Baron Bord’s hand dropped.
“…What? Say that again.”
He asked again, as if he couldn’t believe it.
“Count Burssen has drawn his last breath!”
“!!”
The sudden death of the Count.
And when Baron Bord realized what that meant, his face turned pale as a corpse.
It meant that Young Count Roy would inherit the title and become the new master of the Burssen Domain.
* * *
‘It’s a lie, though.’
Chris whistled inwardly.
In truth, Count Burssen wasn’t dead.
The commotion had all been orchestrated by Chris.
‘I used the Rebirth Pill from the House of Medical Saints.’
It was a miraculous elixir used to treat critically ill patients.
The issue was that it placed the patient into a state similar to death.
It worked by halting all bodily functions, then inducing a dramatic recovery.
Vital functions like breathing and nutrient intake were replaced by the magical energy infused in the pill.
‘His condition was quite severe, so it should take at least a week before he wakes up.’
That amount of time was more than enough.
Enough to bring Baron Bord to ruin.
When he opened the door and stepped out, Baron Bord stood there with a ghostly pale face.
“R-Roy.”
“Uncle.”
Chris spoke calmly.
“I believe you addressed me incorrectly just now.”
“!!”
“Until now, I let it slide, but I’ll be inheriting the title soon. I think you’d best watch your language from now on.”
He was telling him to speak with proper respect.
Baron Bord bowed his head, his face flushed red.
“I-I will bear that in mind.”
“Gather the retainers immediately. There’s something urgent we need to discuss.”
Soon, the retainers gathered in the meeting room.
Chris sat at the highest seat.
The Count’s seat.
Until recently, it had been occupied by Baron Bord.
As if it had always been his rightful seat, Chris's natural air of authority left some of the retainers visibly startled.
“Is everyone here?”
“Except for Lord Press and those currently marching toward the Dark Demonic House. They’ve been informed of the Count’s death and should return within a few days.”
Chris nodded.
At the moment, both armies had been on the verge of bloodshed, but this incident had prevented that clash.
“I believe everyone’s heard the news. From now on, I, Roy, will cast aside the disgraceful image I once showed and change. For my late father—and for the Burssen Domain.”
Reactions were mixed.
Those who followed Baron Bord looked troubled.
In contrast, those who opposed him welcomed the Young Count’s transformation.
“Then, Young Count, what about the funeral?”
“We’ll postpone the funeral.”
“Pardon? What do you mean?”
“We haven’t even found the one responsible for Father’s death. We can’t hold a funeral before that.”
“!!”
The retainers grew uneasy.
“What do you mean by that? Responsible? Are you saying—?”
“That’s right. My father didn’t die from illness. He was cursed.”
“!!”
“Take a look at this.”
Chris pulled out a long rod.
It was a magic tool embedded with a magic stone.
“This is a rare tool I went through great lengths to acquire, capable of detecting curses. It’s a custom piece crafted by a High Meister of the Magic Tower—its accuracy is incomparable to standard identification tools.”
Sponsored—no, taken—from that miserly pushover, Ruina.
“When I tested it on Father’s blood, the tool reacted. A curse was confirmed. If you don’t believe me, feel free to verify it yourselves.”
“T-This is outrageous!”
The meeting hall erupted.
If the Count had died from a curse, it wasn’t something that could be overlooked.
“That’s not all. As I mentioned earlier to my uncle, Baron Bord, I received a secret message from the Dark Demonic House. They claim that someone within our Burssen Domain has been colluding with their dark mages.”
“Of course, I don’t want to believe that such a vile traitor exists among us. But seeing my father’s cursed state raises one chilling suspicion.”
Chris slowly swept his gaze across the retainers.
Then, he looked directly at Baron Bord and spoke.
“!!”
“That someone colluded with the dark mages of the Dark Demonic House… and cursed my father.”
“!!”
“I, Roy, swear to the heavens—I will find the one responsible and make them pay the price.”
Amid the shock and horror, the meeting came to an end.
And in the final moments—
Chris glanced over at Baron Bord’s face and smiled.
His bloodshot eyes.
His reason slipping into panic and anxiety.
He had walked right into the trap.
* * *
After that, Chris focused on driving Baron Bord to the brink of madness.
He reopened the case on the human sacrifice incident and ordered a sweeping investigation of those guarding the borders.
For Baron Bord, who had skeletons in his closet, it must have felt like his blood was drying up.
Just as Bord’s anxiety reached its peak—
Chris threw the final snare.
“We must seek help from the Holy Kingdom, Uncle.”
“!!”
“If it's Princess Olivia of the Holy Kingdom, the Saintess who carries the Starblood, descendant of the Great Star—she should be able to reveal the truth.”
“Th-That’s…!”
Baron Bord's face turned deathly pale.
Princess Olivia, the Holy Kingdom’s next Pontiff, was the greatest Spirit Exorcist of her time—she really could uncover the truth.
“I’ll go to the Holy Kingdom myself.”
At that moment, Baron Bord’s eyes lit up.
“You’ll go personally?”
“Yes. The Holy Kingdom is the spiritual pillar of our Gold Cross, so we can’t just send anyone. I’ll go quietly, with only a few people, to avoid unnecessary commotion. So please keep this between us, Uncle.”
Personally.
With only a small group.
Hearing Chris’s words, Baron Bord’s heart began to pound.
His eyes flushed red.
With murderous intent.
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                    Chris could clearly see through Baron Bord's inner thoughts and barely suppressed a scoff.
“But the issue is the escort.”
“The escort… you say?”
“We can’t mobilize too many knights for escort, since it would be inappropriate for a diplomatic visit to the Holy Kingdom. Perhaps we should ask Sir Press.”
“Sir Press, you say?”
Baron Bord asked with a nervous voice.
Sir Press, the strongest knight of the White Kingdom, was not affiliated with Baron Bord’s faction.
He was neutral.
If Sir Press were to accompany them, there would be no room to scheme.
However—
“In the current situation, it would be difficult to ask Sir Press. He must remain to defend the White Kingdom.”
“Y-Yes, that’s true!”
“Instead, how about this?”
Chris casually threw out a bait laced with poison.
“My uncle will escort me.”
“!!”
“Isn’t my uncle a 4-star knight? If he’s with me, I’ll feel safe.”
Baron Bord gulped down his dry saliva.
Suppressing the corners of his lips that were threatening to rise, he replied.
“Of course… you can count on me.”
* * *
The delegation departed immediately.
As mentioned, it was a small group.
A few retainers who would accompany Chris to meet the Holy Pope.
A handful of escort knights, including Baron Bord, made up the entire party.
And on the road to the Holy Kingdom—
Baron Bord revealed his true colors.
Just as expected.
Shing.
Baron Bord and the knights drew their swords.
“W-What are you doing, Baron?!”
The retainers who had accompanied them cried out in shock.
“Silence. All of you will die here.”
Baron Bord’s sword gleamed ominously.
“Especially you, Roy. You won’t die easily. Just like your father.”
“!!”
At those words, the retainers opened their eyes wide.
They realized—it was Baron Bord who had cursed the Count!
“Baron Bord! Even for you, this is monstrous!!”
“The Thrones of Heaven will not forgive you!!”
Some retainers shouted with righteous fury.
“What does it matter? You’ll all die here anyway.”
“!!”
“I’ll kill you all and become the ruler of Burssen and the White Kingdom. Then no one will be able to punish me.”
The retainers swallowed hard.
Step.
Baron Bord and the knights took a step forward.
As fear overtook everyone’s faces—
Young Count Roy calmly spoke.
“Let me ask you one thing.”
“…What?”
“Did you really conspire with the demon of the Dark Demonic House to curse His Excellency the Count? Who in the Dark Demonic House did you make a deal with?”
Baron Bord looked bewildered.
His nephew’s face was far too composed.
As if he had no worries at all.
‘Has he gone mad?’
He considered whether an ally might be hiding nearby—but that wasn’t the case.
Baron Bord had thoroughly searched the surroundings before launching today’s operation.
‘It’s not like he’s hiding some trump card either.’
Roy’s ability as a knight was only 2-star at most.
“You’re about to die—why do you even care?”
“I just want to satisfy my curiosity before I die. Even if I die, I want to know how my father and I were killed.”
Baron Bord let out a snort of disbelief and answered.
“Fine. I made a deal with the Count Ribery from the Dark Demonic House. I offered them a human sacrifice, and they cast the curse in return.”
“So it was true.”
Chris nodded and turned to the retainers who had come with him.
“Please remember what was just said.”
“…Sorry?”
“It was a confession of a crime.”
“!!”
In other words—
Chris had deliberately brought these retainers.
To serve as witnesses.
“You really have gone mad.”
Baron Bord exhaled sharply and stepped forward.
“I’ll cut off your arms and legs first!”
Baron Bord raised the arm holding his sword high into the air.
As if certain Roy wouldn’t be able to resist.
Like bringing down a guillotine.
Fwoosh!
A mana blade surged powerfully upward.
The level of a knight on par with a black sword wielder.
A dull brown aura engulfed the blade, and just as Baron Bord grinned cruelly in anticipation of the slaughter—
“Your movements are too slow and wide.”
Slice.
A vivid red line was drawn across Baron Bord’s neck.
Right where the carotid artery was.
Baron Bord wore a look of confusion for a split second—and that was the end.
Blood spouted like a fountain.
His body slowly collapsed.
It twitched once, then slumped completely.
He was dead.
“L-Lord Baron?!”
“W-What the?!!”
The knights who had come with him shouted in shock.
They couldn’t quite grasp what had just happened.
Only belatedly did they notice the Young Count holding a bloodstained sword.
“Oh, you’re wondering what happened? I saw an opening and slashed.
If someone shows such an opening, isn’t that basically begging to be killed?”
“!!”
“So what if he could manifest a mana blade?
He was so bloated with greed, like a fattened pig, he couldn’t even wield his sword properly.”
The Young Count—no, Chris—grinned coldly as he looked at them.
Like a predator staring down prey.
“But you guys… you don’t look all that different from him.
Think you can take me on?”
The knights hesitated.
It didn’t make sense.
Young Count Roy was only 2-star.
Meanwhile, they were all 3-star.
Three of them, at that.
Yet they were the ones feeling uneasy.
“Don’t let him scare you! That was just a fluke!”
“Kill him!”
The knights gritted their teeth.
Blood sprayed.
* * *
All the knights fell.
A complete victory.
He wasn’t even scratched.
It was unbelievable.
Right now, Chris was using Roy’s body.
It wasn’t just the 2-star level that was a problem.
Linking meant using another person’s body, and that naturally brought a subtle awkwardness compared to one’s own.
Even trying to move just 1 cm could result in slight misalignment.
It was fine for daily life.
But in life-or-death combat, that slight dissonance could be fatal.
Yet Chris had calculated all those irregularities with his genius, and fought the knights accordingly.
Using only 2-star power, he brought down three 3-star knights.
And he didn’t even kill them.
He made them all hear Baron Bord confess his crimes with their own ears.
Considering how much harder it is to subdue than to kill—even if Chris’s original rank as a Holy Radiant Knight was 5-star, what he did was still nothing short of absurd.
‘Well, it was simple enough.’
He was about to brush the dirt off his pants when a sudden, heavy pressure filled the air.
Startled, he turned his head—and saw a new figure had appeared.
The strongest warrior in the Burssen Kingdoms.
It was Sir Press.
Sir Press walked up to him and knelt.
“…I greet the Young Count.”
This was Chris’s first time seeing Sir Press in person.
A 6-star knight.
The overwhelming presence of someone worthy of the “Master Knights” class could be felt, but Chris responded calmly, without showing much emotion.
“How did you get here? Weren’t you supposed to be guarding the castle?”
“…Baron Bord’s behavior seemed suspicious, so I followed in haste. I thought I might be too late, but….”
Sir Press trailed off.
“…You’ve performed a miracle, Young Count. How in the world did this…?”
Sir Press looked as though he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
And understandably so.
Chris simply shrugged and answered nonchalantly.
“Who knows. I’m not really sure myself.”
“…You’re not sure?”
“Yeah, maybe I became a genius for a moment or something.”
“……??”
Sir Press looked completely lost.
It didn’t matter.
Chris had decided it was time to end the operation.
“But Sir Press, I’m tired from pushing myself. Mind if I sleep a little?”
“Young Count?!”
Young Count Roy collapsed softly to the ground.
The link had been severed!
Sir Press hurried to catch him and sighed in relief. He was unharmed.
‘Still… earlier…’
Sir Press replayed the battle in his mind and swallowed hard.
That overwhelming display—defeating opponents stronger than himself with only minimal force.
It was nothing like the Young Count Roy he knew.
‘Did he really become a genius for a moment…?’
It was a question with no answer.
* * *
And the next day.
Young Count Roy let out a long sigh.
He looked completely different from the figure who had exuded such overwhelming pressure just a short while ago.
His original consciousness had returned.
‘What… just happened.’
Roy’s expression twisted with pain.
Even though Chris had been controlling his body, Roy hadn’t lost his memory.
He had shared the sensations and witnessed everything that occurred.
‘How could something like this…’
Roy recalled everything Chris had done while using his body, and his face turned pale.
Just a few days.
With only a few strategies, Baron Bord had been driven into a corner and eliminated.
‘I didn’t even dare to oppose him.’
Having watched it all unfold from within the same body, Roy could fully grasp just how incredible Chris’s feats had been.
It was enough to send chills down his spine.
‘Is he even human? Maybe he really is a devil.’
He was shaking his head when—
“Yo.”
“!!”
Startled, he whipped his head around. Sitting casually on the window ledge was a face he couldn’t forget even in his dreams—Christian.
“W-Why are you here?”
“I just walked in. You really ought to tighten your castle security. Anyway, how’s the work I left behind? Satisfied?”
Roy clamped his mouth shut.
‘Satisfied?’
That word wasn’t nearly enough to describe it.
An ending far better than he could’ve ever imagined.
Baron Bord was executed. Roy had become the true Young Count. Even his father, the Count of Burssen, was recovering.
It felt like he was living in a dream.
Christian had become the benefactor of both Roy and the Burssen Hundred Kingdoms.
“Judging by your face, you look pretty satisfied. Then it’s time to pay your debt.”
“Debt?”
“Of course. You didn’t think I did all this for free, did you?”
Roy remembered their first encounter and tensed up.
Chris chuckled.
“No need to be so scared. It’s nothing major. First, take this.”
“What is it?”
“Proof that Baron Bord was colluding with Count Ribery of the Dark Demonic House. I picked it up on the way.”
“!!”
After severing the link, Chris had inspected Baron Bord’s estate.
Once a master thief himself, Chris easily discovered the hidden vault and found the incriminating documents inside.
“Send these documents to the Dark Demonic House under the name of the Burssen Kingdom. That way, your rival, Count Ribery, will fall.”
Roy had spent the night researching Christian.
He found out Chris was a sacred figure of the Dark Demonic House.
And that he had hostile relations with both Ashid, the leading candidate, and Count Ribery.
“Yeah, that’s right. But there’s one thing you should be careful of. Don’t send the letter just yet.”
“Huh?”
“And redirect the Burssen troops that retreated—send them back to Count Khazar’s territory. Make it look like you’re preparing for a real war.”
Roy tilted his head in confusion, then his eyes widened.
“You mean—”
He was being asked to pretend as if things weren’t resolved yet.
Roy felt a chill run down his spine.
‘He wants to lull Count Ribery into a false sense of security. This bastard… he’s planning something again.’
Recalling everything Chris had done so far, Roy found himself feeling sorry for whoever Chris’s next target might be.
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                    Christian gave a sly smile.
“Then I’ll be going. Just do as I said.”
“…Yeah.”
Just as Christian leapt up onto the window ledge—
“Wait. I have something to say.”
“What?”
Roy hesitated, then spoke.
“…Thank you.”
Chris looked a bit surprised, then smirked.
“Didn’t quite catch that. Say it again—with a little more heartfelt respect, if you will?”
“…I said thank you! You damn devil bastard. You’re my benefactor.”
Chris chuckled quietly.
“We’ll be seeing each other again soon.”
“…What?”
Roy’s expression stiffened.
Again? Why?
Wasn’t everything already over?
“Something big’s going to happen in Gold Cross soon.”
“W-Wait, what do you mean? What’s going to happen now?”
“Yeah. Compared to that, this last incident will seem like nothing. So brace yourself.”
A disaster was looming over Gold Cross.
And when it came, Chris planned to use Roy again.
“Well then, see you.”
“W-Wait?!”
Fwoosh!
Roy stared blankly out the window where Chris had vanished.
“Damn it… What the hell.”
The Burssen Kingdom incident had already been a huge ordeal, but now something even bigger was coming?
One thing was clear—it wasn’t going to be anything ordinary.
Roy could feel it in his gut.
He had to stay out of it.
“…Well, I should be fine. It’s a Gold Cross matter, so there’s no reason I have to get involved. I should just focus on my duties as Young Count in the Hundred Kingdoms…”
But then—
Roy suddenly stopped.
He remembered something he had forgotten.
“…Wait, now that I think about it… my soul?”
Roy’s face turned pale.
He instinctively realized—
His soul still belonged to Christian.
In other words, like it or not, Roy was bound to obey Christian’s commands.
Cold sweat ran down his back as he recalled Christian’s final words.
— See you again.
It felt like a forewarning of the grim future awaiting Roy.
* * *
Chris rode his horse at full speed without rest.
It didn’t take long before he crossed the border and arrived at his destination.
It was the Khazar County.
“Young master?!”
The demons of the county, seeing Chris for the first time in a while, cried out in surprise.
“Where’s Father?”
“I’m right here.”
A deep voice he hadn’t heard in a long time.
A middle-aged man with features similar to Christian’s parted through the demons and stepped forward.
It was Count Khazar, his father.
But there was something strange about Count Khazar’s face.
It looked hollowed out—like only half of him was there.
‘Did the recent events cause him that much distress? He didn’t seem like the weak-hearted type…’
While Chris was puzzled, Count Khazar explained the reason.
“What in the world happened? I heard you went missing.”
“Huh?”
A demon next to him added,
“The Count believed you had died, young master. He was preparing to take revenge on Prince Ashid of the main family and the Ribery Count’s house.”
“Ah.”
Chris understood the situation.
He had intentionally concealed his whereabouts.
Count Khazar must have misunderstood, thinking Chris had been ambushed and gone missing.
‘Considering I did clash with Ashid’s trackers, that misunderstanding makes sense. Sorry about that.’
Count Khazar looked over Chris’s body, then let out a deep sigh of relief.
Chris could feel just how much his father had worried about him, and his face turned slightly awkward.
He wasn’t used to someone genuinely worrying about him.
In his past life, most people around him had wished for his death and disappearance.
“I’m sorry. The truth is, I had matters to attend to, so I hid myself.”
“Matters?”
“Well…”
Chris briefly explained what had happened in the Bursen Kingdom.
That he had uncovered Baron Bord’s collusion with the Ribery Count’s house.
“How on earth?”
Count Khazar looked completely stunned.
To have achieved all that in just a few days?
“…I was lucky.”
Since it was hard to explain things like possession, he glossed over the details, and Count Khazar clicked his tongue.
He realized his son, whom he hadn’t seen in a long time, had become an even more formidable monster.
‘As expected of my son.’
Suppressing the surge of pride, Count Khazar asked,
“Then why didn’t you reveal the truth to the main family right away?”
“Because that wouldn’t deal a proper blow to them.”
“!!”
“Even if the truth is revealed, Ashid and the Ribery Count’s house will just use their influence to sweep everything under the rug.”
It was a precise assessment.
“…Then, don’t tell me you—”
“Yes, that’s right.”
Chris firmly nodded.
“The Blood Retribution of Demons.”
“!!”
“I plan to make them pay in blood myself.”
He meant to strike the Ribery Count’s house.
‘Ha.’
Count Khazar clenched his fist tightly.
He had already heard about it from Alros, the messenger Chris had sent.
— Prince Christian said to prepare to strike the Ribery Count’s house.
To be honest, he hadn’t understood it at all.
How could they possibly go after the Ribery Count’s house?
It wasn’t a matter of strength.
It was a matter of justification.
If they attacked the Ribery Count’s house without reason, the main house of the Dark Demonic House would never stay silent. They would be treated as traitors.
But thanks to what Chris had accomplished in the Burssen Kingdom, the situation had changed.
They now had a just cause.
“The Ribery Count’s house not only colluded with the enemy alliance but also framed our Khazar family. We have the evidence, so even if we enact a blood retribution, no one can say anything.”
On top of that, Chris had employed an extra trick.
He concealed the fact that the truth had been uncovered, keeping the Ribery Count’s house in the dark.
They likely believed the Khazar family was still busy dealing with the Burssen Kingdom, letting their guard down—only to be struck by lightning out of nowhere.
“…You really are something.”
Count Khazar spoke again in a voice full of amazement.
There was nothing about his son that didn’t inspire admiration.
He felt like shouting to the world that this remarkable young man was his own son.
“When you said you would become the heir of the main family, I was worried. But it was a needless concern. There is no one more suited to lead the Dark Demonic House than you.”
Chris grinned.
“But… will it be alright?”
“What do you mean?”
“There will be bloodshed. If Father doesn’t wish for that, I can handle it another way.”
“You rascal.”
Count Khazar let out a quiet chuckle and ruffled Christian’s hair.
“What do you take me for? I am the Count of Khazar. Do you know how many heads of alliance scum I’ve already cut down?”
“……”
“More than anything, they’re the ones who tried to kill you. They are our sworn enemies.”
“!!”
Count Khazar’s gaze turned cold.
“After you went missing, you have no idea how many times I agonized over whether I should just go and cut their heads off. I only held back because I wasn’t certain what had happened to you. But if you had shown up even a little later, I would’ve gone after them without hesitation.”
Chris stayed silent.
That concern for him.
Affection.
He wasn’t used to it.
He awkwardly touched the spot where Count Khazar’s hand had ruffled his hair.
Feeling a wave of needless sentiment, Chris turned his head to the side.
“Then let’s depart right away. I assume preparations are complete?”
“Yes, everything’s fully ready. Everyone mount up! The target is the Ribery Count’s house!”
“Waaah!!”
The devils of the Black Swamp Knight Order under the Khazar family let out a thunderous cheer.
Chris was about to mount his horse when someone approached him hesitantly.
It was his younger brother, Teren.
“…Brother.”
“Title.”
“…Honorable King Emperor Majesty Brother.”
“Good. What is it?”
“……”
Teren hesitated, then spoke in a small voice.
“I’m glad you came back safely.”
Chris looked at Teren with a faintly surprised expression.
Teren must have been deeply troubled by Chris’s disappearance—his face looked half its usual size.
Teren stammered, as if embarrassed.
“N-not that I was worried or anything! It’s just… if something happened to you, there’d be no one to help with my curse magic! That’s all—I said it with a purely calculated and selfish mindset.”
“Yeah? Then why are your eyes red? Don’t tell me you cried worrying about your big brother?”
“Absolutely not!”
Huh?
His reaction really did seem like he had cried.
The image of Teren staring at the moon outside the window, weeping while thinking of him, popped into Chris’s mind, and he was left a little bewildered.
“…Thanks for worrying about me.”
“I told you I wasn’t—!”
“In return, how about we have a spar next time?”
“…I’ll have to decline.”
Maybe remembering their last spar before parting, Teren’s face turned ghostly pale.
Back then, Teren had been beaten to a pulp by Chris and was bedridden for quite a while.
“What? I thought you liked getting beat up by your big brother? I’m stronger now, so I can really give it to you properly.”
“Ugh, come on!”
As Teren turned away in frustration and disappeared, Chris let out a quiet chuckle.
It was a clearer, more genuine laugh than usual.
Chris admitted it in his heart.
They called them their own family.
* * *
Late at night.
The outer fortress of the Ribery Count’s house.
The low-ranking devils kept yawning repeatedly.
“This is boring. Should we play some cards or something?”
“Are you serious?”
“Well, it doesn’t matter. No one’s going to attack us here anyway.”
“True.”
The Ribery Count’s house was located near the border with the Gold Cross, just like the Khazar family’s territory.
Since it was the border area with the Union—enemies of the Magus Empire—it should have been tense, but the opposite was true.
It had been a long time since a major war with the Union.
At most, only minor skirmishes happened along the border, and enemies coming all the way to this fortress was something from a distant past.
‘Honestly, the border near the Five Kings’ fortress is much more dangerous.’
It was laughable, but true.
The tensest border among the Magus Empire’s frontlines was the one with the Five Kings’ fortress, within the same empire.
The border near Gold Cross was so peaceful that everyone had let their guard down.
“Since it’s already late and boring, how about we have a little fun?”
“Yeah, I even brought some alcohol.”
“Heh, isn’t that a bit too serious?”
Just as they were joking around,
Thud.
Suddenly, one of the devils collapsed forward.
“What’s wrong with you… ugh.”
It was an ambush!
“!!”
Two fell instantly, and only one devil remained, trying to sound the alarm—but it was too late.
Thrust!
A sword pierced through the last devil’s heart.
In the darkness, a captivating woman’s face appeared.
It was Melin!
She had infiltrated the Ribery Count’s fortress under Chris’s orders and had made her move!
Her body was covered in blood, showing this was not her first fight.
“Filthy bastards. Even such scum are devils of the Dark Demonic House.”
Melin cast a contemptuous look before swiftly leaping down below the fortress wall.
Toward the gate behind the fortress.
The devils guarding the locked gate were shocked and shouted,
“W-who’s there?!”
“Who do you think? The enemy, of course. Is that even a question?”
Flash!
A storm of blood swept through.
Melin was a 4-star upper-rank devil, soon expected to reach the 5-star level.
There was no way ordinary gatekeeper devils could stand against her.
The guards shouted urgently,
“Enemy! It’s an ambush!!”
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                    DANG! DANG!
The bell rang, but few came rushing in.
That was thanks to the pre-emptive ambush that had cleared out many of the guards in the vicinity.
Of course, in just a little while, proper forces from inside the castle would come running, but by then, it was already too late.
Fwoooosh!
Flames of combat, transforming from Melin's sword into a black blade, flared up.
The destructive fire formed from the black sword struck the inside of the castle gate.
More precisely, the massive latch.
The castle gate shuddered, and Melin once again struck the latch with full strength.
Eventually—
“No, stop!!!”
The mages of the Ribery Count’s House, who had arrived too late, cried out with pale faces.
KUUUUNG!!
The castle gate opened.
And then—
The Black Swamp Knight Order of the Khazar Count’s House, hidden in the darkness, entered the castle.
It was the moment a storm of blood descended upon the Ribery Count’s House.
* * *
The battle was completely one-sided.
In terms of military strength alone, there was not a significant difference between the Khazar and Ribery Count Houses.
The Ribery Count’s House was also one of the top vassal houses.
But even with equal strength, the outcome differs vastly depending on how one engages in battle.
The Khazar Count’s House had prepared thoroughly.
The Ribery Count’s House had been caught off guard, completely relaxed.
It was a battle whose outcome had been decided from the very beginning.
Thanks to that, Count Khazar even had the leisure to look around.
“Our target is the Ribery Count’s House! Be careful not to harm any civilians!”
“Yes, understood!”
The battle, which broke out late at night, began to conclude before dawn passed.
It was a decisive victory, beyond question.
While the Ribery Count’s House suffered heavy bloodshed, the Khazar Count’s side had barely taken any damage.
“But this is strange. It’s too easy.”
Count Khazar said with unease.
Chris agreed.
“Something is off. We did catch them off guard, but for them to collapse so easily...”
“I don’t know where that bastard Count Ribery went. He should be inside the castle.”
Strangely, throughout the battle, Count Ribery had not been seen.
That was the decisive reason their side had suffered such an overwhelming defeat.
“He either fled. Or...”
Count Khazar turned his gaze.
To the innermost part of the castle.
The Ribery Count’s mansion, which had yet to be taken.
“He must be holed up in his own fortress. Waiting for us.”
Just then, the mage who had been sent for reconnaissance came running back!
“There’s something strange going on at the mansion! A dense cursed fog is covering the area—we can’t get close!”
Count Khazar let out a small chuckle.
“Looks like he doesn’t have the courage to come out and fight, so he’s laid traps in the mansion.”
“That seems to be the case.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter. A coward like that could never be a match for me.”
Count Khazar spoke in a firm voice.
In fact, Count Khazar was a 6-star Upper rank.
In contrast, Count Ribery was a 6-star Middle.
Considering the gap between upper, middle, and lower ranks even within the same star level, it wasn’t overconfidence.
But Chris couldn’t feel at ease.
‘Something’s not right. Count Ribery should know he’s not as strong as Father. So why hasn’t he fled?’
Suddenly, Chris recalled the cursecraft Count Ribery had used back in the Burssen Empire.
A mastery that couldn’t be ignored.
A bad feeling stirred inside him.
“I’ll go with you as well.”
“You too?”
“Yes. I can be of help.”
The chances were slim.
But the worst-case scenario might still happen.
He had to be there.
Fortunately, Count Khazar nodded.
Christian was a strong mage in his own right. He was past the stage of needing protection just because he was a son.
But then, Teren—who had been beside them—spoke up hurriedly.
“I-I’ll go too!”
“…Teren, you?”
“I can help as well! I’ll support you and Brother from the rear with curse magic!”
Chris made an uncertain expression.
‘Doesn’t seem like he’ll be much help.’
But he quickly changed his mind.
‘…No, he might actually be useful.’
Chris recalled how Teren had fought just recently.
Compared to before, his growth was unbelievable.
Teren was clearly a cursed arts affinity user.
When someone with affinity casts a spell, even if it’s the same spell, its power is far more refined than that of others—it would definitely help.
“Father, what about bringing Teren along too? It’ll be a good experience for him.”
After some thought, Count Khazar nodded.
“But Teren, you must not move to the front. That’s absolutely forbidden.”
“Yes, I’ll remember that without fail.”
Chris also gave a warning.
“Teren, if we run into danger, trust my words and follow them no matter what.”
“Yes, understood.”
Teren nodded, and Chris looked toward the mansion as he spoke.
“Then let’s go.”
* * *
The mansion, befitting the prestige of the Ribery family, was nothing short of extravagant.
Its massive scale.
Countless statues.
A garden embroidered like a scene from a painting.
But now, it only felt eerie and desolate.
The black swamp knights of House Khazar surrounded the mansion with a grim presence.
“What’s the situation inside?”
“It’s quiet.”
“Quiet?”
“Yes, not a single presence can be felt.”
Once again, something that didn’t make sense.
If the mansion were the last stronghold, it should’ve been fortified with mages gathered for defense.
“Strange.”
“Yes. We can’t accurately confirm what’s happening inside. The moment we step in, we’re afflicted by a madness-inducing curse.”
Count Khazar lifted his gaze and surveyed the mansion’s facade.
“‘Rampage of Madness.’ It’s a dark spell that casts a madness-inducing curse over a wide area.”
A 6-star Ideation Curse.
A spell covering the entire mansion grounds.
Yet Count Khazar kept tilting his head.
“I don’t understand. Why waste power like this?”
Ideation—the domain of master-class 6-star mages.
A powerful ability, but every cast consumed a tremendous amount of energy.
Especially one of this scale.
“He surely doesn’t think a trashy curse like this would work on me.”
Step.
Count Khazar strode toward the closed doors of the mansion.
[Kyaaaahhh!]
His vision blurred violently and wails echoed in his ears.
“Begone!!”
With a shout, the sound of glass shattering rang out—and the madness was dispelled.
He had suppressed the curse through sheer force.
From the start, wide-range dark magic was more suited to massacring the weak, and had little effectiveness against someone like Count Khazar.
“You, come in as well.”
When Christian stepped forward, symptoms of the madness began to take hold.
He didn’t possess the raw power to dispel the curse as Count Khazar had.
However—
‘Only fools fall prey to curses like this.’
He dissected the mechanics of the curse.
How it invaded the mind.
Why it caused madness.
After thoroughly analyzing the spell, he severed its flow.
Even though it was a wide-range curse, to nullify it so easily—this was astonishing.
Tern’s display was just as impressive.
Woom!
A dense ash-gray veil enveloped Tern.
He had cast the “Curse of Malice” on himself.
The malice surrounding him repelled the madness-inducing curse trying to consume him.
A reversal of logic—fighting a curse with another curse.
As expected, his skill was outstanding.
“You’ve both done well. Let’s go in.”
Count Khazar briefly showed a satisfied expression at his sons’ exceptional performances, then stepped further inside.
But once they had entered—
“!!”
All three gasped.
An unimaginable, horrifying sight lay before them.
Creaaak. Creeaak.
A discordant, unsettling noise echoed, as if something were swaying.
Countless corpses hung from the ceiling, dripping blood!
That was the reason no presence could be felt inside the mansion.
Everyone had already turned into corpses.
As the group froze in place from the shocking scene—
Click! Clack!
The door they had entered slammed shut on its own and locked.
Then every window shut tight as well.
As if to say: no one would escape.
Then music began to play.
A chilling funeral march filled the mansion.
Amid the eerie, skin-crawling atmosphere, the sound of footsteps echoed.
“It’s been a while, Count Khazar.”
“!!”
It was Count Ribery.
He was dressed like a mourner, clad in black ceremonial robes, and in one hand, he held an old music box from which the funeral tune was playing.
Realizing what the music box was, Chris’s expression hardened.
“Father, don’t tell me… that object—is it from the main house?”
“Yes, it seems so.”
Even Count Khazar frowned.
“Cursed Relic, ‘Music Box of Gluttony.’ How did that bastard get an Ego Relic stored in the main house?”
It was a relic with a will of its own.
When sacrifices were offered, the ego within the music box would assist the caster’s curses.
The more sacrifices offered, the more the caster could use curses far beyond their natural limits.
As expected of a cursed relic made by devils—truly horrific.
“Heh heh… What’s so great about power, you ask? I am the highest vassal of the Dark Demonic House. Unlike you, cast aside as a branch family, it’s nothing difficult for me to obtain a relic of this level. Now then—”
Count Ribery turned a cold gaze toward Christian.
"To think I’d end up like this… I never could’ve imagined it. No doubt, it’s because of you, Lord Christian."
"!!"
"Don’t even think about leaving here alive."
Count Khazar stepped forward, his expression hard.
"Silence. You think I’ll let things go according to your plan?"
"Heh, you’re gravely mistaken. The only one who will die here today is not just Lord Christian."
Count Ribery’s eyes flared with intensity.
"You too, Count Khazar, will meet your end."
"!!"
The music box’s tune began to rise.
Then came a horrifying murmur.
[Screee... skrrrk. Give me... f-... food... blood...! H-hurry...!]
It was the ego of the music box.
Perhaps it contained a fragment of a devil—just hearing its voice sent a dreadful chill down one’s spine.
Count Ribery burst into mad laughter and shouted,
"I’ve already prepared the sacrifices! Feast as much as you want! And play a curse for me!"
Fwoosh!
Blood from the corpses hanging from the ceiling began to be sucked into the music box.
[Kikik! Kiiiek!!!]
The more blood it absorbed, the darker the funeral march became.
As if it were sinking into the abyss.
Count Ribery’s body turned a deep ash-gray, and an ominous energy began to pour from the music box.
He was about to unleash a curse through it!
"Father!"
"I know!!"
Fwaaash!
Count Khazar’s sword was dyed in black darkness.
Darksteel Aura.
No—this wasn’t ordinary Darksteel Aura.
Its darkness deepened as if submerged in the abyss.
A curse had begun to take hold.
The "Curse of Madness"—amplifying offensive power to its limit.
The "Curse of Ruin"—shattering the opponent’s defenses entirely.
And it wasn’t just once.
The two curses stacked endlessly upon the Darksteel Aura, and after dozens of layers, the aura became imbued with complete destruction.
On top of that, even the “Binding of Carnivory,” which completely sealed off the target’s ability to evade.
It was Count Khazar’s Willpower Technique: "Blade of Annihilation."
A person-targeting technique that could inflict the most fatal blow of any assault.
Once marked, even dodging became impossible.
Fwaaash!
In the blink of an eye, the Blade of Annihilation struck Count Ribery.
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                    He cast a defensive dark magic, but it was useless.
Crash!
Like shattering glass, it was destroyed in an instant, and the darkness of annihilation pierced straight through Count Ribery’s heart.
Count Ribery, with a gaping hole through his chest.
"We won, right, brother?"
Teren spoke with a bright face, but both Chris and Count Khazar’s expressions began to harden.
"Brother? Father? What’s wrong?"
"Damn it. Don’t tell me—"
"It seems to be true."
The two exchanged words with unclear meaning.
Count Khazar shouted urgently.
"Christian! Teren!! Both of you—run now!"
"Yes, but—"
"Now! Christian, take care of Teren!! I’ll hold him off—just go!"
At that moment.
Fwoosh.
Ash-colored mist gathered around Count Ribery’s body. Right at the hole in his chest.
From the mist, which clustered like a cloud, a sinister light began to emanate, and then—
Count Ribery was fully restored.
"!!"
An unbelievable scene.
Chris, realizing what had happened, swallowed a curse.
‘Damn it.’
It was the 7-Star cursed dark magic: Immortality.
Through the music box, Count Ribery had gained the power of a 7-Star Dominant class caster.
* * *
"……."
A heavy silence filled the hall.
‘This is the worst possible outcome.’
Just as the gap between 4-Star and 5-Star, or 5-Star and 6-Star, is immeasurably vast, so too is the difference at 7-Star.
5-Star manifests willpower as Aura.
6-Star manifests power that reaches the limits of natural law through will.
7-Star Dominant class becomes the master of law itself.
That’s why techniques like Immortality—which twist and defy the rules—can be manifested.
Count Ribery gently touched his now-restored chest and spoke in a relaxed voice.
"Impressive. Count Khazar, I’d heard of your might, but not to this extent. If not for the music box, I’d have stood no chance against you."
"…How are you able to manifest power beyond your own level?"
Count Khazar asked coldly.
"No matter how powerful the Devouring Music Box is, I was under the impression it didn’t have such capabilities."
"Hmm, seems you’re misunderstanding the Devouring Music Box. Though, you're not the only one."
Count Ribery chuckled.
"The power of the Devouring Music Box doesn’t stop at merely enhancing a caster’s ability. If enough sacrifices are offered, it allows the caster to surpass their own limits."
“!!”
Count Khazar gritted his teeth as he understood the meaning behind the words.
“…How many have you sacrificed so far?”
“Hm, a whole lot?”
Count Ribery grinned coldly.
“What does it matter how many lowly, worthless lives were taken—lives that held no value to begin with? Even they should feel infinite honor in having served as nourishment for a greater power.”
“…You bastard. Shut your mouth.”
“Ku ku, how noble of you. That’s the problem with our Dark Demonic House. We seal away powerful relics like this just because we can’t tolerate a little human sacrifice. In that sense, Lord Ashid truly fits the vision of a new Dark Demonic House.”
Count Khazar trembled with rage.
But the situation was dire.
As long as Count Ribery could wield the power of a 7-Star, they had no chance of winning.
“Well then, let’s finish this. All three of you shall be offered as sacrifices for Lord Ashid. Consider it an honor.”
Count Ribery began chanting, and the music box resumed its eerie melody.
With it, a gray aura spread around Count Ribery.
“Rest shall call upon you. Descend, O Death!”
“!!”
The group’s faces turned pale.
It was the 7-Star miracle-class dark magic: Death.
Literally a miracle-class curse that forces death through spoken command.
The decree of death had fallen upon them.
* * *
At that moment, on a hill overlooking Count Ribery’s estate—
A young boy and girl were having a conversation that defied understanding.
“What will you do?”
“…….”
“Will you intervene, Clan Head?”
Clan Head!
The boy’s true identity was an avatar of Nordion, the former head of the noble house.
Nordion’s physical body was so aged and frail that he could only appear in the outside world by using an avatar like this.
The girl beside him was Merian.
She had altered her appearance using illusion magic. As a member of the inspection unit, she often needed to move in secret and was well-versed in disguising herself.
“…Things aren’t looking good.”
Merian turned her gaze.
In the air, the interior of the mansion was projected.
Count Ribery, using the music box, was casting a 7-Star miracle-class curse.
He had broken the house’s greatest taboo. He deserved punishment.
‘But the Clan Head never interferes in house affairs. No, he can’t.'
[I cannot.]
It was a statement full of meaning.
On the surface, the reason Nordion didn’t intervene in family matters was because he had entrusted everything to Marquis Langham.
But Merian knew the truth.
Why Nordion had to make such a choice.
There was a reason why Nordion could not intervene in the affairs of the family.
A secret known only to Merian and Simon.
‘Even so, the only reason he came all the way here must be because of that boy, Christian.’
Nordion insisted it wasn’t because of him, but it was undeniably because of Christian.
If Christian hadn’t been among those in danger right now, Nordion wouldn’t have even considered stepping in.
Of course, Count Khazar was also his beloved biological son, but he would have left him to die.
Because the “price” Nordion would have to pay for interfering in family matters was far greater than letting his beloved son die.
“……”
The situation inside the mansion suddenly shifted.
A moment of extreme tension.
With the 7-Star curse already cast, there was no way they could escape death.
Nordion’s gaze darkened.
‘Is he going to act?’
Merian swallowed nervously.
It was the first time anything like this had happened since Nordion declared seclusion.
But then—
Nordion’s overwhelming aura suddenly vanished.
“Clan Head?”
“…That lunatic? What the hell is he doing?”
An expression of disbelief, uncharacteristic for Nordion.
Merian, who also looked toward the projection of the mansion, wore the same expression.
In a life-or-death situation—
Christian had begun doing something insane.
Something they could not have imagined.
* * *
The moment the 7-Star miracle-class curse Death descended.
An unexpected event occurred.
“O evil, be twisted!”
Flash!
Count Khazar used dark magic to draw the entire Death curse onto himself.
Thanks to that, Christian and Teren remained unharmed.
“Gahk!”
“Father!?!”
In an instant, Count Khazar’s complexion turned deathly pale as he coughed up a mouthful of blood.
With a trembling voice, he shouted at Christian.
“Christian, run!!”
“!!”
“The path may be blocked, but with your ability, you should be able to break through somehow! I’ll be fine, just take Teren and get out of here!!”
He was sacrificing himself to save Christian and Teren.
Chris clenched his fists tightly.
‘Damn it. What do I do?’
Even for Chris, stepping up against someone using a 7-Star curse was reckless.
Just as Count Khazar had said, it would have been the wise choice for at least Christian and Teren to escape.
However—
—You are my son.
The moment Count Khazar acknowledged him resurfaced clearly in Christian’s mind.
And it wasn’t just that.
“Please run, brother.”
Teren gripped Christian’s shoulder.
“With my abilities, escaping alive is impossible. I’ll try to buy a few seconds—just enough for you to survive.”
Both Count Khazar and Teren were doing whatever they could to save him.
Why?
Chris let out a hollow laugh.
Yeah.
It was laughable.
The way they acted.
How could they be so foolish?!
Chris clenched his teeth.
“Don’t make me laugh.”
“What?”
“I said, both you, Father, and you, Teren—don’t make me laugh. I’m not going to run away.”
“Christian, you—!”
“Brother!”
Chris shook his head.
Instead, he turned his gaze to Count Ribery.
“I’m going to eliminate that bastard and make sure none of us die.”
“!!”
“There is a way, so please trust me.”
Yes.
Ever since he discovered the suspicious traces of a curse in the Burssen Kingdom—
Chris had been preparing a contingency plan.
To deal with a situation like this.
‘The problem is, I can’t be sure it’ll work.’
But he had to make it work—no matter what.
“Father, just hold on for a little longer. It doesn’t have to be long. One to two minutes—just endure for that long.”
Count Khazar gritted his teeth.
He pushed his resistance against dark magic to the limit.
Unlike the 8-Star “Absolute Death,” the 7-Star “Death” curse could still be withstood to some degree.
Chris then spoke to Teren as well.
“Your role is important too. Listen carefully to what I say.”
Chris quickly whispered something into his ear.
“Brother?”
“You must do exactly as I say.”
Teren looked puzzled for a moment, then nodded firmly.
Though Chris didn’t realize it, Teren had already come to fully trust his older brother long ago.
Meanwhile, Count Ribery sneered at Chris’s actions.
“I don’t know what scheme you’re up to, but struggling won’t change anything... huh?”
Count Ribery gave a dumbfounded sound as he watched Christian’s actions.
His face was filled with confusion.
The others were the same.
Even Count Khazar forgot the death closing in on him and wore a blank expression.
It was only natural.
Christian pulled out a small string instrument from his luggage—a violin.
Everyone thought they must be mistaken, but no.
It was indeed a violin.
It wasn’t an artifact or relic disguised as an instrument.
A pure musical instrument.
Completely out of place in this situation.
“You’ve lost your mind. Why the sudden instrument? Planning to play a requiem in honor of your impending death?”
“Yes.”
“What?”
“I’m going to play a requiem.”
Count Ribery looked utterly baffled.
But Christian was serious.
Though his purpose was different.
Christian glanced at the bodies hanging from the ceiling.
“So many have died unjustly; someone needs to comfort them.”
“!!”
“My performance is a requiem for them.”
Amid the horrific scene,
A clear, pure sound began to resonate.
Though it was the same requiem, its tone was completely different from the music of the music box.
Christian had once been an active performer.
His skill was beyond question—a virtuoso’s mastery.
Warm, beautiful, yet simultaneously heartrending sounds filled the room.
It made everyone’s hearts ache, and for a moment, the people inside were stunned.
But at this moment, the ones most deeply moved were others.
The dead.
More precisely, their restless spirits.
The reason Christian was suddenly performing like this?
‘I have to make those spirits move according to my will.’
Right now, Count Ribery could manifest power beyond his limits because he had offered human sacrifices to the relic.
But what if the spirits could be moved?
If problems arose from the sacrifices offered to the music box?
Count Ribery would lose his power.
‘The problem is, moving the spirits isn’t easy.’
Sensing Christian’s plan, Count Ribery smirked.
“Foolish. You really think you can move restless spirits with just some music? It’s impossible unless you’re a spirit summoner from the Union.”
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                    It was true.
To console a vengeful spirit and make it act according to one’s will, Spirit Calming Art was necessary.
A secret technique only possible for a select few even among the Allied Forces.
“But I can do it.”
Chris’s hands, moving the bow, grew more hurried.
As if soothing the spirits, the tone deepened even more.
“I’ve seen enough spirit calming since I was a child, I can copy it all I want.”
The past.
The younger sibling who was the only one in the family to protect him was a spirit calmoner.
And not just any—she was the best of her generation.
“The core of spirit calming is consolation.”
Chris could see the vengeful spirits shedding tears from the melody spreading throughout the hall.
But this alone wasn’t enough.
He had to invoke the Spirit Calming Technique here.
A technique that could only be performed using light mana.
That was the problem.
To use Spirit Calming, he had to reveal his secret.
“I can’t let that happen.”
Not even to Count Khazar or Teren could he reveal this secret.
“If there had been no other way, I might have considered it.”
Count Khazar and Teren had even been willing to die in his place.
So if it had been the worst-case scenario, Chris might have revealed his secret.
But fortunately, Chris had another way.
“Teren, do what I told you!!”
“Understood!”
Teren cast a curse.
Toward Christian, incomprehensibly.
What was even more baffling was the nature of the curses.
The Curse of Grief.
The Curse of Self-Forgottenness.
One plunged the target into deep sorrow.
The other dulled the target’s emotions.
There was a reason Chris had Teren cast such incomprehensible curses on him.
“I have to convert these curses into Spirit Calming Technique.”
An absurd idea.
They were entirely different—how could such a thing be possible?
Regardless of type, curses were powers of darkness, while spirit calming was a power of light.
Even Chris couldn’t turn darkness into light.
Instead—
“I just need to make darkness act like light.”
An idea one would call insane.
But it was possible.
Because he was Chris.
Chris focused his consciousness on the hand gripping the strings.
The energy of the curse Teren had cast was carried to his fingertips.
As expected of a curse cast by a Resonant One—its energy was deep and impeccably refined.
Chris infused that curse energy directly into the instrument and began to play.
It was the method of Music Magic, where magic was manifested through performance.
No—on closer inspection, it was slightly different from that.
It wasn’t merely using sound as a medium to manifest magic; the meaning within Chris’s performance was merging with the curse itself.
In other words—
Like a bard who creates miraculous phenomena through music.
The grief carried within the curse mixed into the requiem that consoled the dead, soaking the vengeful spirits.
The sorrow of the spirits pierced the sky, and the mansion began to tremble.
“Wh-What is this?!”
Count Ribery sensed something was wrong and his face hardened, but he was already channeling a 7-star curse and had no strength to spare.
“Die!! Right now!!!”
He focused the curse even more fiercely on Count Khazar, but Count Khazar withstood it with superhuman endurance.
Considering the power of a 7-star death curse, it was an unbelievable struggle.
Count Khazar was unleashing a superhuman power driven by a father’s will to protect his son.
In that time, Chris moved on to the next stage.
The type of curse imbued into the violin changed.
The Curse of Self-Forgottenness.
A curse that made one forget sorrow was mixed into the performance and imbued into the spirits.
But this wasn’t the right way.
Because true comfort had to be given to the spirits.
Even in traditional Spirit Calming Techniques, there was no process of forgetting.
Yet Chris distorted the spirit calming process in his own way.
“In the end, the essence is consolation.”
The tone of Chris’s performance changed.
From sorrow to healing.
A warm melody that healed wounds mingled with the Curse of Forgetting.
The resentment and wounds of the vengeful spirits began to be healed through that forgetfulness.
[Aaaaahhhhhh!!]
The spirits screamed.
Had their resentment been released?
No, that couldn’t be.
At best, it was only a small measure of comfort.
But even that held great meaning.
Because no one had ever consoled them before.
The vengeful spirits looked at Chris with tears streaming down their faces.
As if to say thank you.
As if to say they’d grant him any request.
The spirit calming was a success!
Now, Chris could make one request of these spirits.
Because that was the principle of spirit calming.
What Chris wanted was obvious.
He twisted the corner of his lips as he pointed toward the pale-faced Count Ribery.
“Take revenge. On that bastard who turned you into this.”
“!!”
[Kyaaaaaaahhh!!!]
With the wailing of the spirits, something incredible happened.
The magic circles etched throughout the mansion began to crack.
Something had gone wrong with the human sacrifice ritual!
As a result—
Creak, screech.
The Orgel of Gluttony came to a halt.
“N-No… kuhk!!!”
Count Ribery coughed up a mouthful of blood.
The backlash from the collapse of the 7-star black magic, which had been sustained through the Orgel’s power, struck him hard.
And then—
Step.
A shadow fell over the kneeling Count Ribery.
Eyes cold enough to chill to the bone.
It was Christian.
“Y-You…!”
Count Ribery tried to gather strength, but his core trembled violently, and he only vomited more blood.
“W-Wait. I have something to say…!”
He hurriedly opened his mouth.
Thrust.
Christian’s sword pierced Count Ribery’s heart.
With wide eyes full of disbelief, Count Ribery trembled once before going limp.
A meaningless death, completely unworthy of someone once famed as the First Vassal of the Dark Demonic House.
Chris let out a quiet sigh and turned to Count Khazar.
“Are you alright, Father?”
“Yes, I’m fine. But just now, you…”
Count Khazar recalled what Christian had done earlier.
Using music to carry a curse and calm spirits.
Who would believe such a thing was possible?
And yet, with Christian, it somehow felt entirely plausible.
Christian had performed miracles even greater than this.
“He’s my son.”
Count Khazar once again indulged in a father’s prideful thought and gave a small cough.
Fortunately, it seemed there were no lasting aftereffects on his body.
“Well done. Thanks to you, this matter is resolved. With Count Ribery dealt with, that bastard Ashid must have taken a major blow.”
But Chris gave an unexpected answer.
“It’s not over yet.”
“What?”
“The reckoning for Ashid. We’re far from done.”
“!!”
Christian’s eyes burned with a chilling intensity.
‘There’s no way I’m ending it like this.’
Right.
Though he had brought down Count Ribery’s household—Ashid’s greatest backing—he had no intention of being satisfied with just that.
Ashid’s real suffering was only beginning.
‘I’ll drag him down to the bottom.’
Count Khazar gulped at Christian’s reaction.
He realized his son was once again planning something spine-chilling.
“How do you intend to proceed? Even if you investigate Count Ribery’s estate, it won’t be easy to find evidence linking Ashid to it.”
“That’s true. But it doesn’t matter. My goal isn’t to have Ashid punished by the law.”
An even more incomprehensible statement.
“Father, in this situation, what do you think is the absolute worst-case scenario Ashid might face?”
“…Being found guilty, isn’t it?”
“No. Even if it’s ruled that he performed human sacrifice, there’s a limit to how far the punishment will go. That’s because of the pardon rights held by direct bloodlines.”
If it were an ordinary magus who committed human sacrifice, the death penalty would be a given.
But direct heirs of the Twelve Prestigious Demonic Houses often receive reduced sentences due to their pardon privileges.
That pardon becomes meaningless only if the head of the household personally declares heavy punishment—but there was no chance Nordion would go that far.
A moderate level of punishment would most likely be decided.
“Of course, if he’s found guilty, Ashid will suffer significant damage, but I want something more than that.”
“Just what is it that you want?”
“Ashid’s downfall.”
“!!”
Downfall.
Count Khazar’s eyes widened.
“How? You’ve taken down the Ribery family, but the rest of Ashid’s faction isn’t easy to deal with.”
“I know.”
Christian grinned.
“There’s a way. Just watch.”
Like a villain.
“That bastard will lose everything and be reduced to misery.”
* * *
Meanwhile, at that moment—
“……”
“……”
Nordion and Merian remained silent.
‘What exactly did I just witness?’
Merian recalled Chris’s spirit-calming performance and shook her head.
She knew he was a genius—but was something like that even possible?
Exorcising spirits through a curse?
The way he turned a curse cast on himself into a tool—that mastery of magic application.
And his ability as a bard who could channel black magic through music.
And on top of that, his performance even soothed the hearts of vengeful spirits.
With all of this, he created the miracle of exorcism.
…It sounded simple, but it was as absurd as using destructive magic to perform healing arts.
‘What’s the head of house’s reaction?’
Merian cautiously glanced at Nordion.
Nordion stood silent, wearing the face of a boy.
His expression looked somewhat displeased.
But Merian had served Nordion at his side for a long time—she could see right through what he was actually thinking.
It wasn’t that he was disapproving.
Rather—
“Exorcism, huh. Carrying the bloodline of a Dark Mage and imitating the techniques of those Alliance bastards.”
He grumbled like that.
“…Still, it was a reasonably impressive response.”
His true feelings slipped out.
Even Nordion was impressed by what Chris had done.
Naturally.
What Chris accomplished today was that remarkable.
“But to face the power of a Dominant-class head-on and not retreat—that was reckless. He should have sacrificed his father if it meant securing the future.”
Nordion tried his best to sound cold and critical.
Maybe he expected ruthlessness from a magus—or maybe it was because Christian had come dangerously close to dying.
It felt more like the latter, and Merian held back a smile as she responded softly.
“Perhaps he was confident he could handle it.”
“……”
Nordion fell silent again.
Certainly, if it was that boy Christian, it was entirely possible.
“Hmph. Just like whose grandson he is, running wild like that. One day he’s going to get himself into serious trouble.”
Merian’s eyes widened.
It was the first time.
The first time Nordion had directly referred to Christian as “grandson.”
Since becoming head of the family, he had never used such personal words with any of his blood relatives.
Whether it slipped out unintentionally or was said deliberately—either way, it carried great meaning.
He had acknowledged Christian as a grandson in his own eyes.
“It’s been a while since I was out like this—my whole body aches. Let’s head back.”
“I’ll stop by Count Ribery’s estate for a bit before returning.”
“Hm?”
“As the Captain of the Black Shadow Knights, I need to verify if Count Ribery committed any additional wrongdoings.”
In truth, her goal was to help Christian.
When the trial came later, her support as the Commander of the Inquisition would be a huge asset to Christian.
However—
“Leave it be.”
“Head of house?”
“He’ll handle it well enough on his own. Just watch.”
The magic that had been showing the battle inside the mansion now followed Christian instead.
‘What’s he up to now?’
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                    Merian furrowed her brows.
Christian was doing something incomprehensible again.
He looked like he was scheming something.
Nordion let out a chuckling laugh.
“I wonder what bold stunt that boy’s about to pull this time. What on earth is going on inside that head of his?”
Nordion smirked and said something completely unexpected.
“I should attend this trial in person.”
“!!”
“This much should be fine, shouldn’t it? I’m only planning to watch.”
The head of house personally attending the trial.
Despite how lightly he said it, it was a decision that would send the entire household into an uproar.
Especially for Ashid, the true culprit of this incident and the one who would be standing in court as the accused.
No matter who he was, Ashid wouldn’t be able to pull any dirty tricks in front of Nordion.
In other words, by personally appearing at the trial, Nordion was implicitly choosing to support Christian.
Count Ribery’s House—Annihilated!
The entire Dark Demonic House was in an uproar.
But no one could criticize the House of Count Khazar.
It was the Burssen Principality that had revealed the truth.
That Count Ribery had colluded with Burssen and engaged in human sacrifices.
It was also revealed that it had been Count Ribery who framed the House of Count Khazar.
Public opinion flipped completely.
The House of Count Khazar was cleared of all charges, and all attention turned toward Ashid instead.
Of course, there was no concrete evidence linking Ashid to the human sacrifices.
That was because Count Ribery had gone to great lengths to ensure there were no ties left between them.
However, many magi had already been suspicious of Ashid.
Above all, if Count Ribery had committed human sacrifices—who else could it have been for? There was only one answer.
Every time the magi of the Dark Demonic House met, they talked about the situation.
“How do you think the trial will go? Young Lord Ashid is under suspicion and will stand in court.”
“Well, there’s no evidence directly connecting him, so wouldn’t it be difficult to do anything to him? Even if evidence did come out, a severe punishment is unlikely. He still has many loyal retainers, after all.”
The other magi nodded in agreement.
“Since Count Ribery’s entire house has been wiped out, won’t they just end it here?”
“I think so too.”
The majority of the Dark Demonic House shared the same view.
That even though Ashid had suffered a heavy blow, it wouldn’t change the overall balance of power.
Meanwhile, after hearing such talk among the magi, Merian approached Christian and spoke.
“Are you really sure you don’t need my help?”
“Yes, I’m fine.”
“Think it over again. As you know, Ashid isn’t someone to take lightly.”
Instead of replying, Christian quietly stared at Merian for a moment.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
"Well, I was just wondering if you're not being too biased toward me. As far as I know, a direct elder of the family shouldn’t privately favor a specific successor…."
Merian snorted through her nose.
"What does that matter? Do you not like that I'm on your side?"
"No, I said it because I like it so much. I love you, Aunt."
"Hmph, says the nephew who doesn’t even bring cookies. Still spouting nonsense without even wetting your lips, as usual."
Chris chuckled softly, and Merian spoke seriously.
"How about I take over and oversee the trial?"
"I’ll be fine."
"Think it over again. This is originally something I should be doing. More importantly, it would be much more intimidating for me to step in than you, a mere collateral line."
She was right.
However—
"I appreciate the offer, but please leave it to me."
Chris calmly shook his head.
"I’ll make sure to give Ashid the punishment he deserves."
"!!"
Merian noticed that Christian was completely confident, and fell silent for a moment.
"Fine, I’ll trust you and leave it to you. But remember. Who are you?"
"A proud temporary Black Shadow Knight, aren't I?"
Chris lifted the black crescent badge hanging from his collar.
He was still a temporary member of the Black Shadow Knights.
But unexpectedly, Merian shook her head.
"Yes, that’s true. But there’s something even more important."
"Ma’am?"
"You’re my nephew. The one I trust the most."
"!!"
Merian spoke with unwavering eyes.
"So go, and crush that bastard Ashid properly."
* * *
The moment he stepped into the courtroom, the air was stiff and frozen.
A tense atmosphere was expected in a courtroom, but this felt excessive.
Chris quickly realized why.
‘…Why is the head himself here?’
Over in the observation seats.
An old man was sitting there.
An overwhelming presence that seemed to crush everyone in the room.
It was Nordion.
"Cluck cluck, why is everyone so frozen? I only came to watch, so don’t mind this old man."
"……."
But the pale, rigid atmosphere showed no signs of easing.
Especially on Ashid’s side, which was completely frozen.
Ashid’s face had hardened, perhaps sensing something ominous.
‘Damn it, why is that old man here?’
Ashid clenched his fist tightly.
With the head of the house sitting there like that, the retainers who might have helped him were bound to be restrained.
‘It’s fine. There’s no evidence left anyway.’
But why?
An unshakable sense of anxiety kept creeping in.
It felt like something disastrous was about to happen.
Meanwhile, as the courtroom remained silent, Nordion clicked his tongue.
"Cluck cluck, didn’t I say not to mind me? What are you doing, Marquis? How long are you going to keep worrying about this old man’s gaze? At this rate, people will think I’m the presiding judge."
"…My apologies. I’ll begin the trial."
Marquis Langham rose from his seat.
As the head’s proxy, he would be delivering the judgment in this trial.
Marquis Langham glanced briefly at Nordion before speaking.
"We shall now begin the trial regarding the human sacrifice incident that occurred in the House of Count Ribery. Christian, step forward."
"I am Christian von Baron Khazar. I will testify regarding this case."
Christian stood at the podium and looked around at the people.
"You are all likely aware of the events. Count Ribery conspired with Baron Bord of the Principality of Brussen to conduct large-scale human sacrifices. Fortunately, both Count Ribery and Baron Bord have already been executed. What remains now is to uncover who else was involved in this horrific ritual."
Christian turned his gaze.
It was directed at Ashid.
"Let me ask you first. Prince Ashid, were you in any way involved in this matter? I understand that you stayed at the House of Ribery until recently."
Ashid’s brow twitched slightly, but he soon smiled leisurely and answered.
"Well. I have no idea about any of that. I would never have imagined that Count Ribery was secretly committing such atrocities."
"So you’re saying you have absolutely no connection to this incident."
"Of course. If I had known in advance, I would’ve personally executed Count Ribery myself."
A shameless answer.
Chris nodded his head.
"Thank you for your response. In fact, I initially suspected Prince Ashid. But no matter how deeply I investigated the House of Ribery, there was no evidence tying you to the case."
Ashid nodded as if it were only natural.
However—
"During the investigation, I discovered completely unexpected evidence. Not of Prince Ashid, but of others involved in the human sacrifice."
"!!"
The courtroom stirred.
"Who could it be?"
"Sadly, there are many. Baron Valhamon, Viscount Malcolm, Baron Shannon, Count Woodcock…"
"!!"
Everyone wore a look of shock.
Each and every one of them was a key retainer.
Not on the same level as Count Ribery, but major pillars of the Dark Demonic House.
And at the same time, supporters of Ashid.
"What nonsense is this?!"
"We have never done such a thing!!"
The accused shouted in confusion.
Their faces showed genuine grievance.
Naturally so.
‘Because they’re innocent. This is a frame-up I orchestrated.’
Chris inwardly grinned with a wicked expression.
That’s right.
Chris had planned to falsely accuse them today.
Why?
To bait Ashid.
“I didn’t believe it at first either. They didn’t seem like the type. But in Count Ribery’s secret vault, I found unbelievable letters. Please take a look.”
Chris pulled out several letters.
“These are letters in which those retainers petitioned Count Ribery for human sacrifices. I wondered if they might be forgeries, but they weren’t. The handwriting and seals all matched.”
“!!”
The reason they matched was simple.
Chris had forged them.
Of course, even for Chris, forging letters was no easy task.
Because of the seals.
A noble family’s seal isn’t just a simple stamp.
To prevent forgery, the spot where the seal is pressed has a complex magic pattern engraved into it.
Each time it's stamped, variables like angle, pressure, air humidity, and paper texture alter the pattern multidimensionally, making it impossible even for high-ranking sorcerers to replicate.
Even for Chris, it was a challenge.
‘But this time, it was doable. There were thousands of samples.’
Count Ribery was a primary vassal.
So his subordinates had sent him an enormous number of letters, all of which were neatly preserved in his study.
Chris used those thousands of samples to analyze each family’s seal pattern and succeeded in forging them.
“Let us verify whether those letters are authentic.”
Marquess Langham gave the order.
The black magicians of each house thoroughly examined the letters Chris had presented as evidence.
“The magic patterns of the seals engraved on the letters match each house’s seal perfectly.”
“The handwriting also matches.”
“The weathering of the paper and ink matches the time the letters were supposedly written.”
“The fingerprints on the paper also match.”
Every angle was investigated.
And a conclusion was reached.
“No evidence of forgery was found.”
The letters were judged to be authentic.
The courtroom was thrown into shock.
“!!”
The ones just accused were indeed supporters of Ashid, but they weren’t men of bad reputation.
No one could have ever imagined them being involved in something like this.
“No! We would never!!”
“This is unjust!!”
“We’ve been framed!!”
At that moment, Christian said something unexpected.
“I also believe they’ve been falsely accused.”
“?!”
Everyone looked at Christian with bewildered expressions.
He had just branded them criminals—why say now that they’re innocent?
“The reason is simple. The owners of these letters aren’t the kind of people who would participate in something like human sacrifice. Of course, we can never fully know someone’s heart. But even the reasons given for their involvement are terribly unconvincing.”
“……”
“Baron Valhamon supposedly wanted to extend his lifespan, Viscount Malcolm sought financial blessings, Baron Shannon desired physical beauty, and Count Woodcock, of all things, petitioned for his mistress’s health.”
Chris let out a quiet scoff.
“Isn’t it all too crude? That these men would partake in human sacrifice for such petty reasons—I simply can’t believe it.”
The courtroom fell silent.
Everyone wore a confused expression, unable to grasp Chris’s intent.
Especially Ashid.
‘What’s he scheming?’
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                    Ashid bit his lip hard, anxiety creeping in.
Like a protagonist standing on stage, Chris looked around at everyone and continued speaking.
“But the official seals on this document are real. It's completely incomprehensible.”
Marquis Langham asked,
“So, what are you trying to say?”
“We need to find the one who framed these people.”
“!!”
“If they are innocent, then someone must have forged the documents.”
Chris shook his head.
“Who could have done this, and why? For what reason?”
At those words, people swallowed nervously.
A single person came to everyone’s mind.
Someone with the power to make this possible.
And someone with a motive to do it.
As if to confirm everyone’s suspicion, Chris turned his gaze.
Directly toward Ashid.
“Do you have any idea who it might be, Lord Ashid?”
“!!”
“Someone with the capability to forge all these official seals and also with a reason to frame these people… only one person comes to mind.”
Ashid clenched his fist tightly.
Chris was trying to frame him!
It was certainly a clever move.
No one besides Ashid had the means or the motive.
‘You bastard. You think I’ll go down just like that?’
It was simple.
There was no proof it was Ashid’s doing, so he just had to lift his head and deny it.
But then—
“L-Lord Ashid.”
The accused were looking at him with desperate eyes.
As if pleading for help.
And not just them.
Everyone in the courtroom was focused on Ashid.
Waiting to see what choice he would make.
“Please think carefully before you answer. If we cannot prove that this letter is a false accusation, these people will be punished according to their family law.”
In other words—
The moment Ashid denied involvement, they would all be executed.
It was a trap, a choice between two paths.
Would he protect them, or abandon them?
‘This bastard.’
But for Ashid, it wasn’t even something to agonize over.
At his core, Ashid was a sociopath.
The idea of suffering a loss for someone else was unthinkable.
Chris had seen right through Ashid’s nature—and laid this trap because of it.
“I’m absolutely not the one.”
“!!”
A sigh swept through the courtroom.
Ashid clenched his teeth and continued.
“There must be another culprit. We have to catch that bastard—”
“Yes, I’m sure. Though I wonder who could possibly pull off something like this.”
Chris smirked mockingly, and Ashid flinched.
The gazes directed at him had turned cold.
Unlike before.
It was only natural.
Everyone believed Ashid had framed them.
Especially the betrayed retainers—whose reactions were intense.
“Lord Ashid!! How could you do this to us?!”
“To frame us, who have followed you with absolute loyalty!! Even the devils of Gehenna wouldn’t stoop this low!!”
They shouted at Ashid, full of resentment.
And it wasn’t just them—the other retainers who once supported Ashid were equally cold.
The human sacrifice suspicions, they could overlook.
But to frame loyal retainers and cast them aside in front of everyone?
Everyone had completely lost faith in Ashid.
In a single moment, Ashid lost the support of his entire House.
He had lost a tremendous power base in an instant.
‘Serves you right.’
Chris grinned inwardly.
‘I can’t let this opportunity slip by.’
When people’s hearts wavered—that was the moment to strike.
Chris put on a sorrowful expression.
“Since Lord Ashid denies involvement, it seems we must punish them. But I don’t believe that’s right.”
“Not right?”
“Yes, because I’m sure they were falsely accused. I believe in their innocence.”
At those words, the retainers looked at Chris with moved expressions.
Ashid, whom they had faithfully followed, had abandoned them—yet Chris, whom they once persecuted, was now protecting them.
In that moment, many retainers had the same thought.
‘The next head of the House should be someone like Lord Chris.’
Especially those who were falsely accused—their reactions were even more dramatic.
‘If we can just clear our names, we will serve Lord Chris from now on.’
It was a moment when the succession power structure shook dramatically.
After today, many retainers would come to support Chris.
Especially those who had been framed—if they survived, they would surely become his loyal vassals.
On the other hand, Ashid was in the opposite position.
With today’s events, he had lost a large portion of his support base in an instant.
And it wasn’t just that.
From now on, everyone in the House would point fingers at Ashid behind his back.
From being praised by all and shining at the highest place, he had now become the disgrace of the family.
At that moment, Marquis Langham poured cold water on the situation.
“How do you plan to prove their innocence? Unless you expose who’s truly responsible for the false accusation, it’s impossible.”
“If there’s no evidence, then there’s only one method.”
Christian looked at Ashid and spoke in a firm tone.
The final goal of today’s trial.
The most important part.
“I formally challenge Lord Ashid to a Judgment Duel.”
“!!”
In that instant, everyone gasped.
When the truth could not be revealed, a duel was held—where the winner’s claim was acknowledged as truth.
An ancient method based on the idea that the victor is in the right.
It was a method rarely used in recent times.
“Surely, you’re not going to run from this too, like a coward?”
At Christian’s provocation, Ashid let out a cold chuckle.
“…You really are insane. Fine. I’ve no reason to refuse.”
It was the expected response.
Christian was a 4-star—lower grade, at that.
On the other hand, Ashid had already reached the 5-star Upper class.
“Lord Christian, this is a bit much.”
“Please reconsider.”
Those who had looked at Christian with favor now spoke out with concern.
They didn’t believe Christian stood a chance.
They thought he would either be severely injured or killed.
But then—
“Keuk keuk, a Judgment Duel? What a bold suggestion, like a thunder-struck fool.”
Everyone held their breath.
It was Nordian!
The Head of the House spoke in a voice that seemed rather amused.
“Well, Marquis, what do you say? It doesn’t look like the truth will come out clearly anyway. Settling it with a Judgment Duel doesn’t sound too bad. Of course, this old man is only here to watch, so the decision is yours, Marquis.”
“……”
Marquis Langham fell silent for a moment.
Whose opinion could he dare to ignore?
However—
‘…There’s no way Christian could defeat Ashid, right?’
It was an absurd thought.
The gap in their abilities was overwhelming.
Marquis Langham glanced at Christian, just to be sure.
4-star, lower grade.
Prime Low class.
The gap was such that no twist could possibly occur.
Marquis Langham said to Christian,
“However, there will be a condition.”
“What is it?”
“Whatever happens during the duel will be your own responsibility. If you’re willing to risk your life, then the Judgment Duel will be permitted.”
It was a statement telling Christian to accept the risk of death.
At the same time, it was a message to Ashid.
To ensure that he takes Christian’s life in the duel.
Whether he understood the meaning or not, Ashid gave a savage smile.
Christian let out a faint laugh.
“Do not worry.”
Christian’s eyes turned to Ashid.
Coldly.
“This is exactly what I was hoping for.”
That’s right.
Christian planned to completely finish Ashid through the duel.
Thus,
A duel that would completely overturn the succession structure was decided.
* * *
According to the Magus Empire's law regarding Judgment Duels, the duel was scheduled for a month later.
The purpose of this waiting period was to allow time for reconciliation instead of a duel, but in their case, it didn’t apply.
The official reason was to uncover the truth, but everyone in the Dark Demonic House knew.
This was a formal duel over the successor position.
This duel would determine the fate of the two.
The loser would lose everything.
The winner would take a step closer to the position of Grand Duke.
However, there were almost no people predicting Christian’s victory.
No—in truth, not a single one.
Because it was a match between a 4-star and a 5-star.
A difference as vast as a towering wall.
“Why on earth did Young Master Christian make such a decision?”
“Wasn’t it for the retainers who were falsely accused? Even if Lord Christian seems reckless at times, he’s surprisingly upright and cares for others.”
“True.”
If Christian hadn’t requested the Judgment Duel, those retainers who had been falsely accused would not have survived.
“Those retainers were, in a way, his enemies. Yet he stepped forward for them. Incredible.”
“He’s nothing like someone like Ashid.”
Thus, the people of the Dark Demonic House expressed admiration and praise for Christian.
To those who didn’t know the details, it looked like Christian had stepped up for the sake of the wronged retainers, even at great risk.
A reputation completely different from the past, when he was dismissed as a scoundrel.
“But he was too reckless. No matter how much of a genius Lord Christian is, this duel is too much.”
“That’s right. It might be better to cancel the duel even now.”
Even those close to Christian thought the same.
“…Just what are you thinking?”
Merian shook her head.
Christian, sipping the strawberry juice that Marie had made through a straw, asked.
“Why are you acting like this?”
“You’re really asking that?! Pulling such a reckless stunt!”
“You don’t have to worry so much. Marie, would you like to offer Aunt a glass of juice too?”
[Hohoho. Shall I prepare it as Virgin’s Blood Juice? Or perhaps the newly researched recipe—Bachelor’s Blood Juice? Or maybe she prefers the flavor of Middle-aged Man’s Blood Juice?]
Merian immediately frowned.
“Enough. Who needs juice or whatever. Lidan, say something, will you!”
Lidan.
The name of Count Khazar.
He had come to the main house because of this incident.
“…I believe in Christian.”
“You do? Then what’s with that face? You look like the world’s about to end.”
“……”
Just as Merian teased, Count Khazar’s face was full of gloom.
It was because he was worried.
‘I believe in my son. But still.’
It was an incredibly reckless challenge.
No matter how much of a genius Christian was, the gap was too great to overcome.
At that moment, Melin chimed in from the side.
“Please don’t worry so much, both of you. Isn’t it Lord Christian we’re talking about? I’m sure he’s already thought of a brilliant way to win.”
She continued with eyes full of trust.
“Back when he wasn’t even a 2-star, he still fought me on equal footing.”
At those words, both Merian and Count Khazar looked at Christian.
Christian was still calmly drinking his strawberry juice with a relaxed expression.
There wasn’t a single trace of worry on his face.
“…Alright, let’s hear it then. What clever plan have you come up with this time?”
“I don’t have one.”
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                    “What?”
“You’re not allowed to use even magical tools in a strict Judgement Duel, so how could I use tricks? If I did, I’d be executed for cheating. So I have no choice but to fight fair and square with pure skill.”
Merian frowned.
“Then what? Are you saying you can beat Ashid with just your skills?”
“No. That’s impossible too. I’m a 4-star. How could I possibly beat Ashid, who’s 5-star?”
Christian calmly shook his head.
Unless he used the power of the Holy Radiance together with it.
Even for Christian, relying only on the power of a dark mage meant certain defeat.
That’s how vast the gap between 4-star and 5-star was.
“What on earth are you talking about?!”
“…I’ll go and cancel the duel, sister.”
As Merian became angry and Count Khazar rose from his seat with a grave face—
“Right now, yes.”
“…What?”
“Right now, winning is impossible.”
A strange statement.
People’s expressions began to change.
“You mean… a month from now, it’ll be possible?”
“Yes.”
Christian nodded while still sipping his juice.
Count Khazar looked dumbfounded.
“…How is that supposed to make any sense? It’s just a month. What could you possibly do in just a month….”
“It’s not ‘just’ a month. You should say ‘a whole month.’ A month is by no means a short time.”
Christian added,
“Not for a genius like me.”
“……”
Count Khazar suddenly went silent.
Logically, it made no sense.
But.
‘…If it’s my son.’
The insane display Christian had shown at the House of Ribery not long ago flashed through his mind, and an impossible thought began to take root.
If it’s Christian—
He just might cause a miracle within a month.
“……”
Everyone fell silent for a moment, staring at Christian, until Merian was the first to speak.
“Then, I’ll help you train.”
“Aunt?”
“No matter how talented you are, there’s a limit to self-training. I’ll lend you a hand.”
An unexpected offer.
At that moment, Count Khazar stepped in from beside her.
“Sister, that won’t be necessary. Christian is my son. I’ll be the one to instruct him.”
“Don’t you need to return to your county?”
“You can leave it to Teren.”
“Teren? That little kid? You’ve really gone crazy. I get that you’re eager to train your son, but this is ridiculous.”
“Aren’t you being just as ridiculous, sister? Shouldn’t you be focusing on your duties as Captain of the Black Shadow Knights?”
Christian looked bewildered as the two started an unexpected war of nerves.
‘…I don’t need either of them.’
As he wondered how to turn them both down, something unexpected happened.
There was a knock at the door of the lodging, and an unanticipated figure appeared.
It was Simon, the handsome vampire butler with a pale complexion.
“The Head Butler? Why are you here?”
Merian frowned.
Simon smiled, showing a flash of his fangs.
“I came because of the Judgement Duel. It seems the young master will need instruction for the next month.”
“!!”
Count Khazar and Merian’s expressions stiffened.
“I’ll be the one teaching Christian. I’m his father, Head Butler.”
“No, that’s the role of his aunt. You, Butler, stop your nonsense and go back. And you, Lidan, return to your domain.”
Both were clearly eager to be the ones to train Christian.
Simon chuckled softly.
“It seems there’s a misunderstanding. To be honest, I am tempted too. However, I’m not the one who’ll be giving the instruction. Someone else will be teaching the young master.”
“Who? Don’t tell me—?”
Everyone’s eyes widened at once.
Simon nodded as if confirming it.
“Yes. The Lord himself has said he will personally instruct him.”
“!!”
It was something no one had expected.
Merian and Count Khazar fell silent.
If Nordion himself was going to teach him, there was no room for them to interfere.
Above all, it was an enormous opportunity.
Of course, Nordion’s instruction was infamous for being brutal. But that didn’t apply to Christian.
If his genius met with Nordion’s guidance, the progress he could make in just one month could be explosive.
“Let us go, Young Master. The Lord is waiting at the secret training ground.”
It seemed to refer to the same training ground used when Christian first learned Dark Mage Arts from Nordion.
‘That time, he helped me a great deal too.’
Chris recalled the instruction he had received from Nordion back then.
If not for Nordion’s excellent instruction, even someone like Chris wouldn’t have been able to accept Dark Mage Arts so easily.
‘This time will surely be a great help too.’
However—
Christian gave a response no one could have anticipated.
“My apologies. I must decline the Lord’s instruction.”
“!!!”
Everyone’s eyes widened in shock.
Even Simon, who always kept a poker face, looked visibly surprised.
“Young Master? This is the Lord’s instruction.”
“Yes, I know. But I will still decline.”
“!!!”
At his repeated refusal, everyone reacted with even greater shock, but Christian had no intention of changing his mind.
‘This next month is extremely important to me.’
Now, here’s the question.
What does Christian need to do in this next month?
Advance to 5-star as a demon?
No.
Even for Christian, reaching 5-star within a month was impossible.
Of course, if he pushed himself beyond his limits, he might be able to touch upon the threshold of 5-star through an epiphany, but doing so would be meaningless.
So then, what must he do?
‘I need to establish the foundation to rise higher.’
Right now, Chris is at 4-star, in the “Prime” class.
“Prime” meant the peak of technique.
In other words, up to 4-star is the realm of skill.
From 5-star onward, it’s different.
From 5-star onward, it becomes the realm of “Will.”
What matters is that depending on what kind of will one establishes, even within the same level, abilities can vary greatly.
Thus, with 5-star, how you ascend matters far more than when you do.
Depending on the will one establishes, not only the strength but even the limit of future growth is determined.
‘If I don’t lay down a firm foundation now, it’ll be too late.’
This is an extremely critical period.
Of course, it’s not just about building the basics.
‘I also need to amplify my power as much as possible.’
There’s the upcoming showdown with Ashid, but more importantly, there was another reason.
The catastrophe of Gold Cross that was just around the corner.
To stop that dreadful tragedy, his current power wouldn’t be enough.
He had to become far stronger than he was now.
And Nordion’s teaching alone wasn’t enough.
“I’m sorry.”
“…That’s troublesome.”
Simon wore a troubled expression.
He recalled the Lord Nordion, who had been quietly—if not openly—looking forward to teaching Christian.
Considering Nordion’s usual demeanor, it was hard to imagine, but he had actually been somewhat eager about this instruction.
He was probably already waiting at the training ground for Christian to arrive.
And now he’d been thoroughly rejected.
‘…I wonder how the Lord will react.’
Simon cleared his throat.
“Then what sort of training do you plan to undertake?”
“Combat training. I’m planning to polish my skills by fighting magic beasts alone.”
At that response, everyone looked puzzled.
It might have some effect, but it didn’t seem like the right type of training for the current situation.
But then—
“For the training location… I plan to go to the clan’s Forbidden Grounds.”
“…Excuse me?”
“Would you tell the Lord and ask for permission to use the Spot?”
“!!”
Everyone's eyes widened.
“You… have you gone mad? Do you have a death wish?”
Count Khazar spoke on behalf of everyone’s feelings.
It was only natural.
The Spot.
It refers to the passageway leading to Gehenna’s domain.
In other words, Christian was saying he would train in live combat at the border of Gehenna.
* * *
Meanwhile, at that moment—
In the southern region of the Dark Demonic House.
At Gold Cross.
At the very center, in the royal palace of the Legal Nation, Arhen.
A young girl sat with an expressionless face.
Emerald-green hair and sapphire-like jewel eyes.
She had a fairy-tale-like beauty, infinitely enchanting, but her complexion was pale.
She looked frail, as if suffering from an illness.
“…Your Highness, have you skipped another meal?”
A maid asked with a worried face.
The girl glanced briefly at the food, then slowly shook her head.
Her movement was like a puppet with its strings cut.
“…I have no appetite.”
“But Your Highness, this would be the third meal in a row.”
“……”
“For Your Highness, the Little Legal King, who will inherit the will of the Legal Nation… if you do not care for your health like this…”
It was a surprising truth.
Gold Cross is an alliance of countless small nations.
But it wasn’t without structure.
They served the Legal Nation, heir to the Starblood, as their suzerain state and spiritual pillar.
The Legal King of the Legal Nation was respected as the equal of an imperial emperor, playing the role of mediator over countless allied countries.
This girl was Princess Olivia, the next successor of such a great Legal Nation.
But the girl, Princess Olivia’s gaze, was utterly vacant.
The brilliance of wisdom once known throughout the distant Holy Empire was nowhere to be seen, and she spoke in a lifeless voice.
“…It’s fine. I’m just not hungry.”
“But, Your Highness—”
“I said I don’t want to eat!!”
“!!”
The maids flinched.
Her sharp outburst was completely different from the rumors that said she was angelic.
Olivia had long since changed from the girl of those rumors.
To be exact, it was about a year ago.
It was because of one person's death.
The “Cursed Prince.”
The disgrace of the Legal Nation.
A person who was supposed to have died long ago and disappeared.
After his death, Princess Olivia changed.
“…When my brother was dying alone, without anyone knowing, I couldn’t even be by his side. Just because I had to receive that pathetic delegation.”
Tears streamed down from Olivia’s eyes.
“The duties of the Legal Nation, the role of the Legal King… What’s the point of any of it, when I couldn’t even save the one person I truly cared about?”
The maids held back their sighs.
Speaking about the Cursed Prince was taboo in the Legal Nation.
He was the devil’s seed, a being whose existence must never be acknowledged.
Right now, even Olivia lamenting like this was something that shouldn’t be allowed, but Olivia was in no condition to care about such things.
“…Please leave.”
“…Understood, Your Highness.”
Left alone, Olivia buried her face in her knees.
Soft sobs leaked out.
“…Brother.”
* * *
Chris headed toward the bustling streets of the city.
‘First, let’s get everything I need ready in advance.’
He was about to head for the border of Gehenna.
One careless moment there could mean death.
He needed to be thoroughly prepared, so he went toward the Rudolph Trading Company’s gambling house.
“You wish to see the head of the Trading Company?”
The branch manager looked troubled.
“The Company Head isn’t here. He’s a very elusive person.”
Chris nodded.
‘She’s probably at Gold Cross by now.’
Ruina was surely carrying out the task Chris had assigned her.
‘Troublesome. I need to see Ruina.’
If he used the artifact Ruina had, she could cross space and come to him immediately—but the problem was how to contact her.
Ruina hadn’t set up a hotline with Christian.
Considering their relationship, it was strange.
But it seemed intentional.
Ruina treated Chris like the plague.
Even if they met, she’d just get wrung dry by him, so she likely tried to avoid him as much as possible.
‘Still, it’s not like I have no way.’
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                    Chris grinned slyly.
A way to make Ruina come running without even contacting her.
It was simple.
Just clean out the casino.
"Go!"
"Queen of Spades Cross!"
"All in!"
Chris swept through the casino like a fish in water, and the people watching him were appalled.
"Young Lord Christian is that good at gambling?"
"Guess his wild past isn’t just for show, huh?"
"His eyes are completely fixated on gambling! It's like he’s trying to bankrupt the whole place!"
Chris shuffled the cards with an excited look on his face.
At first, it was just to get Ruina to show up, but before he knew it, he got really into it.
'How long has it been since I last had fun like this?'
Come to think of it, he hadn’t rested at all lately.
Since endless suffering awaited him ahead, he decided to make the most of the opportunity to really enjoy himself.
In short, he was going all out to actually bankrupt the casino.
‘Well, Ruina and I are pretty much tied together by fate, so her money is basically my money. It should be fine to clean her out.’
Thinking such an outrageous thing without a hint of guilt, Chris was in the middle of fully enjoying his game—
“…Please, stop already.”
A pale voice called out.
Ruina had arrived.
After hearing the urgent news that her casino was on the brink of collapse.
* * *
As always, the two of them went up to the hotel room connected to the casino.
Once they were alone, Ruina dropped her disguise as a man and returned to her original appearance.
"How much did you take this time?! Do you have some kind of grudge against my casino?!"
"Ahh, I had no other way to contact you. I figured you’d come if I started playing. I might’ve gone a little overboard, but you’re not mad, right?"
"A little overboard?"
At those infuriating words, a vein bulged on Ruina’s forehead.
"Ugh!! How long are you going to treat me like a pushover?!"
"Really? Sorry if you’re upset. I came to see you because I thought we were close. Maybe I misjudged. I guess I’ll drop the idea of telling the Burssen Kingdom to give your merchant guild the exclusive rights to the items you wanted."
"……"
Exclusive rights.
Ruina flinched.
Chris continued, teasing her.
"I thought we were somewhat close. Maybe that was just my misunderstanding."
"N-no! We are close! I'm your eternal loyal servant, Young Lord!"
"Weren’t you just saying not to treat you like a pushover?"
"Who said such nonsense?! What’s wrong with this mouth of mine? Ugh, smack, smack, I need to teach it a lesson!"
"Don’t overdo it.”
“…Yes.”
Ruina asked cautiously.
“Are you really planning to grant our merchant guild exclusive rights to the goods from the Burssen Kingdom?”
“That’s right. You did help in capturing the Little Count Roy, so you deserve a reward.”
Thanks to Ruina’s help, he had been able to kidnap Little Count Roy.
‘I do pride myself on being pretty calculated.’
It’s just that the formula was excessively tilted in his favor—but Chris wasn’t the type to only take without giving anything in return.
“Thank you!! Please, allow me to forever be your loyal sucker!”
Ruina bowed at a sharp 150-degree angle, overwhelmed with joy by the unexpected reward.
It felt a bit off to see her acting like that with such a calm, pretty face, but she had always been like this in her past life, too.
Like a sycophant rubbing its forelegs, Ruina flattered him with a sly voice.
“This Ruina, you cannot imagine how fortunate I am to have met you, Young Lord. You don’t know how deeply grateful I am to the heavens for forging this connection between us.”
“Don’t overdo it.”
“Ohoho, I mean it sincerely. Things are progressing exactly as you said in the Kingdom of Law. Thanks to your grace, just thinking of how much profit I’ll earn from this makes me so excited I can hardly sleep at night.”
Looking into Ruina’s eyes, full of dreams of a massive windfall, Chris fell silent for a moment.
‘…It’s not going to be the kind of jackpot she’s expecting, though.’
In the end, Ruina wasn’t entirely wrong to expect great profits.
There was indeed a lot of money to be made.
But there was something Ruina didn’t know.
Just how much hell he would have to go through in the process.
‘Well, nothing in this world comes for free. If you want the sweet fruit, you have to suffer for it.’
Thinking shamelessly, Chris finally spoke.
“You’re grateful to me, right?”
“Huh? Yes? Of course. This Ruina! Always wishes to serve the Young Lord loyally!”
“Then get me the items I asked for.”
“……”
Ruina’s face instantly stiffened.
“Ohoho, and what kind of items would those be?”
“Nothing much. Just a few mana stones, some artifacts, and maybe one relic?”
“……”
He told her the details, and of course, they were items with outrageous prices.
“This… this thieving… no, revered thief…”
“What? You don’t want to?”
“N-no! Of course not! Ohoho!”
Ruina frantically shook her head.
‘You devil! Once this job is over, I swear I’ll never deal with you again! We’re done! Finished!!’
Chris smirked at the look on Ruina’s face, her true feelings plain to see.
“I’m not taking it for free. I do have a conscience. I’ll compensate you reasonably.”
He was thinking of hunting beasts from Gehenna and giving her some of the valuable byproducts.
Compared to the remains of surface beasts, their parts were worth far more, so it would serve as a decent form of payment.
“Really?”
“Yeah, when have I ever taken anything from you for free?”
“…W-Well, I suppose.”
Ruina replied with an awkward expression.
She always felt like she was getting shaken down, but thinking back, Christian did compensate her in his own way.
The thought of earning money made Ruina’s face light up, and she spoke in an overly friendly tone.
“Ohoho. Then I’ll trust only in you, Young Lord, and have everything prepared. Is there anything else you need besides what you mentioned?”
“There’s nothing more I need. Ah, how’s the situation with Gold Cross?”
“As you said, the ‘anomaly’ phenomenon is starting to show. We’ve even confirmed that someone from the Kingdom of Law is making suspicious moves.”
Chris nodded.
The catastrophe at Gold Cross was truly just around the corner.
‘It should be right after the Judgment Duel ends.’
It was going to be a pivotal event in the future.
How this disaster was handled would greatly alter the future.
‘This event also has a major impact on the Magus Empire.’
As a result of this incident, the Four Kings' Fortress would begin to stir.
In other words, it marked the beginning of the Age of Ruins.
And that wasn’t all.
Gold Cross—more precisely, the future of the Kingdom of Law—would also change drastically.
‘…Though I don’t care what happens to that country.’
Chris’s eyes suddenly turned cold.
So much so that Ruina flinched.
He couldn’t help it.
The Arhen Royal Family of the Kingdom of Law.
That was Chris’s original family.
The ones who had inflicted hellish suffering on him during his childhood in his previous life.
To be honest, Chris wished for the downfall of the Kingdom of Law.
There was only one exception.
Olivia.
His sister, the only one who gave him warmth amid that hellish pain.
If not for her, he wouldn’t give a damn about the country’s future.
‘…I wonder if she’s doing well.’
Chris was about to ask Ruina how Olivia was doing, but stopped himself.
‘She’s probably doing fine. Now that I’m gone.’
Olivia, who was revered as the Little Saint-King and a Saintess, had only one flaw—Chris’s existence.
The role of the Pontiff was to unite Gold Cross against the evil Magus Empire.
Yet she had embraced Chris, the one branded as a devil’s seed—how much of a political burden that must have been.
Now that ‘Chris’ was dead and gone, the obstacle in Olivia’s path had disappeared as well.
‘As long as this disaster is resolved well, her road will be smooth.’
To repay the grace she had shown him in his past life, Chris vowed to resolve the coming catastrophe perfectly.
‘To do that, I need to grow as strong as possible over the next month.’
With that firm resolution, he returned to the family estate.
When he arrived, Simon was waiting.
“The Family Head is summoning you.”
“Is this about using the Spot?”
“Yes.”
But Simon’s expression was odd.
A look that was both troubled and expectant.
Chris quickly picked up on the situation.
“Did the Family Head refuse?”
“Yes. The Spot isn’t meant to be used merely for training. More than anything, it’s too dangerous. However, he has set a condition.”
“A condition?”
“He says if you pass a test and prove your worth, he’ll permit it.”
“A test? What kind of test exactly?”
“A sparring match.”
“…What?”
Simon grinned widely.
As if he found the situation amusing and didn’t know how to contain himself.
“A one-on-one spar with the Family Head. He says you must prove your qualifications by defeating him.”
* * *
He headed to the secret training ground.
Count Khazar and Merian were already there, their expressions stiff. In the center of the arena, the body of a young boy—the avatar of Nordion—sat in a chair.
As Christian arrived, the boy’s eyes suddenly snapped open.
Nordion’s consciousness had descended.
“I greet the Family Head.”
[Did Simon explain things to you?]
Christian nodded, and Nordion spoke coldly.
[Do you know why I imposed this condition?]
“Because it’s dangerous, and you want to confirm whether I’m qualified?”
[Wrong.]
Nordion’s eyes flashed with pressure.
At the same time, an overwhelming aura surged like a tidal wave.
[It’s to correct that reckless boldness of yours.]
“!!”
[You dare ask to use the Forbidden Ground? Without even knowing your place?]
The truth was—
Despite the angry tone, Nordion wasn’t truly furious.
This kind of daring spirit from Christian was something he never saw in the other pitiful members of the family.
To be honest, he even felt a bit proud.
But everything had its limits.
‘He asked me to open the Spot? Just to use it for training?’
The Forbidden Ground of the Dark Demonic House.
The “Borderlands.”
As the name suggests, it was a boundary zone between Gehenna and the surface world.
Unless one crossed into Gehenna itself, no devils or hellspawns would appear—but in exchange, all kinds of dangerous magical beasts roamed there.
At the very least, one needed to be a 6-star Master-class to maintain basic safety in the Borderlands.
‘This child doesn’t know restraint. He’s far too reckless.’
Perhaps it was because of his genius talent.
He made risky, gamble-like decisions far too easily.
So far, he hadn’t failed—but luck wouldn’t always be on his side.
As the head of the family, Nordion had resolved to instill caution in Christian.
[I’ll use only 2-star class demonic energy, half of your capacity. If you can even touch the hem of my robe once in any way, I’ll consider it your victory and allow access to the Forbidden Ground.]
It was a shocking condition.
But no one would think it was easy.
Nordion was an 8-star Absolute-tier, “Almighty” class.
And he was already close to reaching 9 stars, the upper pinnacle.
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                    Even if he limited his power, who here could dare touch even the hem of Nordion’s robe?
It was, for all intents and purposes, an impossible condition.
Yet Chris had an absurd thought.
‘…That much, I think I can manage?’
A confidence that came out of nowhere.
But strangely, he truly felt like he could do it.
Why?
Because he was a genius.
‘Rather, this is an opportunity.’
A chance to leave another strong impression in Nordion’s eyes.
And also a chance to obtain what he desired.
Chris decided to gamble.
“May I propose a change to the condition?”
[What?]
“That you use 4-star demonic energy—the same level as mine. In exchange, if I win, could you grant me one more request in addition to opening the Forbidden Ground?”
[…]
Everyone around him fell silent for a moment.
They couldn’t quite process what Christian had just said.
Then, as the meaning of his insane request sank in, Count Khazar and Merian’s faces turned pale.
Nordion let out a chilling voice.
[You’ve lost your mind.]
“……”
[Blinded by arrogance just because you possess a trifling amount of talent?]
His voice was filled with genuine fury.
But Chris had anticipated that reaction.
He calmly spoke the reply he had already prepared.
“You misunderstand. I did not make that request out of conceit.”
[Then what is it?]
“First, it was out of a desire to witness your greatness more vividly. A spar with the Family Head—regardless of victory or defeat—is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for a fellow magus.”
Nordion fell silent.
Though his brow was furrowed, the sharp intensity in his eyes seemed to soften ever so slightly.
[What’s the other reason?]
“Second, it was out of a desire, as your grandson, to show you a better version of myself.”
[…]
“To be honest, whether you use 2-star or 4-star power, it’ll still be too much for me to handle. So, I thought I’d rather do my best under harsher conditions. I trust you won’t kill me in this duel.”
Chris bowed his head respectfully.
“If I’ve come across as arrogant, I apologize. I sincerely ask your forgiveness for any disrespect.”
Nordion remained silent.
His brow deeply furrowed.
Merian and Count Khazar were holding their breath, nervous that something serious was about to erupt.
Nordion felt his anger begin to subside.
‘…What an impudent brat.’
His explanation had been reckless like a thunderbolt, but somehow, it didn’t come off as entirely offensive.
This duel wasn’t a fight to the death, after all.
Even in the worst-case scenario, Nordion had no intention of killing Christian.
So how could he fault him for wanting to challenge himself to the utmost as a magus?
That aside—
‘…This is the second time now. That impudent brat calling himself my grandson.’
Before this,
When he had given the chocolate-shaped activation pellet as a gift, Christian had also referred to himself as his grandson.
Strangely, it didn’t feel unpleasant.
However—
[Grandson, you say. Are you daring to consider me—your Clan Head—as a personal relative?]
“That’s absolutely not what I meant. However—”
Christian looked straight into Nordion’s eyes and spoke firmly.
“It is still true that I carry the Clan Head’s blood. And I don’t see why I should shy away from that truth or tread carefully around it.”
[!!]
A bold declaration.
Nordion let out a dry laugh.
But even that, somehow, wasn’t unpleasant.
Honestly, he even felt a faint sense of pride.
To speak so brazenly to someone whom everyone else feared.
Shouldn’t a magus have at least that much spirit?
[You sure talk a lot. I wonder if your skills are as long as your tongue.]
“……”
[I will not change the condition. I’ll use only 2-star power. Even that will be more than you can handle.]
Nordion’s gaze sank low.
[If you so much as touch my robe, I’ll open the Forbidden Ground and grant your additional request. Not that it will ever happen.]
“!!”
And so—
A duel akin to striking a boulder with an egg.
The battle with Nordion began.
* * *
It was bound to be impossible.
And that was no exaggeration.
The 8-star “Almighty” class was also known as the Realm of Absolutes.
Because they had reached the status of an Absolute.
Just as the word “Almighty” implied, 8-star Absolutes dominate their surrounding domain as their own.
They bend even the laws of nature to their will, subjugating the opponent’s will and body beneath their feet.
Thus, those who stand against 8-star Absolutes cannot even properly manifest their power.
A completely different dimension of authority from the levels below.
‘Nordion won’t use that kind of authority against me, but still…’
Chris forced the corners of his mouth into a smile.
‘He’s definitely no pushover. This is beyond what I expected.’
Up ahead—
Nordion, in the body of a small boy, was silently watching him.
He wasn’t drawing on any authority, not even his demonic energy, yet there wasn’t a single opening in his stance.
It was obvious what would happen the moment he tried to close the distance.
He would be subdued before he could even react.
[What are you standing around for? The sun’s going to set.]
Nordion spoke indifferently.
At that moment—
[If you’re not planning to move, then I will.]
“!!”
Chris instinctively twisted his body.
Crash!
The ground where Chris had been standing crumbled away.
The problem was—he had no idea what Nordion had just done.
Nordion was still standing there with a bored expression, arms crossed.
‘Destruction black magic? No, I didn’t sense any magic activation. Was it just a burst of demonic energy?’
But he couldn’t continue the thought.
Nordion launched his next attack.
[Merian, the sword.]
“…Here it is.”
[Why the sheath?]
“If you swing a real sword, Lord Patriarch, that child will die.”
[Heh.]
Nordion said nothing more and took the sheathed sword.
Then, lifting his hand over his shoulder, he casually swung it in a horizontal slash.
There was no particular sword technique involved.
It didn’t even come close to reaching him.
And yet—
“!!”
Chris instinctively jerked his head back.
In that instant, his bangs were sliced clean off.
Incredible as it was, despite the distance, Nordion’s strike had reached him.
An incomprehensible phenomenon.
Chris realized what it was.
‘He twisted the laws.’
It was the 8-star exclusive authority—Absolute Domain.
Within that domain, one could bend the laws of reality to their will.
But Chris still looked puzzled.
‘He hasn’t even deployed his domain. How did he twist the laws?’
Nordion hadn’t invoked his authority.
As promised, he was only using demonic energy equivalent to a mere 2-star level.
And yet, he was still twisting the laws to his will.
‘Don’t tell me… he infused his attack with the mysteries of the domain?’
That’s probably what it was!
To forcibly twist the laws, deploying a domain to make the world one’s own was a prerequisite.
Nordion was clearly embedding the mysteries of his domain into each and every attack, twisting the laws that way.
‘To think such a thing is possible. As expected of Nordion—one of the strongest among the 8-star Demon Lords.’
However, there was one thing he couldn’t understand.
‘Why go out of his way to use such inefficient attacks?’
Honestly, if Nordion really intended to subdue him, he wouldn’t need to resort to such high-level techniques. Even basic means would suffice.
It was as if he were showing off the power of a higher realm, like some kind of strength demonstration.
‘There’s no way… he’s just showing off for the sake of it, right?’
In that moment, a sudden realization struck Chris.
‘Could it be… he’s trying to teach me something? Using this sparring match as a pretense for instruction?’
It was possible!
After all, Nordion had always wanted to pass down teachings to him.
‘Lord Patriarch wants me to gain insight. He’s showing me the techniques of a higher realm for that purpose.’
Chris readjusted his stance.
He recalled the time Nordion had passed on his dark demonic arts.
It had been an unrelenting series of overwhelming trials, yet when he looked closely, there was always deep intent behind them.
‘This must be the same. There has to be something he’s trying to show me. I need to find the answer.’
Most likely, that answer wasn’t far off.
‘The principle of embedding domain mysteries into every strike. I have to uncover the logic behind it.’
To go straight to the point—it was a ridiculous misunderstanding.
Nordion had never once thought about any of that.
He was simply using high-level authority to crush Christian’s arrogance and remind him of his place, but Chris had come to that conclusion on his own.
‘…Look at this brat.’
Nordion furrowed his brows.
‘Is he analyzing my attacks?’
He thought it might be a mistake—but no, it wasn’t.
Chris was barely dodging while observing his attacks as if studying them.
It was absurd to the extreme.
What was even more ridiculous was that his movements were actually improving, little by little.
More precisely—his dodges were becoming more accurate.
‘…Is he reading my attacks?’
Nordion felt a tinge of bewilderment.
Considering the “type” of power he was currently unleashing, that should have been impossible.
Eventually, Nordion lowered his hand and asked,
[How are you doing that?]
“Huh?”
[You’re reading my attacks, aren’t you?]
Christian scratched his head.
“I didn’t read them. I just… felt it.”
[Felt it?]
“Yes. You’re manifesting your will to produce the effects of a domain, twisting the laws and creating the influence of domain control, aren’t you? So I detected the manifestation of your will, estimated the distortion in reality, and evaded based on that.”
[…]
Nordion fell silent.
What the hell is that brat talking about?
To go straight to the point—Chris was exactly right.
But how in the world had he figured that out?
And Christian’s insane explanation didn’t end there.
“I understand that Lord Patriarch intentionally chose this method. You were likely trying to show me the various manifestations of will, hoping to guide me toward enlightenment. But I’m still lacking. At most, I could only vaguely sense that your will was interfering directly with the material world.”
[…Be precise.]
“Well, then…”
Chris hesitated for a moment.
Using will as a form of dominion—technically, it was an impossible method.
It was only possible because Nordion had reached such a transcendent realm.
And since it wasn’t a concept that should even be feasible, defining it clearly was difficult.
“Did you perhaps embed the ‘rank’ of your existence into your will?”
[…]
“But will is simply the manifestation of intent. On its own, it shouldn’t be able to contain the rank of existence. So you must have elevated your will into a higher-dimensional authority, didn’t you?”
Nordion said nothing.
It was a silence born of shock.
He was right.
‘How does he know this?’
There’s no way he heard or saw this somewhere.
It was a method Nordion had developed entirely on his own.
And yet, after just seeing it a few times, Chris had grasped the principle.
‘…Insane.’
A vulgar word unbecoming of a noble Patriarch slipped through Nordion’s thoughts.
Meanwhile, completely unaware of Nordion’s inner turmoil, Christian bowed his head.
“Thank you for demonstrating such an unfathomably high realm. I believe Lord Patriarch is showing me the path I must walk.”
…It was an utterly baseless misunderstanding.
But Chris believed it with all his heart.
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                    Just in time, the level Nordian showed was like a milestone for Chris to aim toward.
A will that surpasses mere will.
A power akin to authority.
It was the goal Chris had to devote himself to as he moved toward the 5-star realm.
Chris couldn’t hide his gratitude and bowed his head again.
“I sincerely thank you for your teachings, Lord Patriarch. I will never forget this grace.”
[…]
Meanwhile, Nordian, who had no such intention at all, couldn’t find the words to respond and had no choice but to keep his mouth shut.
[…Enough talking. Let’s finish this match.]
Fwoosh.
Magia rose from the sword sheath in Nordian’s hand.
It was the manifestation of magia at the 2-star level.
It was a basic technique used by ordinary dark beings, even inferior to the Black Blade, but who would dare belittle it?
[With this one strike, I will cut you down.]
“!!”
[If you can block it, I will acknowledge your victory.]
A firm declaration.
Since Nordian had spoken, it would indeed be so.
The moment Chris tightly gripped his sword with a tense expression—
Fwoosh!
Nordian’s body vanished.
And immediately appeared right in front of Chris.
[Take it. You should be familiar with this swordsmanship.]
Nordian’s sword slashed downward.
Absurdly, it was the sword technique of the Count Khazar family.
Not the bloodline’s technique, but the basic Mud Sword style used by ordinary dark beings.
It wasn’t like earlier—there was no authority used, nor will imbued in it.
It was the pure, original form of the Mud Sword style.
But even so—
‘It’s dangerous. Far more than the previous attacks.’
Chris clenched his teeth.
Compared to the full-force strike Count Khazar delivered using Black Steel Aura, Nordian’s current casual blow was far more lethal.
‘I need to find a way.’
He couldn’t block it, nor dodge it.
But Chris did not give up.
Just like Nordian’s teachings always had, there would be an answer this time too.
‘There must be a hint in the demonstrations he showed earlier.’
In an instant—
The scenes Nordian had shown played back in his mind like a stream.
A miracle—elevating will to a higher dimension, like authority, and using it to contain the essence of existence and interfere with the phenomenal world.
It was a method Chris couldn’t dare replicate.
But—
 Chris, how can one transcend the rank of existence?
A conversation he had in the past with the Hero Evan came to mind.
Chris had not trained in swordsmanship or magic, but with his unparalleled five-star genius, he often gave astonishing advice whenever the Hero’s party hit a wall.
In truth, it was an absurd thing.
Chris didn’t even understand what level of achievement they had reached—how could he advise them?
It was like a blind man leading the way.
‘But I could do it.’
Chris possessed insight that allowed him to pierce through the fundamentals of all things, and he instinctively understood the walls they faced, making it possible to give them fitting advice for the situation.
 Transcending the rank of existence?
 Yeah, unless you surpass this wall, you’ll never reach the 9-star Transcendence Realm.
Evan, the final hope of the Faction of Light, was suffering under the immense pressure of being unable to overcome the wall of the 9-star realm.
Chris replied casually.
 If you want to cross it, you have to empty yourself first.
 …What?
 With all that burden on your shoulders, how could you possibly leap over it? It’s too heavy.
It’s unknown what kind of realization this advice gave Evan.
But it clearly helped.
Because not long after, Evan reached the 9-star Transcendence Realm.
Still, why was it?
Why did that moment come to mind now?
‘What I need right now is no different!’
Chris manifested the Black Sword.
The Black Sword, imbued with Chris’s will, possessed power incomparable to an ordinary Black Sword.
But it wasn’t enough.
The moment it clashed with Nordian’s sword strike, it would undoubtedly shatter.
‘I have to strengthen this will—strong enough to endure.’
Chris didn’t know how Nordian elevated will to the level of an authority that surpasses limits.
Nor did he need to imitate it exactly.
For the paths to truth are as numerous as the branches of all creation.
Chris, in his own way, strengthened the will infused in the Black Sword.
First, he emptied the will that was already within the Black Sword.
Only when emptied can it be filled again.
In its place, he infused a different will.
It was the layering of will.
That occurred in an instant, repeated several times.
Chris felt the will within the Black Sword transforming, unlike before.
More precisely, he sensed it ascending to a higher level.
Fwoosh!!
Chris’s Black Sword trembled violently.
The sheer amount of will exceeded the Black Sword’s durability—it couldn’t withstand it and began to break apart.
To fully contain this will, he would need Black Steel Aura.
But that was fine.
‘Just once. I only need it to endure once.’
The Black Sword, on the verge of collapse, clashed with Nordian’s sword while carrying the layered will.
[!!]
KWAANG!!!!!
Though it was merely a collision between two swords, a thunderous boom rang out as if an explosion had gone off.
The underground training hall shook violently, as though struck by an earthquake.
The result was devastating.
“Keugh!”
“Christian!”
Chris was hurled backward helplessly, coughing up blood.
The sword in his hand was completely shattered.
“…Master, that was excessive.”
Merian spoke out in reproach.
But Nordian responded in an unexpected way.
With a hardened expression, he said this:
[Excessive? Look at this.]
Nordian held out the sword sheath in his hand.
“!!”
A deep cut had been carved into the sheath.
Chris’s Black Sword had pierced through Nordian’s demonic energy!
An unbelievable feat.
And that wasn’t all.
“…I won, didn’t I?”
Chris gave a crooked smile as he coughed up more blood.
An arrogant grin.
Yet Nordian could not say anything in return.
Just now—
Contrary to what had been agreed, Nordian had drawn upon demonic energy beyond the level of 2-star.
To prevent the sheath from being cut, he had used demonic energy at the level of 4-star.
Having violated the very conditions he had set, it was no different from admitting defeat.
Then Christian said something unexpected.
“Please, look at your sleeve.”
[!!]
Nordian’s eyes widened.
The edge of his sleeve was faintly torn!
‘When…?’
Impossible.
For Chris to pull this off without Nordian noticing?
Chris wiped away the blood and spoke.
“It’s all thanks to your teachings, Master.”
[…You’re saying it was because of my teaching?]
“Yes. Didn’t you teach me today to aim for a will that surpasses will itself?”
[……]
Nordian, who had never given such a teaching, remained silent as he listened to Christian’s incomprehensible nonsense.
“I overlaid my will onto the Black Sword transformation and instilled the will to ‘hide.’”
[…You instilled the will to hide? Are you saying you used a different type of will?]
Not only Nordian, but also Merian, Count Khazar, and Simon all looked shocked.
To handle a different type of will—meaning to transform one’s will—was a prerequisite to reaching the 6-star level of “Will Manifestation.”
It was a realm only those aiming for 6-star and above could even attempt.
And yet Chris, who was merely at 4-star, had done it?
“Yes, while trying to strengthen my will, I felt like maybe I could do it for some reason, so I gave it a try, and fortunately it worked. Since it was something I did unconsciously and by chance, I doubt I can reproduce it again.”
Everyone fell silent at Chris’s words.
He just tried it—and it worked.
‘…Insane.’
That was the word that came to everyone’s mind.
Oblivious to their shock, Chris bowed his head innocently.
“It’s all thanks to your teachings, Master. I will continue to keep today’s lesson in mind as my goal and work hard.”
Nordian let out a dry chuckle.
‘I knew he was a genius…’
Nordian recalled the thought he had before.
His grandson wasn’t just a genius.
He was an incomprehensible monster.
‘…Maybe, just maybe, this child truly could fulfill my lifelong wish.’
Nordian’s wish.
The reason he had extended his life by invoking the forbidden techniques of defying heaven.
For a moment, an uncontrollable surge of hope rose within him—but he forcefully suppressed it.
‘…I still can’t be sure. More than anything, there’s not enough time.’
Nordian didn’t have much time left.
He should have long since reached the end of his lifespan and died, but he was holding on forcibly.
Could this boy really grow enough in such a short time to fulfill that wish?
He didn’t know.
But one thing was certain—no one else but this boy had even the possibility.
[You’ve won the wager. I’ll unlock the restriction for you. But there’s one condition.]
“What is it?”
[You must come back alive. Understood?]
Merian and Count Khazar looked slightly surprised.
It was the first time they had heard Nordian say such a word of concern to anyone.
And that wasn’t all.
‘Father’s eyes…’
The look Nordian gave Christian was somehow different than before.
In the past, it had always been filled with cold, calculated scrutiny.
Even when recognizing Christian’s brilliance, he constantly assessed and evaluated.
But now, it was different.
It was a look that fully acknowledged Christian.
“Yes, I’ll return unharmed, so don’t worry.”
[Worry? Don’t get cocky.]
Nordian rebuked him.
[What is your other request? Didn’t you say that if you won the wager, you’d ask for one more favor?]
“……”
[I'll say this in advance—if it’s a request involving official duties of the family head, I cannot accept it.]
He meant that something like recognizing Chris as the heir apparent would be too much.
‘Asking for a family treasure or something similar might be acceptable, though.’
Chris made a request no one could have anticipated.
“Please continue to teach me.”
[Hmm?]
Nordian looked puzzled.
[Weren’t you the one who rejected my teaching before?]
“I’m speaking of after this month is over. It doesn’t have to be just this opportunity—we have plenty of time ahead of us.”
Chris said,
“I believe your instruction is more valuable than anyone else's.”
…Merian and Count Khazar, who knew how terrible Nordian’s teaching was, looked dumbfounded, but Christian’s words held sincerity.
Both last time and this time, Chris had been deeply impressed by Nordian’s guidance.
[Heh… If you want it that badly, fine. From now on, come to this training ground once a week, away from others’ eyes.]
“Instead of this secret training ground, may I come to your private annex instead?”
[…What did you say?]
For a moment, everyone froze.
They had realized Christian’s intent.
“What I’m asking for is not informal instruction like now, but to become your official disciple.”
[!!]
Nordian spoke with a weighty tone.
[Do you know what that means?]
“Yes, I do.”
Chris nodded.
“To become the only blood relative officially acknowledged by you.”
If he became Nordian’s disciple, it would shake the entire family.
Until now, Nordian had never accepted any blood relative as his disciple.
Being acknowledged by the family head—this would bring Chris significantly closer to the position of Archduke.
It was a way to carry Nordian’s prestige without Nordian having to make any public endorsement.
[You’re cunning.]
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
[And if I refuse your request?]
“If you refuse, then it can’t be helped. But I don’t think anyone else suits the role of your disciple better than I do.”
Chris gave a sly grin.
“As you already know, compared to me, the rest of the bloodline are all fools anyway.”
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                    An arrogant statement.
But it wasn’t wrong.
Nordian shook his head in disbelief, then asked heavily,
[Why do you think I went out of my way to train you in this secret training ground?]
“……”
[Do you think you can bear the weight of that?]
Nordian had kept it secret out of consideration for Christian.
Being favored by the family head wasn’t something purely beneficial.
‘It’s a double-edged sword.’
The number of enemies who would oppose him would increase significantly.
Other heirs were already his rivals, so that was one thing. But—
‘Marquis Langham will start opposing me in earnest.’
Chris narrowed his eyes.
He couldn't afford to be mistaken.
The rivals competing for the Dark Demon Seat didn’t end with the other heirs.
The final opponent was Marquis Langham.
Although, for now, the Marquis didn’t even see Chris as an enemy—
if Nordian’s favoritism toward him became publicly known, the situation would change.
He would begin opposing Chris in earnest.
The hardships he’d face would be incomparable to anything before. But—
“It’s fine. That’s a mountain I have to cross anyway.”
[!!]
“No matter who it is, they’ll eventually kneel before me. So don’t worry.”
Perhaps it was Chris’s boldness and confidence—
Nordian’s eyes grew deeper.
And then—
Laughter came from Nordian’s mouth.
It began low but gradually swelled into loud laughter.
A pressure surged that made the skin tingle.
[Good. I accept your request. From now on, you will be my official disciple.]
“Thank you.”
[However.]
Nordian asked coldly,
[You’re not going to show a disgraceful performance in the upcoming duel, now that you’re my disciple, are you?]
He was referring to the judgment duel with Ashid.
To become the family head’s disciple, only to lose in the duel—that would be the height of disgrace.
“Don’t worry. I’ll show a performance worthy of being your disciple.”
[Kuk… You’re good with words, as expected. I’ll be looking forward to it.]
Nordian spoke to Simon.
[Grant Christian access to the forbidden area. The time limit is one month. Keep this in mind—until the set time passes, he won’t be able to return even if he wants to. He’ll have no choice but to endure.]
An extreme condition.
But that’s what he hoped for.
“I’ll return.”
Just like that—
The path to the border of Gehenna was opened.
It was time to become stronger.
* * *
After Chris left for the Forbidden Zone.
The top floor of the mansion.
The family head’s office.
Marquis Langham, acting on behalf of the family head, was reading documents.
“Lord Christian has departed for the Forbidden Zone.”
“The Forbidden Zone? Who gave permission?”
“Since the chief steward initiated the unlocking process, it likely came from the family head himself.”
Marquis Langham remained silent for a moment.
‘How irritating.’
In truth, Marquis Langham hadn’t paid much attention to Christian.
Though he was stirring things up, he was merely standing out among the other heirs—not someone worth Langham’s focused concern.
However—
‘The family head has taken an interest in that child for some time now.’
Langham tapped his pen, then reconsidered.
‘Irritating.’
From his first appearance until now,
Christian had continued to irritate Langham in subtle ways.
The problem was the ambiguity.
He was bothersome, yes—but not enough to move against him directly.
So he had simply watched from the sidelines.
‘But maybe he’ll become a variable in my “plans.”’
If—
It’s unlikely, but—
If Christian were to win the judgment duel against Ashid a month from now?
Then he’d take a major step toward the position of Grand Duke.
A development Langham absolutely didn’t want.
‘Perhaps it’s time to clean things up.’
Sensing his master’s intentions, Macfield spoke coldly.
“Just give the order. I’ll personally cut off that arrogant brat’s head. Since he’s gone to the Forbidden Zone, it’ll be easy to handle him away from prying eyes.”
Nordian wasn’t the only one with the authority to open the Forbidden Zone.
As the acting family head, Marquis Langham also had that authority.
But Langham shook his head.
“It’s strictly forbidden by family law for a senior member to lay hands on a successor. I can’t send you.”
“Then?”
“It’s cleaner to have heirs settle heir-related matters.”
“You’re planning to leave it to Lord Ashid?”
Macfield asked with a hint of confusion.
“No. Summon Sherad.”
“!!”
Macfield flinched.
First Prince Sherad.
A madman, true to his nickname—“the Lunatic.”
Even Macfield, a 6-star Master Class, would get chills from Sherad’s madness whenever they crossed paths.
‘He behaves himself within the family estate, but who knows what kind of atrocities he commits outside our domain.’
Soon, Sherad appeared.
“What’s the matter, Father?”
He smiled faintly, silver hair fluttering.
“So, who am I killing this time?”
A chilling question.
It wasn’t his first assassination request.
In fact, whenever Marquis Langham needed someone eliminated discreetly, he often made use of Sherad’s hand.
As mad and psychopathic as Sherad might be, the fact that Langham would casually ask his own son to kill someone—
It showed Langham himself was no less monstrous.
“You know this already—I don’t take just any request. If the target doesn’t pique my interest…”
“Christian.”
“!!”
Sherad’s eyes deepened.
His lips curved into a long, crescent smile.
“A very... intriguing proposal.”
“I’ll open a spot for you to enter the Forbidden Zone. Just say you’re going in for training—that’ll serve as your cover. Once you’re inside, find the right moment and kill Christian.”
Marquis Langham spoke with cold indifference, like handling any other clerical task.
“Since it’s inside the Forbidden Zone, there’ll be no consequences.”
“True. Heh heh.”
“Then be on your way.”
Marquis Langham turned his gaze back to the documents.
Outside the office, the smile vanished from Sherad’s face.
His expression grew deathly cold, and an eerie aura seeped out.
“…This is troublesome.”
A low murmur.
“It’s such a rare and interesting delicacy… I wanted to fatten it up a bit more before killing it.”
* * *
Fwoosh!
With the sensation of being pulled through a narrow hole by a raging current, a vast space unfolded before him.
“So this is the Forbidden Zone.”
Chris looked around.
A barren wasteland devoid of life.
What stood out was the grayness.
The sky, the ground—even his own body.
Light was distorted, making it impossible to distinguish colors.
It was the middle ground between Earth and Gehenna.
The Borderland.
‘Technically, it’s a bit closer to Earth.’
The intermediate gray zone.
It wasn’t fully Gehenna, so neither Hellspawns nor Devils appeared here.
But that didn’t mean it was safe—far from it.
Powerful demonic beasts, influenced by Gehenna’s energy, roamed this place.
‘The beasts are a threat, but the real problem is the evil aura seeping out from Gehenna.’
A chill crept over him—a shiver that prickled his skin.
The wicked energy flowing through the gray zone began to infiltrate his mind.
Chris steadied his will and forcibly expelled the aura.
‘It’s not unbearable.’
This was the gray zone, and more specifically, an area closer to the middle world.
The aura was present, but with strong enough willpower, one could resist its effects.
‘In other words, it’s the perfect environment for training.’
What Chris needed, as mentioned earlier, was to build his foundation.
More precisely, the foundation of will necessary to advance to 5-star Elder Class.
With demonic aura in the air and powerful beasts appearing, this place was ideal for tempering his will.
‘If I throw myself into the grind, the answer will come. Honestly, this kind of brute-force training isn’t my style, but…’
There was no helping it.
A powerful will could only be forged in the harshest environments.
‘Let’s endure it, and think about all the glory and wealth I’ll enjoy when this is all over!’
Just then, some demonic beasts began to appear, lumbering closer.
As expected of the Borderland, they were 4-star level beasts.
Chris didn’t hesitate—he drew his holy sword.
Fwoosh!
Radiant mana filled the sword, transforming into an aura blade that sliced through the beasts’ necks.
‘I don’t need to cling to demonic energy. My goal is to fortify my will anyway.’
By training in aura blades—manifestations of one’s will—he would naturally develop an unshakable willpower as a Demon.
In the end, whether darkness through demonic energy or light through mana, the master was still Chris.
“Haap!”
And so, time passed in a blur.
He cut down wave after wave of beasts, faced countless near-death moments, and his mouth was so dry, not a drop of saliva would come.
Then, an unexpected voice rang out.
“Wow… you really are something else.”
“!!”
Chris’s eyes flew open.
He turned his head in shock—standing there was someone he could never have imagined.
‘Sherad?!’
The Lord of the Bloodshade Squad—no, First Prince Sherad.
“How the hell did you get into the Forbidden Zone?”
“Oh. Father opened it for me.”
“Marquis Langham?”
“Yeah. Said to kill you.”
“!!”
Sherad casually stated his objective, without the slightest hesitation.
"I don't actually dislike you. But it seems you've become quite an eyesore to Father."
"……."
Chris remained silent.
He had expected that Marquis Langham might try to suppress him as he began to stand out.
‘I even prepared countermeasures just in case he sent an assassin.’
But to think he would send Sherad.
That was far beyond his expectations.
"To be honest, this isn't an order I want to follow either. I find you... interesting. I was hoping we could stay close for a long time."
Chris frowned.
Sherad’s “interest” meant a desire to kill.
The more intense his murderous impulse, the less likely he was to act on it quickly.
Like aging fine cuisine, he would observe his prey over time—sometimes even help them grow stronger—before finally taking their life at what he considered the perfect moment.
‘In my past life, the one Sherad was most interested in was Evan, the Hero. He had countless chances to kill him, but he never did.’
— "It’d be a waste to kill someone as fascinating as you too early, right? I’ll be waiting, so please be stronger next time."
That’s what Sherad always said when he let Evan go.
He had once said something similar to Chris as well.
— "Hmm, too bad. If you’d learned swordsmanship or magic, I might have found you even more interesting than that Hero punk."
Chris clenched his fists tightly.
‘That bastard.’
He recalled the people who had fallen victim to Sherad.
Even the talkative one from the shadows, someone Chris had been especially close to, had been killed by him.
Rage surged through him.
When the talkative one was killed, it was the first time Chris had ever regretted his own lack of power.
‘I must kill this bastard.’
The problem was strength.
‘Can I really defeat Sherad?’
He had grown stronger rapidly, but it was still too much.
‘I still can’t gauge how powerful he really is.’
That said everything.
Chris's power didn’t reach Sherad’s level.
Even conservatively, Sherad was a high-tier 5-star.
He might have even reached 6-star by now.
‘Still, I have to figure something out. If that bastard forms a contract with a Devil and receives their blessing, he’ll become a disaster beyond imagining.’
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                    No one knows exactly when Sherad made a pact with a devil. But it couldn’t have been too long ago.
Once he gains the Devourer trait, he’ll become a monster beyond comparison to what he is now.
‘Maybe… now’s my only chance.’
Chris narrowed his eyes.
Defeating Sherad in a head-on fight was impossible.
It would remain impossible for the foreseeable future.
But here, in the borderlands?
‘Inside the borderlands, I can create countless variables.’
Just in time, Chris had prepared something.
Preparations in case Marquis Langham sent an assassin.
It was a method unusable by Sherad.
‘If I play my hand right, maybe it’s possible.’
While Chris was still considering his options, Sherad spoke with a troubled expression.
“Your face doesn’t look good. I get it. I’m upset too. It’s not like I wanted to kill you this soon. But even I’m afraid of my father.”
“……”
“You don’t know how horrifying my father, Marquis Langham, really is, do you?”
Chris silently listened to Sherad’s words.
Sherad, perhaps overtaken by madness, began to chuckle lowly.
“Grandfather has no idea. What Father’s doing behind the scenes... I may be crazy, but he’s even crazier.”
“……”
“Even I can’t easily ignore his orders. Someday, I plan to kill him with my own hands. But not yet. It’s still too soon. So I hope you’ll understand.”
That meant he intended to kill Chris now.
But Chris, after remaining quiet, suddenly spoke.
“Do you have to kill me right now?”
“Huh? I told you, I have no choice.”
“There’s still about a month left before the spot to the Dark Demon Realm reopens, right?”
“??”
Sherad tilted his head.
“You want me to kill you a month from now instead? What’s the point? Trying to squirm around for a little more life like an insect? That’s disappointing. Or maybe… should I cut off your limbs and keep you alive for a month before finishing you off?”
“No. That’s not what I meant.”
Chris shook his head and replied coldly.
“In a month, I’ll be able to kill you.”
“!!”
Sherad’s eyes widened, and a slow, sticky smile crept across his lips.
“That’s… an interesting claim. But you do know it’s impossible with your level, right?”
“And why do you think it’s impossible?”
Chris let out a short laugh.
Intentionally.
So it would reek of arrogance.
“You should know I’m a genius, right? For someone like me, a month is more than enough time—long enough for anything to happen.”
“……”
“If you're afraid to fight me after I’ve grown in a month, then go ahead and kill me now.”
Sherad stayed silent for a moment, then let out a low chuckle.
It was a laugh laced with madness.
His blood-red eyes gleamed wildly.
“Ahh. Like I thought, it’d be a waste to kill you now. An opponent this interesting should be fully ripened before they die.”
“……”
“Anyway, fine. Like you said, I’ll wait a month before killing you. So try your best for the next month and entertain me as much as you can.”
Sherad’s lips curled into a grin.
“I’ll be looking forward to it.”
With that final remark—
Flash!
A drop of blood was left behind as Sherad vanished.
He had teleported using Bloodline Sorcery.
‘He’s probably watching me from nearby.’
Chris let out a low sigh.
‘Either way, this works out.’
The truth was, even after a month, a direct confrontation with Sherad would still be impossible.
But that didn’t matter.
There was no need to insist on fighting a mad dog fairly.
‘A month is more than enough time to prepare to take him down.’
Chris’s eyes grew calm and focused.
For the promised month—
He would prepare to strike Sherad down.
But there was a condition that had to be met first.
‘I have to perfectly establish the framework of Will.’
The strategy Chris had in mind couldn’t even be attempted unless the framework of Will was complete.
In the end, nothing had changed.
‘I need to get stronger.’
Chris drew his sword.
And so—
A day, then two—
Time passed in a flash.
* * *
How many brushes with death had he endured by now?
He fought until he collapsed, then rose and fought again.
His body was in the worst state from repeated exhaustion.
If not for the holy relic he’d received from Ruina, he’d already be dead.
Mantle of Nine Deaths
When the wearer’s condition deteriorates to the brink of death, it activates its veil effect to cloak them from demonic beings.
Thanks to that, Chris was barely able to survive each time he neared death.
‘Damn it. This kind of thing really isn’t my style. How did I end up in this hell?’
Chris grimaced hard and brought a hand to his wounded side.
Flash!
A radiant light extended from his hand and healed the wound.
Another reason Chris had managed to stay alive until now—Medical Energy Technique.
By studying the Intermediate Volume of the Medical Energy Technique manual he’d received from Duke Huam, head of the Venomous Demonic House, Chris was now able to perform healing arts on par with the official Holy Sons of the renowned Medical Energy Clan.
“This really is fascinating.”
Just then, Sherad’s voice rang out abruptly.
“How in the world are you able to use the power of light?”
“……”
Chris’s eyes darkened.
Given the situation, his secret had already been exposed.
Well, it didn’t really matter.
‘That bastard’s not the type to go blabbing outside anyway.’
Sherad was a madman obsessed with killing his opponents with his own hands.
So he wouldn’t leak Chris’s secret just to cause trouble.
More importantly—
‘One of us is going to die here anyway.’
Of course, the one to die would be Sherad.
Still, something was bothering him.
‘Laying the foundation for Will is progressing slower than I expected. It’s already been nearly a month. It feels like I’m just about to grasp it—but I can’t.’
It was sluggish.
To others, it might sound absurd.
Chris hadn’t even been here for a full month yet.
And in that short time, he had achieved remarkable growth.
In terms of demonic cultivation, he had risen from 4-star Low to 4-star Mid.
He had advanced a whole level in the blink of an eye.
But even more shocking was his progress as a Holy Radiant.
He had reached the peak of 5-star Low.
Now, he stood before the wall of 5-star Mid.
It was a tremendous achievement.
As often said, the higher the rank, the wider the gap between low, mid, and high.
This widening truly begins from the 5-star high.
That means raising even a sub-level becomes far more difficult than before—yet he had reached the Middle Level wall in record time.
A maddening pace—possible only because it was Chris.
But he wasn’t satisfied.
‘It’s not just about reaching a higher rank quickly.’
To be honest—
Chris wasn’t pleased with his Holy Radiant accomplishments.
It wasn’t a matter of speed.
It was a matter of quality.
‘My Aura Blade isn’t perfect.’
Not that it was defective.
Chris’s Aura Blade was on par with any Elder Knight from the Alliance.
But truly exceptional—
For example, like the recently rising stars, the “Knight of Salvation” or the “Knight of Annihilation”
Compared to the Aura Blades of those who would one day become top-class knights, his was lacking.
Because of the Will it held.
“I should’ve first built a perfect foundation of Will before obtaining my Aura Blade.”
Chris had reached the level of a 5-star in the Alliance by coincidence.
While researching how to imbue Will into the Black Sword, he unintentionally manifested the Aura Blade.
As a result, it didn’t fully contain a perfected Will.
Fortunately, it wasn’t too late—
As a knight, or as a demonic cultivator.
“Even now, I have to lay a perfect foundation of Will.”
It was a crucial stage.
Establishing a perfect Will wasn’t just about strengthening the power of Aura.
Will was the basis that would influence everything going forward: Will Manifestation, Spiritual Techniques, Domains, even Transcendence.
Depending on what kind of Will was established here, one’s future growth would be entirely different.
“A Will that can never be broken. A Will that can break any opponent—I have to form something like that.”
The problem was, it wasn’t coming together easily.
It felt like a faint clue was floating just out of reach in front of his eyes.
At that moment, Sherad approached with a snorting hum.
“Aren’t you being a bit reckless?”
“What?”
“You’re trying to refine your Will, right? But Will isn’t something you can artificially refine.”
Sherad tilted his head, as if he couldn’t understand.
“You’re the first I’ve seen worry about the next step before even crossing the current wall.”
He wasn’t wrong.
No one else tried to build a foundation of Will while worrying about the distant future like Chris.
Most people would just climb the wall as they could, and only think of refining their Will after the fact.
“That’s what ordinary people do.”
“!!”
“A genius like me is different.”
Others could only focus on scaling the wall because even that was a major hurdle.
But Chris was different.
For him, crossing that wall wasn’t difficult at all.
“More than anything, I have a reason why I must master every level perfectly, one step at a time.”
The truth was, even if he let things flow naturally, Chris would still grow strong.
He would rise to at least the 9-star realm without trouble.
And he’d do it faster, more brilliantly, than anyone else.
But that alone wasn’t enough.
“Even if I become a 9-star, I’d only be a typical Demon King-class cultivator.”
To face the enemies he would encounter in the future—
To prevent the coming destruction—mere Demon King-level power would not be enough.
He needed overwhelming strength.
Power great enough to stand at the very peak of the Magus Empire and place all others beneath his feet.
That’s why Chris was carefully building his cultivation step by step, precisely as if planning for the future from the very start.
Of course, it wasn’t an easy path.
“But I can do it. Definitely.”
“Anyway, get your ugly mug out of here. I don’t want to see your face anymore.”
“Hmm, that’s harsh. I came all the way here because I was worried and wanted to help.”
Sherad shrugged.
It wasn’t just empty talk—right now, he was actually keeping the demon beasts from swarming Chris.
The beasts, pressured by Sherad’s aura, lingered in the distance, cautiously watching for an opening.
He had helped in his own way—but it wasn’t something Chris felt thankful for.
‘He’s only helping me because I’m his to kill. If the beasts mess me up first, it ruins his fun.’
A twisted bastard.
“You’re disgusting. Get lost.”
“Heh heh. Fine, fine. I’ll be going now.”
Sherad turned his back but cast a glance over his shoulder.
“Try a little harder, will you? At this rate, you won’t live up to my expectations.”
“!!”
Flash!
With a drop of blood, Sherad’s body vanished—
And in the space he left behind, demon beasts began to approach with low growls.
Chris’s eyes lowered sharply as he looked at the beasts.
“Like Sherad said—this won’t do.”
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                    Fwoosh!
The blue blood of the beasts splattered into the air.
Letting out monstrous screams, the beasts charged wildly at Chris.
In an instant, he was surrounded by their attacks. Chris dodged, deflected, blocked, and countered them with blade-like instinct.
Every second was a brush with death.
In the border between life and death, his will was being endlessly sharpened.
But it’s not enough.
Chris recalled a question.
What exactly is the perfect will he seeks?
No—more fundamentally—
What is will?
Chris mulled over the same question he had repeated countless times over the past two weeks.
A mental image that seemed within reach, yet always slipped away.
He realized it instinctively.
There’s no answer at this rate.
Chris bit his lip and made an unexpected decision.
He threw off the “Cloak of Survival.”
He cast away his last lifeline.
A reckless choice.
No matter how strong Chris was, there was no way he could survive under these conditions.
However—
If I can achieve it before I die, then it’s enough. I can do it.
As soon as he discarded the Cloak of Survival, he felt his will being honed to a level beyond comparison.
His body moved in ways that were previously impossible.
Amid the spray of beast blood, his consciousness began to sink deeper.
At the precarious edge of egolessness, he envisioned a thought.
Maybe finding the answer to what a perfect will is was never possible to begin with.
It’s meaningless.
With that thought—
The will embedded in his Aura Blade began to faintly transform.
Something that even Chris himself wasn’t aware of.
Fwoosh!
The Aura Blade flashed—and the beast’s arm was severed.
It was puzzling.
That beast was of the 5-star rank, with an exterior so tough that even Chris’s aura couldn’t cut through it—yet it was cleanly severed.
The inexplicable didn’t end there.
A perfect will doesn’t exist. To be exact—
The illusion magic Chris had cast descended upon the beasts.
The beasts screamed.
As if the illusion had materialized and was inflicting real pain.
What form will takes, or what kind it is—it doesn’t matter.
Fwoooosh!
Destruction-type dark magic flared up.
Fire, ice, and lightning—
Three elements intermingled and scattered through the surroundings.
But once again, an unusual scene unfolded.
Chris had used a low-powered destructive dark magic, typically used as a two-star or three-star level suppressive spell.
Yet the beasts suffered heavy damage, falling or retreating backward.
As if the spell had been cast as a high-tier magic.
However, Chris didn’t realize this strange phenomenon.
His consciousness was no longer focused on the beasts.
His gaze had sunk deeply—into himself.
What matters is who harbors the will.
There are countless forms of will in the world.
The will to become stronger.
The will to survive.
The will to protect someone precious.
And so on.
It’s impossible—and meaningless—to rank the superiority of those countless wills.
What matters is: who is the bearer of that will?
Not long ago, during our spar, Master Nordian showed that state.
Back then, Nordian distorted the laws with will alone, infused with the dignity of his being.
It was only possible because Nordian’s level of existence had reached an exalted realm.
In other words, the power of will changes depending on who possesses it.
Then my will can be perfect—because the one who holds it is me, the most perfect of all.
An absurd thought.
But it wasn’t arrogant delusion—it was an objective truth that no one could deny.
Because there was no one in the world more exceptional than Chris.
In that case, the will possessed by such a Chris could also become more perfect than any will in existence.
The will I harbor is the manifestation of my very being.
—Because I, the master of this will, am infinitely self-sustaining and vast, the will I possess must also be perfect.
That was the conclusion Chris reached.
And in that moment, an unbelievable phenomenon occurred.
Chris’s perfect self was reflected into his will, and his identity and will became conceptually unified.
Will, which had merely been a manifestation of intention, merged with selfhood—and was elevated into a higher dimension of power.
Had Nordian witnessed this, he would have been horrified.
It was akin to what Nordian had shown—embedding his level of existence into his will.
Of course, what Nordian demonstrated was from a much higher realm of mastery, but the fundamental principle was the same.
Fwaaaaaaaash!!!
A brilliant radiance erupted from Chris’s sword.
The familiar Aura Blade.
But it was different from before.
Unlike the previous versions, which still held a trace of incompleteness—this was a firm, unwavering brilliance.
Mid-tier of 5-star rank—Elder Middle Level.
He had reached the realm where he could raise Aura purely through will alone, without any technique.
Naturally, its power couldn’t be compared to when it was at the lower level.
Slice!
The radiance cut through the beast’s neck.
Normally, there should have been a strong sensation of resistance, but it was as clean as slicing through paper.
And that wasn’t all.
Chris sheathed his holy sword and drew another blade.
Fwoosh!
His will infused the black sword.
Once again—slice!
The beast’s hide was cut as smoothly as paper.
It was an unbelievable sight.
The beast he had just cut down was a 5-star Kelphington.
A beast that couldn’t be physically harmed without Aura-enhanced energy, yet it had been cleaved by the black sword alone.
The meaning of that was clear.
Chris’s will-infused black sword now possessed power comparable to Aura Force.
Even the Alliance’s Aura Blade is far stronger now. It's on a completely different level than the Aura Blades used by other standard 5-star middle-tier Elders.
All thanks to the increased strength of his will.
This power of will will only grow stronger as I grow.
What Chris had achieved was the unification of will and self.
As Chris's rank increased in the future, the power of his will would also grow in accordance.
He had succeeded in establishing the ultimate foundation, just as he intended.
As a demonic cultivator, I’m approaching 4-star high-tier. Though, honestly, that doesn't mean much anymore.
Through enlightenment alone, Chris had already more than fulfilled the conditions to reach the 5-star level.
It was only that, as a demonic cultivator, he hadn’t yet solidified several other fundamental elements—so he remained at 4 stars.
Those were all matters that time would resolve.
…Now, it’s the next one’s turn.
Chris narrowed his eyes.
Was it just a feeling?
The surroundings had grown quiet.
The beasts that had been roaming the area had vanished, and only a chilling silence remained.
Along with a tense, skin-prickling atmosphere.
Clap, clap.
“Wow, impressive. How on earth did you make your will that strong?”
Sherad appeared with a bright expression.
“Especially that Aura. If I faced it head-on, even my Blood Steel Aura might not be enough.”
“……”
“No matter how I think about it, it’s such a waste to kill you now. Ahh, what should I do? I can’t disobey Father’s orders, and yet… to let go of such an interesting little brother so soon.”
Sherad wore a regretful expression, as if truly disappointed.
Chris frowned in disgust.
“Shut up. I don’t want to hear it.”
“Heh heh. Still, I’m glad—it looks like this will be a satisfying meal after all. I guess I’ll have to go all out. I’m still not quite used to Will Manifestation, though.”
Will Manifestation.
A chilling concept.
It meant that Sherad had reached the realm of 6-star power.
So he really is a Master-class. Probably at the lower tier.
Even though Chris had achieved a new level of enlightenment, the gap was still too great to overcome.
But—
It doesn’t matter. The one who dies today is him.
All preparations were already complete.
“Wait. I have something to say. Can you give me a little time before we fight?”
“Hm?”
“Yes, to recover my strength. I’m exhausted, and I don’t think I can fight properly like this. You wouldn’t want to face me while I’m drained, right?”
Sherad nodded.
“Fine. I’ll wait however long you need—recover to a perfect state if you must.”
Chris sat down and closed his eyes.
He looked defenseless, but there was no need to worry about a sneak attack.
Sherad waited with a relaxed face as Chris restored his demonic energy and mana.
He even hummed a low tune, seeming to be in a good mood.
He looked as giddy as a child awaiting a feast.
“You have no idea how long I’ve waited this past month for this moment to come. It’s been ages since I met someone as interesting as you.”
“……”
“So recover to the most perfect condition you can and entertain me. Come on, come on.”
Chris frowned inwardly.
Annoying. I can’t focus like this. Anyway...
Chris quietly opened his eyes slightly.
Fortunately, it seems he hasn’t caught on to my trick.
Recovering strength was just an excuse.
Chris was quietly laying a trap.
More precisely, he was preparing to activate the trap he had secretly set up over the past month.
And then—
“It’s done. Let’s begin.”
“Hm? You sure you don’t need more time? I can still wait.”
“This is enough.”
Sherad grinned, showing his teeth.
“Good. Honestly, it’s been hard holding back the urge to kill you. Then shall we get started?”
With that declaration—
Sherad’s body vanished, turning into a mist of blood.
Chris instinctively dodged to the side.
Flash!
The mist struck down on the spot where Chris had been moments ago.
Sherad, returning to his original form, burst out laughing and extended his hand.
“Ha ha! Do your best to keep me entertained for as long as you can!”
“!!”
Drops of blood began to bloom from Sherad’s fingertips.
Each and every drop of blood carried the power of Blood Steel Aura.
A technique of the upper 5-star level, where the form of Aura can be transformed according to one’s will.
But Chris wasn’t easily outmatched.
Flash!
The Aura Blade infused into the broken holy sword struck down the blood droplets, and the Blood Steel Aura contained in them lost its power and vanished.
He didn’t yield even slightly against a Blood Steel Aura unleashed at the upper 5-star level.
That’s how powerful the force of Will Chris had attained truly was.
Sherad grinned.
“As expected, just what I’d hoped for. How long has it been since I’ve had a fight like this? Very nice. Then, how about taking this next one too?”
Sherad smirked as he drew in more power.
His silver hair surged with a blood-colored energy.
The surrounding view shimmered like a heat haze, and Chris felt his insides churn.
Blood Reflux!
It was a blood resonance technique—Blood Curse Art—that disturbed the flow of an opponent’s blood by resonating with their blood energy.
If your reaction was even a little late, you could be incapacitated instantly.
But that doesn’t apply to me.
Chris quickly drew up his demonic energy and calmed the turbulent blood.
There were dozens of points where his blood flow had been reversed, but he didn’t miss a single one.
“Excellent response! Good!”
This time, Sherad raised his hand.
Fwoosh—
The blood-colored energy surged like flames.
“Take this. This time… it might be a little harder.”
The blood-red flames crashed toward Chris like a roaring wave.
That Blood Flame is made of hardened aura. I can’t take it head-on.
As he prepared to dodge, the blood flame suddenly changed form.
It swelled from the front, then whoosh—like a serpent coiling around its prey, it circled around Chris and ignited.
He was now surrounded by a wave of Aura.
Sherad playfully snapped his fingers.
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                    Bang.
At the same time—
A wave of blood-red flame surged in from all directions toward Chris.
A desperate situation where neither dodging nor blocking was possible.
But Chris calmed his gaze.
‘An attack like this? You’re looking down on me.’
Chris raised his sword.
And he charged straight into the wave of blood, swinging his Aura Blade.
A secret technique of swordsmanship—Four Seas, One Slash.
A solemn ray of light cleaving the Dead Sea split the wave of sinister blood-red flames in two.
From the start, attacks of such wide range only looked powerful on the surface. Without concentrating the qi, they spread thin and exposed many weak points.
And Chris wasn’t the kind to miss even a fleeting blind spot.
‘His style is to toy with his opponent as he fights.’
Even in his past life as the master of the Blood Shadow Demonic Corps, Sherad rarely fought with his full power.
For Sherad, battle and slaughter were nothing more than amusement.
‘Either way, it’s my chance.’
Chris charged straight at Sherad.
Step by step.
The distance closed in an instant, and the smile on Sherad’s lips deepened.
As if he was growing excited.
“Good. Come on, then.”
“Shut up.”
Chris’s free hand formed a spell sign.
A manifestation of magic.
Crack!
Cold Volcano.
Ice surged from beneath his feet, erupting upward—a white magic of the ice attribute that instantly freezes the enemy. It burst up beneath Sherad.
For reference, Chris had achieved at least 4-star mastery in all branches of white magic, regardless of type.
As Sherad drew up his blood energy to dispel the cold—
This time, Chris switched the type of magic.
He raised his finger to his lips and bit down hard.
Flash.
A drop of blood scattered through the air, and as it disappeared, it transformed into faint particles.
When Chris clenched his fist tightly, the particles vibrated, and they resonated with the blood energy Sherad had drawn up.
“!!”
A flicker of confusion crossed Sherad’s face.
The resonance effect Chris triggered was weak.
Compared to Sherad’s full blood energy, it only affected a very small portion.
But the problem was—it disrupted the core flow of that blood energy.
A miracle brought about by Chris’s insane insight and mastery over demonic energy.
Of course, it couldn’t last long.
The moment Sherad became aware of the disruption, the resonance effect vanished.
However, in that brief instant—
A slight delay was unavoidable, and in the moment it took Sherad to push out the cold, his movement slowed.
Chris unleashed the spell he had prepared in advance.
Thunder Explosion.
A white magic that triggers a lightning explosion at a targeted coordinate.
The moment the spell activated, the explosion occurred instantly at the marked location without any delay, making it unavoidable.
Crackle!!
Lightning surged through the frozen cold on Sherad’s body.
The impact itself wasn’t significant.
The problem was the aftereffect of the spell restricting his bodily movement.
The frozen chill—
And the lightning coursing over that cold.
Sherad’s body momentarily seized in paralysis.
‘Now!’
Chris grit his teeth.
A chance barely seized thanks to Sherad’s carelessness.
The Aura Blade exploded forth.
A line of light came crashing down on Sherad’s head.
But—
Sherad slowly smiled.
A chilling smile.
“Too good.”
Sherad’s hand moved.
It trembled, likely due to the lingering cold and shock—but only for a moment. It soon moved at a tremendous speed.
Faster and more powerful than his original movements.
Chris realized what this phenomenon was.
Will.
Another power of a 6-star Master-class.
While those below used demonic energy to enhance their bodies, starting from 6-stars, one could use the power of will to temporarily surpass the limits of the physical body.
The situation reversed in an instant.
At this rate, Sherad’s hand would tear into Chris’s neck first.
But—
‘I expected this much.’
Chris revealed his hidden card.
Vwoom.
The ring on his finger—the Vampiric Ring—let out a low wail.
The demonic energy in Chris’s outer core was transmuted into light mana from his inner core, and for a brief moment, power surged through Chris’s body.
Chris released all his energy in a single burst.
The sword of light accelerated past its limit.
“!!”
Sherad’s eyes widened.
This kind of strike—he hadn’t expected at all.
For reference, Chris had never used the Vampiric Ring even once, enduring countless brushes with death over the past month just to avoid letting Sherad discover its existence.
Sherad hastily tilted his head back, but he couldn’t fully dodge.
The Aura Blade barely grazed Sherad’s face diagonally.
Thud-thud.
It only grazed him, but an Aura Blade was still an Aura Blade.
A deep wound opened from the left side of his forehead, across his philtrum, to his right cheek, and Sherad’s face was instantly drenched in blood.
This wound would no doubt leave a deep scar over time.
“……”
A brief silence followed.
Chris, having poured out all his strength in an instant, gasped for breath from the exhaustion, while Sherad stared coldly at him with his blood-covered face.
A suffocating tension filled the air.
Then—
Clap. Clap.
Sherad chuckled and started clapping.
“Wow. Impressive. You exceeded my expectations. That was seriously chilling just now. I nearly died. I can’t remember the last time I felt this kind of thrill.”
“……”
“What should I do? Now I really don’t want to kill you. You’re already this fascinating—how much more interesting will you be once you grow stronger?”
Sherad tilted his head, as if genuinely conflicted.
His pale, blood-drenched face—
Combined with that innocent expression, gave off a grotesque air.
“Let’s just end it here.”
“…What?”
“I’m not going to kill you.”
“……”
“If I kill you today, I feel like I’ll regret it later. Disobeying Father’s orders is scary, sure… but whatever, just run far away or something.”
In other words—
He was spouting absurd nonsense about killing Chris later, once he’d grown stronger.
Sherad grinned widely.
“How’s that? You’re okay with it too, right? No need to thank me. Just repay this favor by entertaining me before you die someday…”
“Shut up.”
“Huh?”
“Who said you get to decide when this ends?”
Sherad looked puzzled.
“If we keep fighting, you’ll die.”
“We’ll see?”
Chris smirked.
“Seems like the one who doesn’t understand the situation… is you.”
Chris reached out his hand.
And activated his prepared trump card.
Flaaash!
A faint red inverted cross began to appear on Sherad’s forehead.
It was a black magic curse that marked one as a target of an evil entity—the Sigil of Devouring.
Sherad made a baffled expression.
“What are you planning to do with such a low-grade curse? Something like this is nothing.”
Sherad summoned his blood energy.
He tried to forcibly dispel the curse—
“!!”
—but the sigil etched on his forehead didn’t budge. Instead, it darkened further.
“This is a modified version created by a genius—me. Even you won’t be able to dispel it in a short time.”
The original Sigil of Devouring was a 3-star level curse, nothing special, just something that made unintelligent beasts or evil spirits target the marked individual.
But Chris had refined the spell.
He engraved the sigil in a way that it would be tempting even to higher-level evil entities, making it alluring enough to provoke devouring intent.
He also embedded security magic to make it difficult to dismantle.
Most of all, Chris’s dark mana had 100% purity, so the curse’s power far exceeded that of ordinary practitioners.
Even for Sherad, breaking it would be no easy task.
“Hmm. I still don’t get it. What’s our interesting little brother up to? The magical beasts near this border are, at best, 5-star—surely you don’t think they can threaten me?”
“Of course not. The beasts here wouldn’t be able to harm you.”
“Hmm? Then?”
“However, if I send you not here, but to some far more terrifying place—then the story changes, doesn’t it?”
“…What?”
Chris pulled out another item, and for the first time, Sherad’s face hardened.
“That… don’t tell me?”
“You recognize it, huh? Lenin’s Shears. You know exactly what it’s used for, don’t you?”
It was the archmage’s artifact Chris had received from Ruina, capable of cutting through space.
It couldn’t lock onto precise coordinates, so its utility was limited—
‘But if I’m just sending someone else flying, I don’t need precision. I’ll launch him into Gehenna.’
Conveniently, this was the border region.
It was connected to a subspace that led to Gehenna’s lower zones, and Chris had spent the last month calculating the coordinates.
Even if he couldn’t pinpoint an exact location, he could still hurl Sherad toward Gehenna.
‘As long as he lands somewhere in Gehenna, no matter where it is, it’ll be hell. He’s as good as dead.’
But Sherad quickly relaxed his expression.
“Hmm. The idea’s impressive, but do you really think I’ll fall for something like that? If it’s Lenin’s Shears, I just have to dodge it.”
“You want to dodge—but you won’t be able to.”
Chris grinned.
He pulled out the final tool for his plan.
A curse doll.
“You know better than anyone what this is, right?”
“!!”
Chris smeared Sherad’s blood, which had stained the Holy Sword, onto the doll.
“Using blood-bonding magic, if you mark the doll with someone’s blood, the doll and the blood’s owner become one and the same.”
In other words—
If you stab the doll with a needle, the target feels the same pain. A curse that worked on a similar principle.
“If I throw this doll into the other side of space, you’ll be thrown along with it.”
Originally, this spell isn’t easy either.
You have to analyze all the subject’s complex characteristic patterns in order to equate them with the doll using blood as a medium.
It can only be analyzed when in close contact with the target, so the conditions are extremely strict.
‘But I’ve already analyzed all of his characteristic patterns.’
That happened during the three hours he spent recovering his strength earlier.
While replenishing his energy, Chris had also analyzed the traits of Sherad, who had been standing next to him.
With that, all preparations were complete.
“Kuhuhu. Impressive. Truly impressive.”
“No need to act like you’re still in control. You’re finished.”
Sure enough, the composure that always lingered on Sherad’s face slowly disappeared.
He realized he had walked straight into a perfect trap.
There was no way out.
“Yeah, I lost. I’ve lost. Kuhuhu. Brilliant. I never imagined this. From beginning to end, you showed me far more than I expected.”
Sherad stared straight at Chris with eyes swirling with eerie madness.
“You’re so fascinating, it gives me chills.”
“……”
Chris furrowed his brow.
Interpreted, that gaze meant he wanted to kill Chris with maddening desire.
“Stop spouting nonsense.”
Chris swung Lenin’s Shears.
The coordinates he had spent the past month calculating were set into the spatial rift, and crack—a path to Gehenna opened.
Chris hurled the curse doll into the rift.
Actions inflicted on the doll affect the owner of the blood in the same way.
The moment the doll vanished into the rift—
“Kuhuhuhu. Kuhahahahaha!!!”
Sherad was sucked into the rift as well.
Letting out a maniacal laugh as if it was the most exciting thing in the world.
At the final moment, Sherad’s blood-red pupils fixated eerily on Chris.
Flash.
Silence fell over everything.
It was over.
“Haa.”
Chris let out a deep sigh as the tension left him.
‘Is it really over?’
Sherad had been such a monstrous being that it still didn’t feel real that he had been dealt with so easily.
‘Even someone like him wouldn’t survive after falling into Gehenna.’
The lower region of Gehenna where he would fall was overrun by Devils, so he would die in excruciating agony.
And after death, even his soul would be trapped in Gehenna, suffering forever.
Chris shook his head and turned his gaze.
Far in the distance—
A bright light was shining down through an opening in the ashen sky.
After a month, the spot had opened again.
It was time to return.
“…I didn’t miss it, did I?”
He had been too caught up in his fight with Sherad to notice, but it looked like quite some time had passed since the spot opened.
Chris calculated the time.
‘Good. Doesn’t seem like I’m late. I’ll arrive right on time for the scheduled judgment duel.’
Chris launched himself toward the spot.
Next up was Ashid.
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                    The main estate of the Dark Demonic House.
Even within the grand mansion that flaunted the prestige of Duke Baron’s family, one room stood out as particularly large and lavish.
It was Ashid’s quarters.
“……”
A heavy silence loomed within the room.
Where once countless demonic beings had come and gone in a bustle, now not a single one came looking for Ashid.
‘Damn it, all because of that bastard Christian.’
Ashid ground his teeth.
The reason he’d ended up in such isolation was because of that trial back then.
He had shown an unsightly display and lost the favor of the demonic beings, but Ashid placed all the blame on Christian.
‘Not much time left. It’ll all be over once I cut off that bastard Christian’s head during today’s judgment duel.’
Most of the retainers who once followed him had already turned their loyalty toward Christian.
But soon, they would come to realize—
That they had made a foolish choice.
‘Christian, I’ll make sure you don’t die a clean death.’
Ashid muttered with a chilling tone.
He felt no tension whatsoever.
That bastard was 4-star.
He himself was 5-star.
He would win easily, as if toying with an insect.
Finally, the sound he had been waiting for arrived.
“Young master, it is time for the duel.”
“Alright.”
Ashid rose from his seat.
He followed the attendant down the hallway of the estate and arrived at the dueling grounds.
The arena was already packed with countless demonic beings.
A demon standing guard announced the arrival of the main participant.
“Lord Ashid has arrived!”
Swoosh—an eerie silence spread across the arena.
Ashid’s brow twitched slightly.
Normally, thunderous cheers would have followed.
But now, all he received were cold, indifferent stares.
‘You’ll all regret this.’
Ashid gave a brief nod of respect to Marquis Langham, seated high on the judgment seat, then stepped onto the dueling platform.
He then raised his sword high above his head for all to see.
A dark pillar surged upward.
As if to flaunt it, he revealed his Black Steel Aura, and the spectators stirred.
They had confirmed with their own eyes that Ashid had truly reached the Elder class.
‘He’s not just some 5-star who dabbled in Black Steel Aura—he’s the real deal, a proper Elder class.’
‘Can Lord Christian really win against that?’
The demonic beings pondered with dark expressions.
Most of those present were rooting for Christian.
During the last trial, Ashid abandoned those who had once followed him, while Christian protected even those who had been his enemies.
How could anyone not support someone so noble?
But no matter how positively they thought, the odds still looked grim.
To the point where some were even thinking this:
‘If Lord Christian ends up in a life-threatening situation, I’ll intervene, even if it means breaking the law.’
These were the ones whose lives had been saved by Christian during the trial.
Of course, interfering in a judgment duel was a serious crime.
But they had nearly died because of Ashid.
And they owed their lives to Christian—so they were willing to help him no matter what.
At that moment, a quiet voice was heard.
“Is Christian not here yet?”
Everyone jumped up in surprise.
“We greet the House Lord!”
The Elder House Lord had arrived.
Even Marquis Langham, who had been seated at the highest position, came down and knelt.
“What brings you here, House Lord?”
“Heh heh, no need to worry. This old man just came to observe.”
Nordion added a single line.
“It’s a duel involving the disciple I gained late in life—how could I not come see it?”
“!!”
Shock rippled through the arena.
The House Lord’s disciple?
Who?
For a moment, the demons looked toward Ashid.
But they quickly shook their heads.
It couldn’t be Ashid.
‘Then could it really be Lord Christian who is the House Lord’s disciple?’
‘This has never happened before!’
Many had received Nordion’s instruction.
But not a single one had ever been acknowledged as a disciple. No one had ever met Nordion’s extremely strict standards.
The demonic beings nodded, thinking Christian was more than worthy of being Nordion’s disciple.
‘Lord Christian is certainly someone who could catch the House Lord’s eye.’
‘From talent to character—he’s perfect in every way.’
Meanwhile, Ashid’s face turned red.
‘That damned bastard Christian…’
The truth was—
Ashid had once hoped, as a child, to become Nordion’s disciple.
But after just one look at Ashid’s potential, Nordion had said:
‘You’re not suited to receive my teachings.’
After that, Nordion never looked Ashid’s way again.
Perhaps it started from that moment—
The inferiority complex that had taken root in Ashid’s heart.
Ashid clenched his teeth and, in a moment of rage, said something unthinkable.
“House Lord, may I dare to make a single request?”
“What is it?”
“If I defeat Christian today, would you accept me as your disciple in his place?”
Everyone in the arena wore a look of shock.
Even for Ashid, how could he dare make such a request of the Elder House Lord?
“My child.”
“…Please speak.”
Nordion replied in a dispassionate tone—
A tone that only made his words feel even colder.
“You’re letting your ambition exceed your worth.”
“!!”
A rejection without even a moment’s hesitation.
Ashid’s face turned pale.
“More than that, I already believe the winner of this duel will be my disciple, so there’s no value in even considering your request.”
“…….”
Nordion left Ashid behind and returned to the high seat.
Ashid lowered his head in humiliation, his clenched fists trembling.
‘Damn it. Christian… I won’t let you go unpunished.’
At last, the time for the duel arrived.
But everyone wore puzzled expressions.
Christian still hadn’t appeared.
‘What is this?’
‘Why isn’t he coming?’
While such doubts spread—
“I’m late!”
Christian appeared, breathing heavily.
Everyone was startled.
Christian looked far from normal.
“My Lord? Are you all right?”
“Is that blood?”
Not a single part of his clothing was intact.
Through the torn fabric, his body was covered in gruesome wounds.
Dried blood clung to him in places.
His face was deathly pale, as if he could collapse at any moment.
It was only natural—he had just returned from battling magical beasts at the border, fought Sherad to the death, and hadn’t had a moment to rest before coming straight here.
Meanwhile, the demons who didn’t know Christian had gone to the border tilted their heads in confusion.
‘What kind of training did he go through?’
‘He does seem stronger than before…’
‘Among 4-stars… no, he's close to the high tier. He advanced again in just a month?’
Those with a keen eye realized that Christian’s level had risen another stage, and their faces turned to shock.
‘But it’s still not enough. That won’t be enough to face Ashid, who’s in the Elder class. Especially not in that exhausted state.’
Ashid, who came to a similar conclusion, gave a sly smile.
“How about it? You look exhausted. If you want, I can delay the match.”
“No, that won’t be necessary.”
Chris shook his head and stepped into the arena in his battered state.
“This is more than enough to deal with the likes of you.”
Ashid’s face stiffened.
“You lunatic… You’ve lost your mind and want to die.”
“You’re really noisy.”
Chris replied coldly.
“Afraid to swing your sword because you’re a fake Elder Class who got there through human sacrifice? Stop barking like those Union bastards and come at me.”
“!!”
Ashid charged toward Chris with a snarl.
A dense surge of black aura erupted.
The darkness of destruction came crashing down on Chris.
“W-What?!”
“Why isn’t he dodging?!”
The demons in the audience shouted in shock as Chris stood motionless, staring straight at the oncoming attack.
Then—
Chris raised his sword.
A black blade flared up like fire.
It was an obsidian-dark sword, so rich in demonic energy that it drew admiration for its purity.
But compared to the descending black aura above, it seemed feeble.
“Is he trying to block it? That’s reckless. He has to dodge!!”
Only another black aura could withstand a black aura.
No matter how excellent the sword, it couldn’t endure against it.
Just as everyone was expecting disaster—
Fwaaash! Kwaang!
A deafening explosion echoed through the air.
It wasn’t the sound of the black sword breaking.
It was the impact of two powerful energies colliding head-on.
The energy that didn’t dissipate spread outward in circular waves, and the audience’s eyes widened in disbelief.
“…He blocked it?”
“With a black sword… blocked a black aura?”
Chris was standing, completely unharmed.
His sword wasn’t broken, and he showed no sign of internal injury.
Ashid scowled fiercely and shouted.
“What kind of cheap trick did you pull?!”
“Cheap trick?”
“Yes! There’s no way you could’ve blocked black aura without a trick!”
Chris smirked.
“You really are blind. No wonder you only managed to crawl into Elder Class by offering up human sacrifices. No skill, no talent—just ambition.”
“!!”
Ashid, enraged, swung his sword.
As if to give Chris no time for tricks, countless strikes rained down in an instant.
A flurry of sword strikes, combining both speed and power.
It was a fierce assault worthy of someone once considered the most likely candidate for Archduke.
But once again, something unbelievable unfolded.
Chris's black sword swept away every single one of Ashid’s black aura strikes that rained down like a storm.
Without the slightest shake.
Steady and unyielding.
“Th-That’s impossible!”
“How?!”
Everyone stared in stunned disbelief at the scene.
As if they were watching an illusion that couldn’t exist in reality.
Only a few high-ranking demons realized the cause of this bizarre phenomenon.
‘The will imbued in Chris’s black sword is powerful enough to overwhelm Lord Ashid’s black aura.’
The high-ranking demons, realizing this, were even more shocked.
In the first place, you can’t infuse will into a black sword.
The fact that he’d achieved such an impossible feat was shocking enough, but to strengthen the black sword to rival a black aura?
Just how powerful a will must be embedded in that sword?
‘No… It’s not just matching it. He’s starting to overpower it!’
Ashid’s complexion was growing increasingly pale.
Each clash with Chris’s black sword was stacking internal damage within him.
A sight that defied belief, even as they witnessed it with their own eyes.
“Y-You…!!”
As Ashid grit his teeth and tried to draw out even stronger black aura—
Chris abruptly stepped in.
“Want to know why your black aura can’t overpower my black sword?”
Fwaash!
He swung his sword.
Ashid’s arm was knocked back.
He swung again, and Ashid stumbled two steps backward.
Clearly being overwhelmed.
Chris spoke with a voice full of scorn.
“Because you’re a fake Elder Class.”
“!!”
Fake.
Half true, half false.
What Ashid had achieved was real.
His black aura wasn’t fake either.
But it lacked substance.
“What kind of will did you forge, exactly?”
Chris mocked him.
If Ashid had forged a firm, resolute will—
If he had truly ascended to Elder Class properly—he wouldn’t be this pathetically overpowered.
“Or did you even establish a will at all? Besides that wretched greed of yours, what do you even have?”
Blood vessels flared in Ashid’s eyes.
“Shut your mouth!!”
Fwoooosh!!
His black aura exploded wildly.
Following that, he unleashed a secret technique of the Dark Demonic Arts.
Dark Demon Technique, Fifth Form.
Chain Black Spears.
Spear-like aura shot down from all directions toward Chris.
The sheer intensity of it made the onlookers’ eyes widen in shock.
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                    Attacks poured in from all four directions, making it impossible to dodge.
However—
"You're unrefined."
Chris extended his sword.
He didn’t clash head-on.
He deflected the first black spear rushing toward him at a slanted angle, brushing past it—and at the same time, something astonishing occurred.
Paat!
The black spear formed from aura lost its solid shape and scattered to the side!
"W-What?!"
Everyone widened their eyes in shock once more.
This happened because Chris had pulled off another insane feat.
‘I interfered with the core of the aura pillar using the dominating nature of my dark demonic energy and dismantled it.’
Ashid had reached Lower 5-Star rank.
It was still a realm where one couldn’t form aura with willpower alone.
To manifest aura, technique was required.
But Ashid had only just reached 5-Star, so his technique was still crude. Needless to say, the will infused in his aura was utterly lacking.
Yet despite that, he had unleashed a chained aura attack in that immature state. That only made each pillar of aura even more fragile—Chris had targeted that weakness.
Of course, even so, it was only possible for Chris to recognize and dismantle the aura’s weak point in that split second.
"!!"
Ashid took a step back.
He instinctively realized it.
That he couldn’t win.
But he couldn’t admit he felt fear, and scowled instead.
“Y-You...! I won’t let you go!”
“Shut it. Now, it’s my turn.”
Chris stepped forward.
And once again, an unbelievable sight unfolded.
Chained Black Spears.
Long dark spears rose around Chris.
It was the secret magic technique Ashid had just used.
“How can you use this secret technique? You haven’t even learned it yet!”
Ashid asked with a disbelieving look.
“You just showed me how.”
“!!”
“If a dimwit like you can do it, why wouldn’t I be able to copy it after seeing it once?”
The black spears flew toward Ashid.
However, there was a difference—a delay, a slight lag in timing.
As if daring him to block them.
‘It shouldn’t end just with this.’
Ashid desperately blocked the black spears.
He blocked four out of five, but the strain on his core made him swallow blood—and in the end, the final black spear slashed his thigh.
Blood surged up.
It hadn’t pierced through, but it wasn’t a light wound either.
Now Ashid wouldn’t be able to move properly.
Exactly as Chris had intended.
‘It’s over now.’
Chris charged toward Ashid.
Ashid quickly formed a hand seal with a panicked expression.
Layers of cursed veils blocked Chris’s path, but it was useless.
Chris’s dark magic was on a level that Ashid couldn’t even dream of reaching.
In terms of spellcraft alone, not even a black magician from the Curse Demonic House could compare to Chris.
Crash!
The dark magic Ashid unleashed was dismantled in an instant.
Ashid hastily followed up with a defensive transformation—Dark Shield.
A shield made of demonic energy blocked the front, but this time Chris cut through it with sheer force.
Gritting his teeth, Ashid launched one final counterattack.
He thrust a black aura spear filled with power through the gap left by Chris slashing through the demonic shield.
Unaware that this was exactly what Chris intended.
Chris’s left hand formed a hand seal.
In a flash—
Flames flickered before Ashid’s eyes.
It was the destructive dark magic, Dark Flash—a dark flame spell that temporarily blinds the vision.
With the spell erupting right before his eyes, the result was obvious.
His blinded sword tip wavered, narrowly missing Chris’s shoulder.
A completely exposed opening.
Ashid panicked and hurled himself backward.
He was trying to escape from Chris’s range somehow, but the injury to his thigh slowed him down, and Chris wasn’t one to miss such a chance.
Chris’s hand moved.
And then—
Slice!
Ashid’s right wrist flew through the air with a fountain of blood.
“!!!”
Everyone in the arena widened their eyes.
At that moment, a desperate shout rang out.
“Stop!! The duel is over!!”
It was the voice of Marquis Langham.
But Chris didn’t stop.
‘No way I’m ending it with just that.’
Even if He cut off his arm, it could be reattached with healing magic.
He had to kill him—or deal a blow so severe even healing magic couldn’t recover him.
The problem was, the duel had been officially declared over.
He had to find a way to end Ashid completely—without making it obvious.
‘Simple enough.’
Chris stared at Ashid’s blood scattering through the air.
He used Hemomancy to perfectly analyze the blood’s properties, then immediately triggered a large-scale resonance phenomenon.
It was a terrifying infiltration technique that destroyed the inside of the opponent’s body by resonating with their blood.
He was copying the method Sherad had used before, but because it utilized the opponent’s actual blood, its power was far more lethal.
Especially since a great amount of blood had been spilled, the resonance effect was maximized. The fact that Chris’s dark demonic energy was of purest quality—at a full ten parts—further amplified the effect.
“!!”
Ashid desperately summoned his demonic energy to resist Chris’s Hemomancy.
Chris delivered the final blow.
He used the domination aspect of his dark demonic energy to interfere with Ashid’s demonic energy.
Normally, even if Chris’s pure dark demonic energy held a dominating nature, it would still be impossible to directly interfere with the opponent’s energy like this. But Ashid’s demonic flow was already unstable from the shock of losing his arm.
Just like throwing a ball into cracked glass, Chris’s dark demonic energy shattered Ashid’s demonic energy completely.
Ashid was rendered totally defenseless—exposed to the full effect of the massive resonance triggered by Chris’s Hemomancy.
The result—
“Gaaah!!!”
He collapsed, vomiting blood.
Dead blood trickled from all seven orifices of his limp face.
The inside of his body had been utterly destroyed.
He would either die soon, or even if he survived by some miracle, he’d be crippled for life, unable even to walk properly.
“……”
A deathly silence fell over the arena.
No one had expected this outcome. Everyone was left speechless.
But soon they regained their senses, and a thunderous cheer erupted.
“Wooooah!!!”
“Glory to Lord Christian!!!”
Chris raised his hand to quiet the cheers and bowed toward Marquis Langham.
“My apologies. I was already deep into casting the Hemomancy technique when Your Excellency declared the match over, and I couldn’t stop in time.”
Marquis Langham fell silent for a moment.
A lie no one would believe.
But what could he do now?
From the start, events that occurred during a duel weren’t to be questioned. It was an unspoken rule among the demons.
“…Move Ashid for treatment. The victor of this duel is Christian.”
“Wooooooaah!!”
The cheers exploded again.
The demons were rejoicing over Christian’s victory as if it were their own.
It was clear evidence that Christian had won the hearts of the demonkin.
Marquis Langham’s face stiffened where no one could see.
Then, from below, Nordion, who had remained silent until now, spoke.
“Marquis, it seems the conclusion is still insufficient.”
“……”
“Why was this duel held in the first place? Was it not a judgment duel to reveal the truth behind the sacrificial offering incident?”
“…That is correct.”
Since Chris won, Ashid’s guilt was acknowledged.
Well, not that it mattered much now, given the state Ashid was in.
Nordion let out a low chuckle.
“Then we can say that young Christian has resolved the sacrificial offering case. Am I wrong?”
“…You are correct.”
“Then it’s only right to grant him a proper reward, no?”
“……”
Marquis Langham fell silent.
An unwelcome development.
But he couldn’t defy Nordion’s will.
“…What kind of reward would be appropriate?”
“Why ask me? I only came to observe.”
“……”
“I trust the Marquis will decide on a fitting reward.”
Marquis Langham remained silent for a long while.
What did he have to gain by choosing a reward?
He had no particular father-son bond with Ashid, but Ashid being completely eliminated from the succession race like this was not favorable to Langham’s future plans.
More precisely, the problem was Christian’s unexpected rise.
Even so, he couldn’t withhold the reward.
This sacrificial offering case had shaken the entire Dark Demonic House, and above all, this was Nordion’s will.
‘…No, there’s no need to see this in a purely negative light. This could work.’
A calculating gleam appeared in Marquis Langham’s eyes.
He had thought of a clever scheme.
To grant a reward—one that would, in fact, be poison to Christian.
“Come to think of it, that child’s armament is pathetic. Not even a single decent magic sword. Tsk.”
Marquis Langham nodded as if he understood.
“I will open the family’s relic vault for him.”
“Hmm, a fine decision.”
“But may I bestow one additional reward?”
Nordion tilted his head.
That was unexpected.
“What reward do you intend to give?”
“Considering the merit he’s achieved, simply opening the family vault seems insufficient. I intend to use the authority granted to me by the Lord of the House to give him the highest reward befitting him merit.”
Nordion furrowed his brow.
An uncharacteristic statement from the snake-like Marquis Langham.
It felt off.
But since it was about granting a reward, there was no real reason to object.
“As you wish. This old man has already entrusted you with full authority, so there’s no need to ask for permission for each matter.”
“Thank you.”
Marquis Langham looked toward Christian.
“Christian, I shall grant you a reward for resolving the sacrificial offering case. Come forward.”
“……??”
Everyone wore puzzled expressions.
No one could guess what kind of reward was about to be given.
Except for a few.
Some of the elder council members of the family realized the nature of the reward Marquis Langham intended to bestow—and their faces turned pale with shock.
‘It couldn’t be…?’
‘But that’s…! It’s far too soon for Lord Christian!’
Eventually—
Christian stood before Marquis Langham.
“Kneel.”
Only then—
Did the other demons realize what reward Marquis Langham was about to give, and their eyes widened in shock.
Marquis Langham drew the sword at his waist.
It was the Dark Sword, the greatest treasure of the Dark Demonic House, symbolizing the authority of the head of the family.
The blade, as if it could swallow even the sun itself, cloaked in pitch-black darkness, rested upon Christian’s shoulder.
“I, Langham de Barren, acting with the authority of the family head, hereby bestow upon you, Christian von Barren Khazar, the title of Honorary Baron.”
“!!”
A wave of astonishment swept through the hall.
Some might wonder what was so great about the mere rank of baron—especially an honorary title without any fief.
But that was not the case here.
For the successors, the granting of a noble title carried tremendous weight.
Titles were not handed out to just any young lord or lady.
Only those who had performed great deeds and had their abilities recognized were granted titles.
No—more accurately put—
Only those effectively chosen as the next Grand Duke were granted titles.
In other words, Christian had, at this moment, been officially acknowledged as a candidate for the Grand Duke’s heir!
But this was no cause for joy.
This reward was a poisoned chalice—one that was deadly.
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                    Receiving a title didn’t automatically guarantee one would become the Grand Duke.
This was what Marquis Langham was aiming for.
The reason this reward was called a “poisoned chalice.”
“You understand what a title signifies, don’t you?”
“Yes, I understand.”
“Then do you also know what kind of trial you must undergo?”
Indeed.
The moment a successor received a title, they were required to prove they were worthy of becoming the master of the Dark Demonic House.
It was a trial.
A long-standing, infamous tradition of the Dark Demonic House.
“What is required of the master of the Dark Demonic House is the ability to govern both externally and internally. Therefore, the trial is divided into two parts. The first trial is to bring glory to the Dark Demonic House by striking at the Union scum.”
Marquis Langham spoke in an icy tone.
“The deadline is three months. Within that time, you must achieve a feat worthy of the next master of the Dark Demonic House against those despicable Union bastards.”
“!!”
The demons in the hall held their breath upon hearing the declaration.
Just three months.
It was an unreasonably short time.
And the conditions were even more impossible.
“Worthy of the next master of the Dark Demonic House.”
It didn’t mean just making some minor contribution as a successor.
It meant achieving a feat truly fitting of the position of family head.
‘To meet that condition, he would have to at least slay a 7-star knight of the Union or lead a decisive victory in a war against them.’
It was something impossible for Christian—or any of the current successors.
It was precisely because of this harsh tradition that even though Ashid had long been considered the next Grand Duke, he still hadn’t received a title.
Due to this brutal tradition, heirs of the Dark Demonic House throughout history only received their titles after reaching at least 6-star level.
“Marquis.”
Nordion furrowed his brows slightly, as if rebuking him.
Marquis Langham bowed his head politely.
“Based on the abilities he has shown so far, I judged Christian to be a suitable candidate to lead the Dark Demonic House in the future. If you, my lord, believe this is inappropriate, I will retract the reward.”
Nordion could not respond.
To intervene now would go against the principle of not interfering in family affairs.
More importantly, this wasn’t a decision Nordion had the authority to make.
“…Christian, what is your decision? Will you accept the trial?”
Everyone in the hall turned to look at Christian.
All of them expected Christian to reject the trial.
It was simply impossible for him in his current state.
However, if he refused, he would be branded a coward who fled from the succession trial.
A disgrace that would become a significant stain on his path to becoming Grand Duke.
‘But still, refusing is the better option.’
‘This is something that cannot be done.’
That was what everyone thought.
Christian opened his mouth.
“I will accept the trial.”
“!!”
Everyone in the hall gasped.
Even Marquis Langham, seemingly caught off guard, asked again.
“Did you truly understand what I said?”
“Yes, I understood. Within three months, I must achieve a feat worthy of the next head of the family against the Union scum.”
Christian spoke in a firm voice.
“It’s entirely possible.”
“!!”
A voice filled with conviction.
Christian even went a step further and said:
“I won’t even need three months. I’ll finish it within one month.”
A wave of unrest spread.
Everyone looked at Christian as if he had lost his mind.
‘Why is Prince Christian saying something so reckless?’
Some demons even clicked their tongues, thinking Christian had grown arrogant from repeated successes.
“However, I have one request.”
“What is it?”
“During the trial period, if any conflict with the Union arises, I ask that my opinion be given priority.”
“……”
Marquis Langham narrowed his eyes behind his monocle.
He couldn’t guess what this brazen brat was scheming now.
However—
‘Considering the incident that’s about to take place at Gold Cross, it doesn’t matter what he’s plotting.’
Marquis Langham already knew that something horrific was occurring at Gold Cross.
The moment that brat Christian rashly stuck his nose in, he’d be swept up by the tide and doomed to die.
“I accept your request. A grand banquet will soon be held to celebrate your appointment to nobility, so be prepared.”
And thus, the judgment duel that completely overturned the Dark Demonic House’s succession structure came to an end.
Ashid was completely ruined and disappeared from the scene, while Christian had undeniably risen as the central figure in the succession race.
But the competition for succession was not yet over.
No—in a way, it was only now truly beginning.
He had not yet properly faced his most powerful rival.
‘Princess Yulian.’
At that moment, his eyes met those of the First Princess, Yulian, standing in the distance.
She gave Chris a soft smile.
A pretty smile, as if celebrating her younger brother’s victory.
But why?
Chris found her far more threatening than the loud and flashy Ashid.
‘In terms of danger, she’s no less than Sherad.’
And he wasn’t just talking about power.
Sherad’s danger didn’t match the strength he held.
He had been so lost in the pleasure of slaughter that he left many openings.
Yulian was the opposite.
With that smiling face of hers, no one could tell when a deadly blade might strike.
And now, even Marquis Langham had started to bare his fangs at him in earnest.
The higher he climbed, the stronger his enemies became.
‘And that’s how it’ll be from now on too.’
Would it end after surpassing Marquis Langham?
Not a chance.
The Poison Demon of the Venomous Demonic House,
The Fallen Destruction of the Destruction Demonic House,
The Demon King of the Azure Flow,
The Lords of the Four Kings' Castle,
The Blood-Drenched Demon King,
And even—
Perhaps the ultimate mastermind behind all this, the Supreme Demon Sorcerer of the Mystic Demonic House.
Until Chris eventually stood at the very peak of the Magus Empire, he would have to face endlessly powerful foes.
‘What comes later can wait. For now, I need to deal with the Gold Cross massacre first.’
Soon, bad news would reach the Dark Demonic House as well.
With that thought, Chris suddenly let out a deep sigh.
‘Ugh… it never ends. Just when will I ever get to rest!’
It had been rough ever since he returned, but lately it felt like he hadn’t even had time to breathe.
‘Once all this is over, I’m going to enjoy every luxury this world has to offer without lifting a single finger!’
Chris looked up at the sky and cried out his dream.
Just then, the sun was setting.
It was a twilight that seemed to mock him, as if telling him he still had a long way to go.
* * *
Two days later.
A banquet was held.
It was to celebrate Christian’s appointment to nobility as the new central figure of the Dark Demonic House, so countless people gathered.
“Ohoho. To think so many came just to see young master’s glorious figure! This maiden’s heart is swelling with emotion.”
“……”
Chris looked blankly at the cute-looking girl standing next to him.
Yes, a “girl.”
Not a ghostly figure—
Marie had appeared in a human body!
“You, how did you materialize?”
“Ohoho. As my master, young master’s power grew stronger, I too gained access to part of my abilities.”
Marie gave a bright smile.
A cute and lovely smile, not fitting of a ghost.
Her appearance was that of a beautiful girl in the classic pure and delicate style.
“Now that I have a body, I can ‘properly’ serve you, young master. Ohoho. You may look forward to every night from now on.”
“…Look forward, my ass.”
“Ohoho. Your shy expression is truly adorable and lovely. Every night, I shall serve you with all my heart and soul, so please look forwa—kyaa.”
Pshhhh.
With a deflating sound, Marie’s body wavered like smoke and reverted back to her transparent ghostly form.
[…It seems I still can’t maintain it for long. You must have been looking forward to it. I’m sorry. It looks like I won’t be able to attend to you at night until your power grows stronger, young master.]
“…I wasn’t looking forward to that crap. Quit with the weird jokes.”
[Ohoho. Jokes, you say? My overwhelming feelings for you are always sincere. Please do your best to grow stronger quickly, so you can enjoy this maiden’s passionate nightly service.]
Chris shook his head, looking utterly fed up.
As expected of a banshee, all she talked about was ghost-maiden nonsense.
‘Still, materialization, huh. I knew she wasn’t just any ordinary banshee.’
What had just happened with Marie’s materialization wasn’t something to be taken lightly.
To manifest one’s essence into the material realm was something only the highest-class spiritual beings could do.
It was possible Marie was a far higher-grade entity than Chris had anticipated.
‘Anyway, I feel like drinking. It’s my banquet, and I’m stuck with ginger ale again.’
Christian frowned sharply as he looked at the ginger juice in his hand.
Everyone else was happily drinking alcohol, but he alone was stuck with non-alcoholic ginger juice at the banquet.
‘When the hell will I be able to drink?! Why are demons so damned uptight!’
Letting out a deep sigh, he sipped the ginger juice—when people began to gather around Christian.
“Congratulations, young lord.”
“I’m Count Lloyd. I witnessed your recent duel with great admiration. Thanks to someone as outstanding as you, the future of the Dark Demonic House looks bright.”
“I’m Baron Enya. I look forward to working with you.”
One after another, they bowed their heads to him.
A stark contrast from the previous banquet.
It was a clear display that Christian had become the true power of the Dark Demonic House.
However, the atmosphere hadn’t entirely shifted in his favor yet.
Because Yulian was still there.
‘She may not have a faction like Ashid’s, but that doesn’t mean Princess Yulian can be underestimated.’
Chris glanced toward Princess Yulian.
As always, she was warmly greeting people with her usual composed expression.
That was the source of her power.
Admiration and favor from everyone.
There wasn’t a single person in the Dark Demonic House who disliked Princess Yulian.
Whether they realized it or not, her influence reached throughout the entire house.
‘More importantly, Marquis Langham will now fully back her from here on.’
For that reason, some of the demons were thinking along these lines:
The fact that the House Lord secretly supported Christian was no longer much of a secret.
But how much longer would the old Lord live?
A few more years at most.
Maybe he wouldn’t even last that long.
Then what would happen afterward?
‘The moment the House Lord’s life ends, so does Christian.’
It was the old Lord who blocked Marquis Langham from inheriting the position of family head.
But if the old Lord dies?
No one would be left to stop Marquis Langham.
Langham would claim the family headship for himself, and there was little chance he’d let Christian live peacefully.
So, those with sharp minds came to a conclusion.
Christian’s rise was only temporary; they should be cautious about choosing sides.
For that reason, the atmosphere in the banquet hall was split in two.
Those who were thrilled by Christian’s recent achievements and supported him—
And those who, thinking of the distant future, sided with Yulian.
A subtle tension naturally flowed through the banquet, though Christian himself felt indifferent about it.
‘Well, this was to be expected. Anyway, news of the Gold Cross massacre should be spreading about now.’
Chris’s gaze sank low.
‘Things are already in motion.’
Soon, the news would reach the Dark Demonic House as well.
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                    For now, Chris thought about something else.
‘I wonder what Princess Yulian is thinking.’
She must have sensed the atmosphere in the banquet hall, yet she looked completely unchanged.
That warmth of hers didn’t seem like an act.
Which made it all the more strange.
A deep sense of incongruity filled him.
‘I need to dig deeper.’
Since he would be standing against Princess Yulian in earnest from now on, it was necessary to understand what kind of person she was.
Just then, an opportunity presented itself.
She had stepped out alone onto the balcony, seemingly to get some air.
Chris followed her and headed for the balcony.
But just as he was about to step inside—
Christian hesitated.
‘A veil of demonic energy?’
A faint barrier of magic had been drawn on the inside of the curtain, as if to block the view from within the banquet hall.
‘What’s she doing in there?’
It was a chance to uncover Princess Yulian’s secrets.
Chris discreetly manipulated his own demonic energy, carefully nullifying the veil’s security effect so she wouldn’t notice.
‘What the…?’
Chris’s eyes widened.
She wasn’t doing anything secretive.
Princess Yulian was clutching the railing and vomiting.
“Uugh. Hrk.”
With a look of utter disgust, as if she had faced the most revolting thing in the world.
The sight was so unexpected that Christian froze stiffly—completely unlike his usual self.
‘What are those scars?’
Yulian typically wore outfits that thoroughly covered her entire body.
But now, likely due to the vomiting, her clothes had come slightly undone, and on the skin that peeked through—there were countless small scars.
They weren’t the kind of wounds sustained in battle.
…Judging by their form, they were self-inflicted.
‘That’s far too severe for self-harm.’
It was as if—
As if she had tortured her own body.
Princess Yulian barely managed to stop retching.
Then she used dark magic to erase all traces of the vomit and returned to her original appearance.
The face known to everyone, that of the beloved and respected princess of the dark mage family.
And perhaps having sensed someone’s presence, she spoke with a slightly stiffened expression.
“Is someone out there?”
“…It’s Christian.”
“Ah, come in.”
Yulian dispelled the demonic barrier.
It seemed she hadn’t noticed that Chris had been watching her.
“What is it?”
“I came because I had something to tell you, Princess.”
“Call me sister.”
“…What?”
Yulian smiled gently.
“I told you before to call me ‘sister.’ We may be rivals, but I don’t think there’s any need to sharpen blades at each other.”
“……”
“To be honest, I don’t dislike you.”
Chris fell silent for a moment.
The image of Yulian from earlier came to mind.
Utterly tormented.
And at the same time, her face twisted with overwhelming disgust.
Who was that hatred directed toward?
And—
Why had Yulian made a contract with a Devil?
‘It wasn’t out of mere greed.’
That much was clear from what he’d seen earlier.
Yulian had her reasons.
Reasons that forced her to offer her soul to a Devil.
It wasn’t good news.
If she had done it for simple greed, there would be nothing to fear.
But if there was a deeper reason—
If there had been something that could drive a pure soul to corruption, and that made her loved by the Devil—
Then she would receive a terrifying “blessing” from that Devil.
“I don’t dislike you either, Princess.”
“Sister. If you don’t keep calling me that, I won’t keep talking to you, you know?”
“…Sister.”
Yulian chuckled.
A clear laugh, like that of a fairy.
“So, what brings my little brother to visit his big sister?”
“No particular reason. I just came to greet you.”
“Really? Thank you. Actually, I had something to tell you too.”
“Something to tell me?”
“Mm.”
Yulian nodded and whispered softly.
“Thanks for breaking Ashid.”
“!!”
Chris felt a chill run down his spine.
Though Yulian’s lips held the usual smile, an invisible wave of chilling hatred seemed to pass by.
“…I take it you didn’t get along with Prince Ashid.”
“Ah. He may be my brother, born from the same womb, but he’s not exactly someone easy to like, right?”
Yulian smiled faintly.
“If it hadn’t been you, I would’ve dealt with him myself. But human sacrifice? No matter how I tried, I couldn’t stomach the disgust.”
“…I see.”
Chris slowly nodded.
Yulian smiled playfully.
“Don’t make such a scary face. Like I said earlier, I don’t dislike you. I might even think you’re kind of cute? So I believe we could get along well—as sister and younger brother.”
Chris didn’t respond.
He couldn’t be sure if Yulian meant what she said.
‘I can’t read her.’
Considering Chris’s usual ability to read people at a glance, this was highly unusual.
‘Still, getting a glimpse of Princess Yulian’s inner self was a gain in itself.’
When he saw the abyss that stirred inside her, it was clear—she had received a genuine “blessing” from a Devil.
He had to stay on guard.
“Well then, shall we head out? You should come visit this big sister sometime. I’ll prepare sweet cakes and lots of that ginger juice you like.”
“…I’ll pass on the ginger juice.”
As they stepped outside, Chris tilted his head.
Something felt off.
The once-lively chatter had gone completely silent, even the music had vanished—leaving an eerie stillness.
Chris quickly realized the reason for the change.
A stranger had appeared in the banquet hall.
A massive, towering figure.
An aura sharp as a drawn blade.
A suffocating pressure filled the entire hall.
With a slightly surprised expression, Chris muttered the name of the newcomer.
‘…Marquis Shufen?’
He was the head of the Shufen branch family—foremost among the side branches—and commander of the 10,000-strong “Dark Mage Corps” that guarded the outer wall of the Dark Demonic House.
A formidable 7-star powerhouse.
Alongside Marquis Langham, one of the strongest figures in the entire Dark Demonic House.
‘Why would Marquis Shufen be here?’
He was far too high-ranking to attend a simple banquet celebrating a young lord’s title.
‘Could it be…?’
Just as Chris’s eyes widened at the thought—
Marquis Langham, seated at the head table, spoke.
“What brings you here, Border Duke?”
“I came to report something. There’s been an incident near Gold Cross.”
At those words, murmurs filled the hall.
Everyone sensed it was something serious.
“What happened?”
“The ‘Shaking Black Death’ has broken out in Gold Cross.”
“!!”
The Black Death.
A horrifying plague.
The problem was the modifier “Shaking” before it.
It wasn’t a natural outbreak—it meant a Black Death unleashed through black magic.
It is even more deadly and brutal in form than the ordinary Black Death.
“What? The Shaking Black Death? How could such a thing happen?”
“Couldn’t this be some sort of misunderstanding, Your Excellency?”
The vassals of the house voiced their doubts.
Marquis Shufen shook his head.
“Our Dark Mage Corps confirmed it. It is indeed the Shaking Black Death.”
“Who in the world would commit such an atrocity?”
The vassals looked utterly confused.
“The exact perpetrator remains unknown. But what matters most is the reaction from the Gold Cross.”
Marquis Shufen’s eyes gleamed like lightning.
“Pentahel III, the High Pontiff of Gold Cross, has pointed to our Dark Demonic House as the culprit behind it.”
“!!”
“How dare they frame our Grand Dark Demonic House with such slander? This is an intolerable insult.”
Marquis Shufen turned to Marquis Langham.
“For the honor of our Dark Demonic House, I request permission to mobilize the Dark Mage Corps and punish the scum of Gold Cross.”
Everyone instinctively swallowed.
It was the prelude to a storm of blood.
And so—
The tragedy of Gold Cross, known as the “Fall of the Star,” began. The first prelude to the coming Age of Ruin.
* * *
‘It’s finally begun.’
Chris’s gaze darkened.
The flow of history matched what he had originally experienced.
More than thirty thousand innocent lives would be lost due to this incident.
The plague outbreak—
And the casualties from the conflict between the Dark Demonic House and Gold Cross that would follow.
The problem was—it wouldn’t end there.
‘This incident will cause Gold Cross to fall into irreversible corruption. And as a result, the Four Kings' Star will gain immensely from it.’
It must be stopped.
The very first priority was to prevent the clash between the two factions.
‘A war between the Dark Demonic House and Gold Cross would play right into the hands of whoever orchestrated this.’
Following the urgent report, the banquet was adjourned, and a family meeting was convened.
Given the potential for an all-out war, even Nordian unusually attended the meeting.
However, He merely sat in the back as an observer, signaling his intent to entrust decisions to Marquis Langham, who took the central seat.
At first, the vassals cautiously watched Nordian, but soon raised their voices with strong opinions.
“We must raise our army immediately and in full force!”
“How dare they try to frame our Dark Demonic House with such baseless accusations!”
The mood of the meeting was mostly hawkish.
After all, it was as if Gold Cross had spat in the face of a house that had done nothing wrong.
Of course, there were a few who advocated for caution.
“We must not underestimate Gold Cross. Though they’ve been unstable lately, they remain one of the core pillars of the Union. If things go wrong, our Dark Demonic House could suffer immense losses.”
The major forces of the Crusade Union are as follows.
The Karn Empire.
The Holy Empire.
Gold Cross.
These three were referred to as the Triumvirate of the Union.
There were other forces with smaller size yet not to be underestimated—such as the ‘House of Swordsmanship,’ the ‘Mirror Ice Palace,’ the ‘House of Divine Healers,’ the ‘Fanatic Cult,’ the ‘Round Table,’ the ‘Sky Mage Tower,’ and the ‘White Tiger Regiment’—but the core of the Union lay in those three great nations.
Gold Cross’s military strength was somewhat inferior compared to the other major nations, yet it still couldn’t be taken lightly.
“To suffer such an insult and remain idle as Magi?! If we join forces with the Venomous Demonic House, Gold Cross is well within our reach!”
“If we move together with the Venomous Demonic House, it’ll turn into a full-scale war! We’ll need His Majesty the Demon King’s approval!”
“Then we just need to obtain it, don’t we?! Even the ‘Demon King of Blueflow’ wouldn’t oppose this!”
“The Venomous Demonic House won’t oppose cooperating either!!”
At that moment, Marquis Langham tapped the table.
“That’s enough. Everyone, calm yourselves. We are in the presence of the Family Head.”
“……”
All the vassals fell silent.
Marquis Langham turned to Nordian.
“My Lord, what decision would you have us make?”
“Kuhuhu, why ask me such a thing? I’ve said this many times—this old man has entrusted full authority to the Marquis. If the Marquis believes war is necessary, then proceed. This old man will follow your judgment.”
“……”
The vassals glanced at Nordian.
From their long years of serving him, they could tell that he was not pleased with the direction their discussions had taken.
Sure enough, Nordian spoke again.
“However, perhaps because of my old age, there’s one thing I can’t help but be concerned about.”
“What would that be?”
“What do you think it is?”
As the vassals exchanged uncertain looks, Christian opened his mouth.
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                    "Are you perhaps concerned about the Four Kings' Star?"
Nordian nodded.
"Yes. If we go to full-scale war with Gold Cross, the ones who’ll be most pleased will be those wretched ones from the Four Kings’ Star."
The vassals fell silent.
"Or perhaps… the very outbreak of this plague could itself be a scheme by the Four Kings’ Star. Hoping for us, the Dark Demonic House and Gold Cross, to shed blood in mutual destruction."
It was a sharp deduction.
However, it was only half right.
The “Cursed Demonic House” under the Four Kings’ Star had indeed been involved.
But they merely lent assistance—the true mastermind lay elsewhere.
A culprit no one could have imagined.
This was why Chris had to resolve the incident himself.
"……."
The chamber fell silent.
It was a difficult dilemma.
They couldn’t stand by, yet neither could they easily march their army.
Then, an unexpected voice rang through the hall.
"I have a way."
It was Christian.
Everyone turned toward him in surprise.
"What method do you propose?"
"It’s simple. We just have to uncover the true mastermind behind the plague."
Everyone, including Nordian, showed a disappointed expression.
"Who doesn’t know that? But it’s not realistically possible. Those bastards from the Cursed Demonic House never leave behind any traces. There’s a reason they’re called the 'Reapers Behind the Curtain.'"
Chris nodded.
He too knew well how meticulous the Cursed Demonic House could be.
But—
"It doesn’t matter. Because this wasn’t done by the Cursed Demonic House alone."
"…What do you mean?"
"There must be a corrupted traitor within Gold Cross who cooperated with the Cursed Demonic House. Without someone like that, not even they could cast such a large-scale curse. We just need to catch that traitor."
"!!"
It was a plausible explanation.
But there was still a critical issue.
"How do we catch such a traitor? Gold Cross is far beyond our reach."
That was the fundamental reason the Dark Demonic House couldn’t investigate this matter.
But Chris calmly proposed a solution.
"I will go to Gold Cross as a diplomatic envoy representing the Dark Demonic House."
"…What?"
"Under the pretext of investigating the truth behind this incident before engaging in full-scale war. Since it was Gold Cross who made wild accusations first, they won’t be able to reject our request to seek the truth."
The chamber fell into silence.
A moment later—
“That’s absurd!”
“This is unthinkable!”
Sending an envoy to the Union wasn’t, in itself, a major problem.
It wasn’t as if the two sides never communicated.
Especially before wars, envoys were often exchanged.
However, it was an extremely dangerous task.
“The Union bastards can’t be trusted. The chance of something going wrong is too high!”
Both the Union and the Magus had countless incidents of executing emissaries.
Anyone going as an envoy had to be prepared to risk their life.
“Especially for Prince Christian to go himself…!!”
“That’s exactly why it’s fine if I go personally.”
“…Pardon?”
Christian spoke nonchalantly.
“No matter how reckless those Union fools may be, they wouldn’t dare lay a hand on someone like me—one of the most likely successors of the Dark Demonic House. So there’s no need for such excessive worry.”
The vassals fell silent.
It wasn’t wrong, but when had the world ever followed proper principles?
Once he was there, who knew what might happen?
At that moment, Nordian frowned and spoke.
“There’s no guarantee you’ll uncover the mastermind just because you go as an envoy, is there?”
Christian nodded in agreement.
“The Lord is right. Even if I go, there’s absolutely no guarantee I’ll resolve the incident.”
“Then why do something so reckless?”
“Because it’s something that must be done for the sake of the Dark Demonic House.”
“!!”
Christian declared with a firm gaze.
“If we don’t act, we’ll end up dancing in the palm of some unknown puppeteer. As someone who carries the bloodline of the Dark Demonic House, and as one who intends to become its rightful master someday—I can never allow that.”
For a moment, the chamber fell into silence.
They were overwhelmed by Christian’s presence.
It was unbelievable.
Everyone here was a core figure of the Dark Demonic House, none of them inferior to Christian in rank.
And yet, they were being overpowered by a boy barely in his mid to late teens?
‘Truly, Prince Christian…’
Some among them were quietly impressed, and Christian continued calmly.
“Moreover, there’s a reason I must go personally.”
“What is it?”
“Because I am the most suitable person to resolve this matter. No—in all of the Dark Demonic House, I’m the only one who can.”
Nordian’s expression turned subtly intrigued.
“You have something in mind?”
“Yes, I do. Though I cannot go into detail here.”
Chris answered with unwavering confidence.
“Not only will I reveal the mastermind, I will make the Pontifex of Gold Cross bow his head and formally apologize to the Dark Demonic House for this incident. So please—entrust it to me.”
A claim so grand it bordered on outrageous.
Nordian let out a low chuckle.
“Kukuku. You speak well. The Pontifex bowing his head to our Dark Demonic House… If things really turn out as you say, it’ll go down in our history.”
The Dark Demonic House and Gold Cross had clashed countless times, but not a single House Lord had ever made the Pontifex lower his head.
“What do you think, Marquis? I think it’s a fairly good suggestion.”
“……”
“How about giving that child some time? We can always mobilize the army afterward.”
Who would object to such a suggestion?
Marquis Langham nodded and declared,
“Christian, I appoint you as an envoy representing our Dark Demonic House. The deadline is one month. Within that time, uncover the mastermind behind the insult to our House. If you succeed, your first trial will be considered passed.”
Conversely, failure would mean failing the trial.
Christian simply nodded calmly.
“Yes, understood.”
And so,
The first step of Christian’s journey began—he who would one day be revered by the entire Union as the “Light in the Darkness” and “The Great Darkness.”
* * *
He couldn’t depart immediately.
Since he would be representing the Dark Demonic House as an envoy, there were necessary preparations.
‘How long has it been since I’ve had a proper break! I’ll be suffering plenty again soon, so for the next few days I’m going to laze around like the world’s laziest man!’
He was determined, heading back to his room, when an unexpected voice stopped him.
“Wait.”
“Aunt?”
“There’s somewhere we need to go. Follow me.”
“…Are we going to the Lord?”
“Yes. He’s waiting for you.”
Christian frowned instinctively.
Judging by the atmosphere, it seemed he was about to receive some guidance.
‘Damn it. I just wanted to rest.’
But refusing Nordian’s instruction was out of the question.
‘Ugh… when can I ever get some rest?’
He grumbled inwardly, but it was meaningless.
“But weren’t we supposed to receive guidance at the annex? Why are we going to the main building?”
“Today’s not for guidance. He has other business with you.”
“??”
They headed to the underground level of the main residence, where the vaults filled with treasures the Dark Demonic House had accumulated over generations appeared.
But Merian didn’t stop walking.
She stopped in front of a massive mural depicting a battle between devils and constellations.
‘That’s not just a painting. It’s an artifact.’
Faint traces of magic were hidden all throughout the artwork.
So subtly concealed that even Chris had to look carefully to notice them.
Dark mana extended from Merian’s hand and reacted with the enchantments woven into the mural.
Uuuung.
The mural rippled as if a drop of water had fallen on calm water, and Merian stepped into its interior.
“Come in after me.”
When he followed her inside, an astonishing sight unfolded before him.
A space shrouded in dense, dark mist appeared.
Beyond the fog, eerie and ominous objects were placed throughout the space.
‘Artifacts stored by the Dark Demonic House!!’
It was the secret vault!
At that moment, a chuckling voice echoed from within.
[You’ve come?]
The face of a young boy.
It was Nordian’s avatar.
“I greet the Lord.”
Chris bowed his head.
[Yes. Do you know why I called you here?]
“Could it be…?”
[Yes, you’re right. I summoned you to bestow an artifact upon you.]
Chris looked slightly surprised.
He had expected he’d be rewarded with an artifact soon.
‘But to open a vault containing artifacts of this level…?’
Artifacts had ranks.
Some were less valuable than man-made relics, while others could disturb the balance of the world just by existing.
Just a glance made it clear—none of the artifacts in this vault were ordinary.
If even one of them leaked outside, it would surely cause a bloodbath.
These were the highest-grade artifacts the Dark Demonic House had gathered through centuries of history.
“…I’m sincerely grateful for your generosity, my Lord.”
Chris bowed deeply.
If not for Nordian’s favor, there was no way Chris would have ever set foot inside the House’s greatest secret vault.
[Spare me the pointless flattery. Do you have any idea why I’ve decided to open this vault for you?]
Because he was the only disciple?
Nordian was not someone who would make such a decision based on a petty reason like that.
“You want me to strike a blow against those Union bastards using the artifacts here, don’t you?”
Nordian let out a low chuckle.
[Exactly. Because you said you’d make that detestable Pontifex bow his head. Are you truly confident?]
Chris firmly nodded.
“Yes. Please wait for me. I will return with news that will fully satisfy you, my Lord.”
[Heh… What a reckless brat.]
But by now, Nordian knew that Chris’s arrogant words were never just bluster.
Chris had never failed to deliver on what he promised.
Not even once.
‘Still… I wonder about this time.’
Nordian thought to himself.
This was different from everything before.
He would be heading to the Union.
And as a demon at that.
There was no telling what kind of obstacles lay ahead.
Interference was certain, and countless people would be aiming for his life.
Honestly, no matter how incredible Christian was, this mission was too much.
If he didn’t come back dead, that would already be a miracle.
‘To be honest, I almost opposed it.’
But even so, he didn’t.
Because it was Christian.
Because it was Christian—the one who had already created countless miracles—he held onto the faint hope that he might do it again.
Still, not knowing what crises he might face, Nordian wanted to equip him with an artifact that could help.
[You may take only one artifact from this vault. Choose carefully.]
“Thank you.”
Chris bowed his head once more and began to look around the vault.
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                    ‘Just what kind of relics are these?’
There weren’t many in number.
But each and every one of them was far from ordinary.
‘Isn’t that Thor’s Wrath? I thought that was the heirloom of the Ghost Sword Maga. Why is it here? Hah, even the Spear of the Abyss? That spear alone killed so many knights from the alliance.’
Relics of renown were lined up in abundance.
Even those he had never heard of didn’t appear to be ordinary.
“This ring expands the thought-form of willpower. Simply put, it amplifies the power of will across several dimensions. And it cuts down mana consumption by half.”
Merian explained each item one by one.
Every single one was incredibly useful.
However, the more Christian looked around, the more conflicted his expression became.
‘These are great and all, but… there’s barely anything here I can actually use.’
They were all high-grade relics, most of which had usage requirements of at least a 6-star master level.
‘No, there must be something suitable for me. Nordian wouldn’t have opened this vault without knowing my capabilities.’
Sure enough, Chris soon found something fitting for him.
A blood-colored demonic sword.
Nordian chuckled as he explained.
[It’s a demonic sword called Devourer. When soaked in the enemy’s blood, it restores the wielder’s stamina and enhances various physical attributes. It should be useful enough.]
It was far more than just “useful.”
No matter how exhausted he was, the more enemies he cut down, the more strength he could recover.
Considering he might face overwhelming numbers at the Gold Cross, it would become a tremendous asset.
On top of that, it could even reinforce Chris’s lacking basic physical stats, making it the perfect item.
“…May I look around a bit more?”
[Hmm? Judging by your current level, I doubt there’s anything more suitable than this.]
A tone that implied he wanted Chris to pick the demonic sword.
But Chris shook his head.
“I’d like to look just once more.”
‘It’s strange… It just doesn’t pull me in.’ It was a gut feeling.
He felt as though something else was calling to him.
Eventually—
“…What is this item?”
Chris froze as he noticed an object lying discarded in the corner like junk.
A plain sword, so ordinary that it was hard to believe it was a relic.
There was no energy emanating from it at all.
[That’s a demonic sword His Majesty the Demon Emperor bestowed upon the main family 200 years ago. Since it came from His Majesty, we’ve kept it as a treasure, but it’s not a remarkable item. It has no particular utility, so Devourer is far better than that piece of junk.]
Nordian said curtly.
But Chris couldn’t take his eyes off the sword.
His pupils trembled faintly—something no one noticed.
‘Impossible… Why is this sword here?’
Chris knew exactly what that sword was.
There was no way he couldn’t.
It was the most renowned sword alongside the Hero’s Holy Sword ‘Revangel’ during the Age of Ruin.
The Star-Slaying Sword.
The Abyssal Demonic Sword, Andril.
It was the blade once wielded by the Blood-Drenched Demon King, Idrynne.
‘I always wondered where that demonic sword ended up… To think it was with the Dark Demonic House all along.’
His heart pounded.
The sight of the Blood-Drenched Demon King swinging the Abyssal Sword Andril came to mind.
The Andril she wielded was nothing short of catastrophe incarnate.
With it, she had even cut down a Constellation that had descended to the mortal realm.
‘Of course, I can’t even begin to unleash that kind of power right now.’
To fully unseal Andril and reveal its true nature would require reaching at least 9-star level.
That was why no one in the Dark Demonic House had ever recognized its true worth.
For the current Chris, that level was still a faraway dream.
“I’ll take this sword.”
‘Even in its current state, this sword is far from useless for someone like me.’ Depending on how it was used, it could be more powerful than any other demonic sword.
‘Even sealed, the immortality inherent to Andril should remain intact. That trait alone rivals the utility of any demonic sword.’
And that wasn’t all.
As he grew stronger, he could interfere with the seal and manifest other latent attributes hidden within Andril.
If he could manifest even a portion of one of its abilities—‘Perfection’—it would be an overwhelming power.
Unlocking ‘Infinity’ would allow it to undergo endless transformations.
It was, without question, the finest weapon he could obtain, yet Nordian and Merian both showed ambiguous reactions.
[You really want that scrap metal? Why, of all things?]
“…Wouldn’t it be meaningful to punish those despicable alliance bastards using a sword bestowed by His Majesty the Demon Emperor? I’m sure His Majesty would be pleased to hear of it as well.”
[That’s such a damnably pretentious thing to say… but even so, Devourer would be a better pick than that junk.]
“…I apologize. But I’ve decided—I’ll choose this sword.”
When Chris remained firm in his choice, Nordian narrowed his eyes in displeasure.
Just as Merian’s expression grew tense, fearing Nordian might lash out—
[You reckless brat… Fine. Then take Devourer with you as well.]
“Patriarch?”
Merian gasped in surprise.
“But by law, only one relic may be taken out of the family’s vault at a time…”
[What does it matter? I gave permission. As the patriarch, I am the law.]
Nordian continued with a scowl on his face.
[However, Devourer is only a temporary loan for this mission. Understood?]
Even if it was a one-time loan, it was a significant favor.
Most of all, Chris was a genius.
By using Devourer, he might even be able to mimic and learn some of the techniques embedded in the sword.
It was a generous consideration that would greatly help Chris.
“Thank you. I’ll make sure to deliver a decisive blow to those Gold Cross bastards, just as you intend.”
Nordian replied in a still-displeased tone.
[Enough. Now get going.]
The moment Nordian waved his hand, the scene shifted, and Chris vanished from the vault.
Once the two of them were alone, Merian looked at Nordian with a faintly unreadable gaze.
[Why are you looking at me like that?]
“…It’s nothing. I was just surprised, that’s all.”
It was unlike the Nordian she knew.
Nordian seemed to sense the same and shut his mouth in clear displeasure.
Then, he brought up something unexpected.
[Merian, do you know why I prevented Langham—that child—from succeeding as patriarch?]
“Isn’t it because Brother failed to surpass the wall of 8-stars?”
There was an unspoken rule among the Twelve Noble Demonic Houses.
The patriarch must be a Demon Lord who has reached 8-star rank.
Unless under extremely special circumstances, no one had ever become the head of a Noble Demonic House without attaining 8 stars.
“So you decided to pass the title to the next generation, someone more talented…”
[And when exactly is that supposed to happen?]
“!!”
The old patriarch let out a bitter chuckle.
[The number of days I have left to live isn’t long. I’ve long since exhausted my natural lifespan, and even with Heaven-defying forbidden arts, I can’t hold out more than two years.]
Two years was an overly generous estimate.
In truth, far less time likely remained.
There was no way the next generation could reach 8 stars in that short span.
“Then why…?”
[I pushed Langham into a corner on purpose.]
“!!”
[I wanted him to resent and hate the day he fell into despair… to overcome his limits, to one day surpass me, kill me, and ascend as patriarch by his own hands.]
That was it.
This was Nordian’s true intention.
Because without doing so, there was no way for the Dark Demonic House to survive the coming storm.
[But lately, I’ve started thinking differently.]
Nordian continued slowly, as if letting the words settle.
[Christian.]
“!!”
[I find myself wanting to place my hopes on that child.]
It was a thought even Nordian couldn’t fully understand.
No matter how much of a genius Christian was, the gap between him and Marquis Langham was as vast as the heavens and the earth.
For Christian to surpass Langham in the short time Nordian had left to live was completely unrealistic.
[Still… I want Christian to surpass Langham.]
Nordian’s gaze turned toward the distant void.
As if groping for a future not yet arrived.
[So that one day, I can see Christian become the master of the Dark Demonic House.]
Without doubt.
He would become a greater patriarch than any who came before.
And the Dark Demonic House would shine within the radiant darkness.
* * * 
Back in his quarters, Chris had hoped to finally enjoy a sweet, long-awaited rest… but he couldn’t.
The moment he returned, Nordian summoned him again to the annex for further instruction.
‘Damn it, why bother sending me back if you were just going to call me again? He could’ve just taught me everything there.’
But he couldn’t complain.
What Nordian was teaching him were the "secret arts" of the Dark Demonic Arts.
Secret arts.
Forbidden techniques that maximized the Dark Demonic Arts, passed down only through direct bloodlines.
“Did you take all that in? We don’t have much time, so I’ll just pass on the incantation first. Even for you, it’ll be difficult to grasp immediately, so just memorize it for now and ponder its meaning in your spare time…”
‘Hmm, I more or less get it.’ Chris scratched his head.
Even if it was a secret art, if the best teacher kindly broke it down and explained it in detail, it’d be a disgrace not to understand—it would mean you weren’t a genius.
When he asked for clarification on a few vague points, it turned out they pierced straight to the fundamental core of the art, and both Nordian and Merian stared at him in shock.
Well, it wasn’t the first time he’d seen that kind of look.
Anyway, after that brief crash-course in secret techniques, he returned to his quarters.
He was finally going to slack off during the little free time he had left.
‘Damn it, I still have to select the members of the envoy I’ll be traveling with.’
By the way, there was an unspoken rule between the Magus Empire and the Alliance.
The envoy was never to exceed three people total, and high-ranking personnel above 5-star level were excluded by convention.
The reasons for this restriction differed between the two sides: from the Alliance’s side, they were fed up with high-ranking Magi sent as envoys attempting suicide assassinations against their kings and ministers, so they put their foot down.
‘On the other hand, our Magus Empire kept beheading the envoys sent by the Alliance, so they stopped sending high-ranking personnel altogether.’
In any case, that meant three people, all below 5-star rank.
Taking Melin and Alros, both of whom were his subordinates, would’ve been ideal—except there was a problem.
‘Melin’s apparently on the verge of breaking through the wall to 5-stars.’
Chris narrowed his eyes.
They had often sparred while traveling together, and it seemed she had gained some insights from it.
It was a critical stage.
“Melin, you’re sitting this one out.”
“But?”
“I know it’s an important moment. Go into closed-door training and consolidate all you’ve gained so far.”
“I can’t accept that!”
Melin shook her head as if it were nonsense, but Chris remained firm.
“It’s an order. You becoming stronger is more helpful to me.”
With Melin stepping down, he needed to find someone else.
‘First, Alros is a lock.’
Alros, his face pale, stammered, “Uh, can’t I be left out? Hic, hic.”
He looked completely unreliable, but even someone like him had his uses, so Chris decided to bring him along.
‘Now, among the 4-star elite Magi… someone I can take…’
He was still thinking when the door to his quarters suddenly slid open.
Then came a blunt voice.
“I’ll go.”
“…You?”
Chris asked in a somewhat dumbfounded tone.
It was Jupien.
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                    ‘She’s gotten stronger.’
Chris looked slightly surprised.
Jupien still had that same expressionless, doll-like face, but the aura she gave off had changed drastically.
4-star.
And she had even reached the middle stage of it.
‘So that’s why she hadn’t shown her face for a while. She must’ve gone into secluded training.’
Of course, it wasn’t just the secluded training that brought Jupien this achievement.
It was also due to the timely advice Chris had given her.
Combined with the effort Jupien had put in all this time, she had now gained this explosive breakthrough.
Chris especially noticed that Jupien had fully mastered the essence of Illusory Swordsmanship.
Even with the same level of power, she would be able to wield it more forcefully, and it would also make it easier for her to reach higher levels in the future.
“The advice you gave me back then—I’ve come to repay it. So let’s go together.”
“…No.”
“Why not?”
“We’re heading into a Union stronghold. You know it’s too dangerous for someone like you—a noble princess. I won’t be able to look after you.”
Jupien frowned.
“You’re being arrogant.”
“……”
“I never asked you to look after me. I’ll take care of my own life.”
Jupien continued.
“And if I go, it’ll actually be advantageous in resolving this issue.”
“How so?”
“With two successors of the Dark Demonic House attending, the delegation will carry much more weight. They won’t dare act recklessly.”
A sharp and accurate point.
“That’s surprising. I always thought you weren’t the type to think strategically.”
“…One day, I’m going to crush you under my heel.”
Chris chuckled quietly and held out her hand.
“Alright. Then I’ll be counting on you.”
“Hmph.”
Jupien coldly slapped her palm against his, then turned around and disappeared—to prepare to join the delegation.
[Ohoho. I suppose I should get ready too. Just imagining a delightful trip with my darling young master makes my heart go doki-doki and watha~.]
For reference, since Marie was a ghost, she wasn’t affected by the member limit, so they decided to sneak her along.
“Um, I’m still not ready…! I’ll stay behind and train with Lady Melin…! Hrrk!”
Alros was rambling nonsense but stopped when he caught Melin’s fierce glare and sucked in a sharp breath.
Her deadly eyes clearly said that if he didn’t serve Chris properly, she’d work him to death. Chris chuckled again.
And just like that, the day of departure to Gold Cross arrived before they knew it.
* * *
That night.
Perhaps because it was the night before they left for Gold Cross—
Chris had a dream.
A very old one.
A past life, a dream of childhood.
— My baby. My beloved baby. A blessing bestowed by the heavens. My everything.
The radiant smile that looked down upon him.
It was his mother, the one who gave birth to him.
Chris could vividly recall even the days when he was very young, and he remembered clearly just how warmly his mother used to smile at him.
His mother loved him.
She was happy whenever she looked at him.
The people of the world also blessed Chris.
Because Chris was the treasure born from the union of the most noble bloodlines in the world.
The Holy King of the Theocratic Kingdom.
The imperial princess of the Karn Empire.
These two were Chris’s parents.
The entire world rejoiced at Chris’s birth, and everyone believed that his future would, of course, be filled with light.
But that radiant happiness did not last long.
Not long after giving birth to him, his mother was branded as a servant of the Devil.
It was a false accusation.
— Why?! It’s not true! Please, believe what I say!
But her pleas had no effect.
Because the one who orchestrated the conspiracy was none other than the most revered figure in the world—the Holy King.
In short, the Holy King branded his own wife and child as servants of the Devil.
And it wasn’t for some grand reason.
The Holy King had another woman he was emotionally involved with and wanted to make her his official consort.
Chris’s mother, being a princess of the Karn Empire, stood in the way of that plan, so he framed her as a servant of the Devil and tried to send her to the stake.
In the end, his mother had no choice but to accept all the charges.
To save Chris.
— I’ll admit to the crime, so please… just spare this child.
Her plea, paid for with her life, was accepted.
Not because the Holy King showed mercy, but because the Karn Empire, the strongest power within the Crusader Union, had intervened.
Even with the stigma of being involved with the Devil, the imperial family of the Karn Empire could not allow even the young Chris to be executed.
‘It was a salvation worse than death.’
Though he barely escaped with his life, he was treated as a child born from the seed of a Devil, locked away in a tower, and subjected to all kinds of horrific things.
Tortures inflicted under the pretense of a Purification ritual.
The abuse was meant to drive him to death, but perhaps due to the cruelty of fate—
He did not die. He survived.
Only barely clinging to life, with no light at all, living with death as his only hope.
That’s when he first encountered light.
His half-sister, Olivia.
‘Her first impression wasn’t very good.’
The Holy King had framed Chris’s mother in order to make Olivia’s mother his official queen.
Of course, it was impossible not to hold ill feelings.
‘But if it hadn’t been for Olivia, I would’ve completely fallen apart.’
Olivia, unlike her father the Holy King, was a kind child.
Thanks to her protection, Chris was able to escape the horrific tortures disguised as purification and, for the first time, received meals enough to stave off hunger.
More than anything, her sincere concern for him slowly opened the iron bars around Chris’s tattered heart, and eventually, he was able to recover from his broken spirit.
Olivia was his savior.
And so—
‘This time, it’s my turn.’
If he failed to stop this, Olivia would be ruined.
He had to stop it.
* * *
Fwoosh!
Chris and his companions passed through the warp gate.
It was a gate connecting the main estate to a location near the border.
From here, they would ride on horseback down toward Gold Cross.
“We greet the young master!”
The devils managing the gate saluted Chris.
A somewhat tense atmosphere lingered.
It meant that this journey Chris was taking to Gold Cross was dangerous.
They were already like mortal enemies, and now both sides stood on the brink of war.
There was no need to mention Alros, whose face looked completely sickened, and even Jupien’s expression stiffened upon arriving at the border near Gold Cross.
Just before mounting their horses, one of the devils approached.
“And you are?”
“I’m the commander in charge of security in this region. I came to wish the young master victory and fortune.”
“Thank you.”
The commander bowed respectfully.
“Please, strike a proper blow to those Gold Cross bastards. We’re looking forward to the day when you become the Grand Duke.”
An unexpected comment.
That a commander he’d never met before was supporting him.
“It’s not just me. There are many on the front lines who cheer for you, young master.”
“Why is that?”
“Because you’ve proven your worth through power alone.”
Simple, yet undeniable.
No matter what anyone says, power is what matters most to devils.
“Especially because you’ve never turned away from any dirty obstacles thrown in your path. You’ve overcome them all with your own strength. Many devils have come to respect you because of that.”
Even ordinary devils have eyes and ears.
They’ve all heard, in bits and pieces, about the unjust schemes Chris has endured.
Especially what Ashid did recently—it crossed far beyond any acceptable line.
And yet Chris crushed every single obstacle in his path and rose to this position.
It was impossible not to be impressed.
‘Of course, I still think taking the succession trial now is reckless. Forcing the young master, who’s only 4-star, to take the trial…’
The first test of the succession.
Achieve a feat worthy of the House Head’s name against the forces of the Union.
It was an impossible condition.
But what was even more absurd was that Chris had confidently accepted that condition.
As if he could accomplish it without any problem.
His unbelievable steps didn’t end there.
‘He said he’d take care of the entire Gold Cross situation alone as part of the succession trial.’
The devils who heard the rumor were thrown into an uproar.
Most said Chris had made a reckless decision in order to pass the succession trial.
Naturally so—it was something absolutely impossible to achieve.
Many voices claimed Chris had grown arrogant from his recent successes and had lost his sense of judgment.
But a few…
There were those who thought otherwise.
—If it’s Young Master Christian, won’t he pull off another insane miracle?
The commander was one of those who believed that.
“If you pull this off, no one will be able to oppose your passing the succession trial, young master. We’ll be waiting for the victory report.”
The succession trial consisted of two stages.
But cases where someone passed the first trial and failed the second were extremely rare.
Of course, Chris was still a branch family member and had remaining rivals, so passing the first trial didn’t guarantee he would become the Grand Duke, but it would bring him one step away from it.
“Good. I’ll promise you this.”
Chris grinned.
“I’ll bring news that’ll shake not just the Dark Demonic House, or even this southern Devil Nation, but the entire Magus Empire and continent. Feel free to look forward to it.”
This wasn’t just talk.
Once this was over, Christian’s name would spread across the entire continent.
As Chris and his group mounted their horses, the devils formed a line.
“All units, form ranks. Salute the young master!”
“May victory be with you!”
Receiving the thunderous, heartfelt salute, the group departed for the border.
Was it because of the grand send-off?
Or because they were heading into enemy territory?
Both Jupien and Alros’s faces grew visibly stiffer.
Chris was the only one with any composure.
Reaching the border, Chris thought to himself.
‘It’s about time.’
Just then, a dust cloud rose from the direction of Gold Cross.
Judging by the flag, it was a knight order from the Union.
“Ha, hah! Are they—are they here to capture us?! Y-Young Master, Young Lady! For your safety, we must retreat immediately…!”
“Stop panicking. It looks like they’ve come to greet us, so let’s wait here.”
Chris halted his horse precisely on the boundary line between the two sides.
Soon, the opposing group drew near.
They were knights clad in armor, their sharp aura indicating they were part of an elite order.
At least 2-star to 3-star.
There were even those above 4-star, but the most overwhelming was the man at the front.
“You’re the envoys of the Dark Demonic House? Just a bunch of snot-nosed brats.”
A piercing gaze.
Even Chris could feel a shiver from the man’s overwhelming presence.
A 6-star master-class knight had come out to greet them.
But Chris simply stood with his arms crossed, not even glancing at the knight.
The knight’s brow twitched.
“Are you deaf or something?”
“How noisy.”
“…What?”
“I stand here representing the Dark Demonic House. A mutt guarding the house like you has no right to speak to me so casually.”
“!!”
The knight’s face flushed red with rage.
But Chris ignored him and turned his gaze.
Toward a pale-faced young man with a familiar look standing behind them.
“Isn’t that right, Viscount Roy?”
Indeed.
The ones who had come out to meet them were knights from the Kingdom of Brusen and its heir apparent, Viscount Roy.
The very same Roy that Chris had once saved.
And the reason they had come to greet him was simple.
Because Chris had “commanded” Viscount Roy to do so.
As a reminder, Viscount Roy’s soul was still completely bound to Chris and incapable of resisting any order.
Chris had brought Roy along for this operation with the intention of using him like a puppet.
This was the beginning of the operation that would overturn Gold Cross.
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                    Clop, clop.
The horses galloped.
The sight was of the Brusen Kingdom’s knights escorting Chris’s party as they headed toward the Holy Kingdom.
The air was grim and bleak, but there was one person who wore a relaxed expression—Chris.
‘Not bad. Getting to travel with this kind of escort.’
The Holy Kingdom was located deep within Gold Cross, far from the border.
No one knew what dangers might arise along the way, so this was reassuring.
‘Well, the atmosphere isn’t exactly pleasant though.’
The knights were glaring at them like they were staring down their mortal enemies.
Their sidelong glances toward Chris’s party were sharp and threatening, creating an atmosphere so tense that Viscount Roy, pale in the face, gave a command.
“Even if they are demons, they’ve come to visit our Gold Cross as envoys! Show proper decorum!!”
‘If something happens, that Christian demon bastard won’t leave me alone. I have to prevent it!’
Viscount Roy knew all too well how dreadful and terrifying a monster Christian was.
If something did happen, at the very least, Roy’s life would be forfeit, so he was desperate.
The knights grumbled with clear displeasure.
“To think we have to stand by and do nothing in front of these filthy demons.”
“I want to split their heads open.”
“Should I provoke them into a duel? If they die in the duel, there’s no problem, right?”
They weren’t even bothering to lower their voices, so every word reached Chris and his group loud and clear.
Chris yawned, utterly unfazed.
‘Just the kind of reaction I expected. This is probably how it’ll continue from now on.’
The hatred between demons and the Union was as deeply rooted as the conflict between Devils and the Celestial Orders.
Thanks to Viscount Roy running around to keep the situation from escalating, no bloodshed occurred, but the knights kept flapping their filthy mouths.
“Still, those bastards’ faces are no joke. Especially that young master and young lady. Do they choose successors in the Dark Demonic House based on looks? Both of them would fit right in at a brothel.”
“Their sexual energy is insane. Totally my type.”
“Which one?”
“Both. Heh heh.”
“You think they’re screwing each other or something?”
“Wouldn’t be surprising. Demons are disgusting like that—they probably don’t care if it’s a relative or a sibling.”
The knights cackled openly, their repulsive tongues spewing filth.
Roy’s face turned deathly pale at their words, and he glanced nervously at Chris.
Chris merely gave a small smirk.
‘Cute little punks.’
Chris had been through too much to be rattled by garbage like that.
‘Still, I should give a bit of a warning.’
If he left them alone, one of these idiots who didn’t know their place might try something stupid.
‘It’s not like I came to the Union expecting no blood would be shed.’
He was just about to turn his gaze to pick a target.
And then, something unexpected happened.
Thwack!
A loud noise rang out.
The knight at the front, the one who had been spouting filth the most excitedly, had his head whipped to the side.
Someone had thrown down a gauntlet.
It was Jupien.
“A duel,” she said in her usual blunt tone.
“If you can, I don’t mind if you kill me during the duel. Demons don’t hold anyone accountable for what happens during a duel.”
“!!”
“But if I win, I’ll cut out your tongue.”
The entire hall turned cold.
The one who had been slapped was a 4-star knight.
A high-ranking officer even among the knighthood.
In contrast, to the knights, Jupien appeared to be just a delicate, doll-like, beautiful young girl.
Of course, everyone knew she was the princess of the Dark Demonic House, but they underestimated her because of her young and fragile appearance.
The knight who had been struck spat out blood-tinged saliva and growled viciously.
“You filthy Demon bitch. My hands have been itching anyway. I’ll make you beg for your life.”
A crimson mana blade flared to life.
As if he truly believed Jupien was beneath him, he didn’t aim for fatal areas like her neck or chest, but instead for her right wrist.
However—
Fwoosh!
An illusion exploded, distorting the knight’s vision.
Jupien’s sword split into copies.
An illusionary sword art infused with her black blade.
And then—
Slice.
“Gyaaah!!”
A fountain of blood erupted from the knight’s sword arm. His arm had been severed in a single stroke.
Jupien’s blade didn’t stop there.
Crunch.
Her sword stabbed straight into the knight’s open mouth.
Just a little push more, and his tongue would be cut, exactly as she had declared.
“Guh… guh… ah… ah…”
The knight groaned, tears streaming down his face in terror.
Jupien stared at him silently, then frowned.
“Even cutting off your tongue feels filthy.”
“!!”
Thud!
She kicked the knight, sending him tumbling across the floor, and returned to Chris’s side as if nothing had happened.
The entire hall was swallowed in silence.
They had been utterly overwhelmed by her presence.
After that, the journey proceeded relatively smoothly.
The atmosphere was still tense with killing intent, but no one dared to open their mouths carelessly again.
‘A short-lived comfort.’
Yes, this was only the beginning.
The deeper they went into the Gold Cross, the harsher the stares directed at Chris and his group became.
If it hadn’t been for Count Roy, whom Chris had called over to serve as a shield, there would’ve already been multiple incidents by now—it was a precarious situation.
Eventually—
The tension escalated to the point it felt like it would explode.
They had arrived at their destination: the Law Kingdom of Arhen.
* * *
The Law Kingdom was a small nation.
Its territory consisted of a central capital, a few satellite cities, and surrounding estates—nothing more.
But no one dared to look down on the Law Kingdom.
The royal family of Arhen carried the bloodline of the Holy Seat.
Because of that, they had served as the spiritual pillar of the Gold Cross people in their centuries-long resistance against the Magus Empire.
Small, but with a powerful influence that rivaled even the greatest nations—it was a glorious kingdom.
Because of that heritage, the people of the Law Kingdom were immensely proud of themselves and harbored an almost pathological hostility toward demons.
‘Still, this is way too grotesque to be considered art.’
The moment they passed through the castle gate, a massive bronze statue standing in the plaza came into view.
It was a large tree-shaped statue, with countless human heads sculpted in bronze hanging from its branches.
Each had horns protruding from their heads, clearly meant to represent severed demon heads, all bearing twisted expressions as if they had died under unspeakable torture.
‘They’re proudly displaying something only devils from Gehenna would enjoy.’
Chris shook his head in disbelief.
It was a testament to the Law Kingdom’s deep hatred toward demons.
In fact, the moment Chris and his group stepped inside the castle walls, sharp glares rained down on them.
The air was so heavy it felt like stones might come flying at any moment, and Count Roy once again broke out in a cold sweat, his face pale.
“Th-these individuals are envoys from the Dark Demonic House who came to solve the plague that recently struck the Gold Cross! S-so they’re good demons!!”
‘Ugh, why am I the one doing this?! Let me go home already, you damn demon bastard!’
For reference, since they had arrived at the Law Kingdom, Sir Press and the knights who had accompanied them had already returned to the border, leaving Count Roy all alone to swallow his tears.
At that moment, a cold voice rang out.
“The Count tells a funny story. A good demon? I’ve only heard of dead demons being good. Are you the envoys from the Dark Demonic House?”
“!!”
A tall blond man stood there.
He wore the emblem of the Law Kingdom and had knights following behind him.
Chris recognized him instantly.
‘Holy Knight Mieck.’
A man he knew well.
One of the Law Kingdom’s representative Holy Knights.
He had reached the level of a 5-star Elder Class.
‘He’s also known for his righteous nature.’
As Chris recalled that, he let out a faint chuckle without realizing.
A past memory had surfaced.
‘He was the one who presided over my purification ritual.’
In other words—
Mieck was also one of those who abused him under the pretext of purification during his childhood.
The reason it could clearly be called abuse was because of Mieck’s expression during the purification ritual.
At that time, Mieck was taking pleasure in tormenting the young Chris.
‘To run into this guy right after coming to the Law Kingdom.’
Chris nodded without showing any reaction.
“We are envoys from the Dark Demonic House. You must have heard what the main family said?”
“I have. You came as envoys to investigate the truth behind the plague of black death spreading through the federation.”
“Exactly. It’s clear someone is trying to frame our Dark Demonic House. We intend to uncover the truth and make them pay.”
Mieck nodded.
Then he spoke in a low voice.
A voice no one else could hear—directed only at Chris.
“Shut up, you filthy creatures.”
“!!”
“I don’t care what you’re thinking, so stay quiet and leave. We reluctantly accepted your visit as diplomatic envoys, but the thought of vermin like you stepping foot in our sacred Law Kingdom makes my blood boil.”
Chris let out a small laugh.
‘Just as I remembered Mieck’s personality.’
Chris thought bitterly.
‘Should I take care of him while I have the chance?’
Not because he bore a grudge against him.
To be honest, it was such an old issue that Chris had already forgotten about it.
If he held grudges against everyone who had tormented him as a child, he’d have to slaughter almost every notable figure in the Law Kingdom.
‘Still, it’s better to kill this guy. For the future’s sake.’
If left alive, he would become a cancerous presence, eating away at the Crusade Alliance.
More harmful than any enemy—a rotten man.
‘It’s about time I showed my strength at least once. He started this quarrel, so if a fight breaks out, it won’t be my fault.’
Having finished calculating, Chris provocatively faced Mieck.
“I don’t care about your reckless barking. Why don’t you just escort me to your master, the Law King?”
“!!”
“By the way, you kept saying ‘Law Kingdom, Law Kingdom’ so much, but it seems pretty unimpressive. Seeing a nobody like you barking wildly like you own the place makes that clear.”
Mieck’s face flared up with rage.
Just as he was about to tightly grip his sword, he suddenly froze.
His eyes met Chris’s.
“……”
Deep.
So deep it felt like swallowing the abyssal sea—his eyes were a dark crimson.
A chilling pressure crushed Mieck.
It was an instinctive sense of danger.
That he must not draw his sword.
‘What nonsense is this? What does that brat think he is?’
Mieck furrowed his brows as if he couldn’t understand what he was feeling.
He was an Elder Class.
Although still a lower 5-star, unlike Ashid—who was a half-baked 5-star whom Chris had defeated recently—Mieck was a proper Elder Class.
Yet, to feel this from an opponent only ranked 4-star?
“Why? What are you hesitating for? You’re not going to draw your sword? If you want to, go ahead. Demons don’t avoid challenges.”
Mieck ground his teeth.
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                    But in the end, he couldn’t draw his sword.
A choice even he couldn’t comprehend.
Mieck growled, concealing his confusion.
“Consider yourself lucky to have come here as an envoy. If not for that, my sword wouldn’t have remained still.”
“Hmph. You didn’t need to go easy on me. Must be because you’re one of those cowardly Union dogs—so considerate.”
When Chris sneered, Mieck clenched his fists tightly.
But he forcibly suppressed his anger.
Using this excuse—
‘No matter if he’s a demon, striking down an envoy before he’s finished his business isn’t something a knight of honor would do.’
Mieck denied the sense of danger he had just felt.
It didn’t make sense to feel threatened by someone who was only 4-star level.
‘I’ll deal with him later when the chance arises. With a decent excuse, I should be able to cut off a few limbs. I’m looking forward to it.’
Mieck’s eyes gleamed cruelly.
Meanwhile, seeing that look in Mieck’s eyes, Chris simply shrugged.
‘What a shame. Well, it doesn’t matter. This isn’t the only chance I’ll get.’
With the way Mieck kept glancing at him menacingly, it looked like something would break out soon.
‘Might not be a bad idea to use this guy to shake up the Holy Nation.’
A clever scheme sparked in Chris’s mind.
A way to both get rid of Mieck and tilt the playing field in his favor.
It wouldn’t be hard.
Either way, the tension escalated further due to the clash between the two.
The knights of the Holy Nation glared at Chris as if they were ready to kill him.
Count Roy, who had ended up tagging along, looked as nervous as if he were the real target, and the similarly timid Alros whispered in a voice that sounded like his heart was about to burst.
“M-My Lord, please be a bit more careful with your words…”
“What?”
Alros looked like he was about to explode with frustration.
“Th-This isn’t the Magus Empire… it’s enemy Union territory…”
Chris cut him off and asked indifferently.
“Alros, who are we?”
“…We are envoys representing the Great Dark Demonic House.”
“And? You mean because we’re afraid of the enemy, we should cower like turtles and pull in our heads?”
“……”
“Don’t forget. Our actions symbolize the Dark Demonic House. Even if we’re deep in enemy territory, even if a blade is at our throat, we must stand tall. Understood?”
Alros bowed his head in shame.
“Y-Yes, I will keep that in mind.”
Chris shrugged.
‘Honestly, even I don’t care that much about the honor of the Dark Demonic House.’
Even so, he had a reason for giving this warning.
He was in the middle of a succession trial.
Just like solving the Gold Cross issue, passing the succession trial perfectly was just as important.
It was best to avoid any unnecessary noise about having tarnished the prestige of the Dark Demonic House.
At that moment, ignoring the surrounding tension, Jupien—who had been quietly training her grip strength with a portable hand gripper—peeked over and asked.
…For reference, Jupien, despite her doll-like appearance, was an eccentric training freak who even followed others on foot using lightfoot techniques when they traveled on horseback—someone who diligently trained regardless of time or place.
“What are you going to do now?”
“First, we have to meet Princess Olivia. There’s no way the Holy Emperor  would meet us, since we’re demons.”
The moment he said Olivia’s name, his heart gave a faint tremble.
He was finally going to meet her.
‘In my previous life, I couldn’t see her for a long time either.’
Ever since he left the family, he hadn’t seen her even once.
After the Age of Ruins began, Olivia met a horrifying death.
Not that anyone met a good end during the Age of Ruins, but Olivia’s death was among the worst.
The memory made his chest ache.
Seeing Chris like that, Jupien frowned.
“What’s with you?”
“…What do you mean?”
“You’ve got that face like you’re sick or something.”
“…You’re imagining things.”
“No, something’s definitely off. Come here.”
Jupien placed her palm on Chris’s forehead.
“No fever. Or wait… did you get hit with some death curse or something? Hurry up and turn back into my unlucky little brother.”
“…What are you even saying? Since when am I your little brother?”
“You’re younger than me. So you’re my brother. My little brother that I want to beat the crap out of and grind under my heel.”
“…Stop spouting nonsense and get your hand off me.”
Chris brushed Jupien’s hand away and adjusted his expression.
‘I need to be careful.’
Olivia doesn’t know him.
He had to treat her strictly as a stranger.
“Anyway, I’m going to work with Princess Olivia to resolve this incident. With her awakened Starblood, she’ll be a big help.”
“Do you really think she’ll cooperate? We’re demons, remember.”
Jupien questioned skeptically, but Chris firmly nodded.
“She will.”
The Olivia he knew was someone who wouldn’t hesitate to carry straw into a burning fire if it meant saving her people.
She wouldn’t refuse to join hands with a demon.
However—
“You cannot meet with Princess Olivia.”
“…What?”
“Princess Olivia is currently in long-term seclusion for prayer.”
“…….”
A butler with a blunt expression came forward and informed Chris’s group.
“Don’t even think about meeting Her Highness. Just follow the guide we assign and investigate the incident on your own or not—it’s up to you.”
On your own.
It meant they would receive no cooperation in the investigation.
The assigned guide was more likely a watchdog—someone who could draw their blade and turn into an enemy at any moment.
“I’m warning you in advance. If you show any suspicious behavior in the name of investigating, I’ll cut your head off and have your corpse deported. Keep that in mind.”
Leaving behind those words, the man turned and disappeared.
“……”
Chris kept his mouth shut.
‘This is troubling.’
For his plan to work, Olivia had to accompany him.
‘Strange. Secluding herself for prayer during an emergency like this?’
It didn’t seem like the Olivia he knew.
Feeling that something was off, Chris turned to Mari.
“Is there any way to find out what’s going on with Princess Olivia?”
[Ohoho, of course. I’ll be right back.]
And Mari really did return in no time.
Dangling from her hand was the ghost of a pale-faced young man.
[This one is a ghost who’s been hiding out in the royal castle. I think we can ask him.]
The ghost, apparently traumatized by whatever he experienced on the way here with Mari, dropped to his knees in fear.
[I-I’ll tell you anything! J-Just please spare me!]
“…No one’s going to kill you. Not like you’re even alive. What are you begging for your life for? Do you know anything about Princess Olivia?”
[Y-Yes? Of course I do.]
“Why is she in seclusion? Don’t tell me it’s some romantic notion like praying to the Thrones to drive out the plague. Is there a reason?”
[That is…]
The ghost’s eyes darted back and forth.
When he hesitated, Mari let out a high-pitched laugh.
[My, my. Our little cutie’s keeping his mouth too shut in front of the young master. I wonder if he’ll talk better if I tear his lips up and down?]
[I-I’ll speak right now!!]
The ghost frantically continued.
[P-Princess Olivia has been in seclusion for a long time now.]
“A long time? Why?”
[Because of the death of the Cursed Prince.]
“…What?”
A moment of silence passed, followed by a dissonant-sounding question.
“…What do you mean by that?”
[Princess Olivia fell into deep despair after the death of her older brother, the Cursed Prince.]
Perhaps sensing Chris’s sinking mood,
the ghost cautiously added on.
[She blames herself for his death and has cut off all outside contact, remaining in seclusion since.]
* * *
‘To think… Olivia’s been like that all this time.’
He hadn’t even imagined it.
‘I thought she was doing fine after I disappeared…’
Step. His feet moved forward.
He was now walking in the secluded rear area of the Holy Nation’s royal castle, Arhen.
Even though he was a demon, no one tried to stop him as he freely walked through the royal castle.
This place was ominous from the start—somewhere no one dared to approach.
It was where the former Holy Empress, once the puppet of a demon, admitted her sins and took her own life in front of her son.
At the same time, it was the place where her cursed offspring had been locked away.
The “Tower of Sorrow” came into view before Chris.
‘It’s been a long time.’
Chris looked at the tower with a gaze tinged with unfamiliar nostalgia.
As a child, it had seemed like an insurmountable symbol of despair, but now, it looked like nothing more than a small tower.
There was no particular emotion stirring in him.
It was likely because of the era of destruction he had lived through.
That hellish time when the entire world had turned into a living nightmare had dulled the colors of his childhood memories.
Just—ah yes, that happened. That sort of thing.
Even his hatred for his father, the Holy Emperor, now felt like a quiet, still lake—calm and distant.
‘Still, this wasn’t a place I ever wanted to return to.’
He had come only because there was someone he needed to meet.
Creak. He opened the rusted door and stepped inside, revealing the interior of the tower.
True to its purpose as a prison, it was bleak and cramped.
He ascended the stairs—familiar, yet never truly comfortable—and came upon the room where he had once stayed as a child.
As expected, it was small.
A single window showing the emerald-colored river outside was the only source of hope in the space.
There, someone was waiting.
Someone he was meeting again after a long stretch of time.
“It’s an honor to meet you.”
Chris lifted the corners of his mouth, as he always did, to conceal his true feelings.
“Princess Olivia.”
* * *
Olivia looked just as Chris remembered her.
A young girl in her mid-teens in appearance.
Emerald-green hair. Sapphire-like eyes that sparkled like gems.
A girl with the face of a fairy from a storybook, or an angel descended to Earth.
But she wasn’t exactly the same as in his memories.
‘Why is she so thin?’
She looked so frail, it was painful to see.
And it wasn’t just her appearance that had changed.
“Demon?”
Olivia’s expression twisted into a frown.
“Are you the envoy sent by the Dark Demonic House? Prince Christian, the new Sacred Star of the Dark Demonic House?”
It seemed she had heard of Christian.
“I heard the royal chamberlain was scheduled to meet you. What are you doing here?”
Her tone was sharp and laced with thorns.
Chris had never once heard Olivia speak like that.
Even toward someone unforgivable, Olivia would always respond with a gentle voice.
‘It doesn’t feel like it’s just because I’m a demon. Has her personality changed? Could it be… because of my death?’
He was shaken.
This was not the situation he had anticipated.
The bigger problem was that it wasn’t just her personality that had become prickly.
‘That’s the look of someone who’s completely shut their heart.’
He recalled what the ghost Mari had brought had told them.
That Olivia’s despair had only worsened over time, to the point where she rejected all external contact.
‘This is a problem.’
Chris furrowed his brow.
The sorrow of seeing his long-lost sister in ruins would have to wait.
If Olivia was like this, there was no way she could help resolve the current incident.
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                    ‘What should I do?’
He couldn’t reveal his identity.
Even if he wanted to, it was impossible.
His true identity was bound by causality, making it impossible to disclose.
Besides, he was a complete stranger to her now—there was no way she would accept some clumsy words of comfort.
Above all, Chris instinctively sensed it.
That Olivia’s heart wasn’t in a state to be swayed by a few words.
He could feel the firmly closed walls.
‘I had hoped she was doing well.’
Chris let out a sigh.
There was no other choice.
He decided to take a drastic approach.
“You asked why I came here.”
“Ah, yes. I came out of curiosity.”
“…What did you say?”
A thoroughly unpleasant smile formed at the corner of Chris’s lips.
“I heard this was where that crippled bastard, the so-called Cursed Prince, used to live. I was curious to see if he really was a Devil’s seed.”
“!!”
Olivia’s face flushed in an instant.
“How dare you! Take that back and apologize right now.”
“And if I don’t?”
“I’ll make you kneel at my brother’s grave and force you to apologize.”
Harsh words, not like the Olivia he once knew.
But they weren’t empty threats.
A white radiance like clouds began to leak from Olivia’s body.
A powerful aura that made the skin tingle with tension.
‘Was Olivia always this strong?’
When they were children, Olivia had never once shown her powers, so he’d had no idea.
Even now, just from what she was revealing, it was clearly at least 4-star power.
‘Her power leans more toward support than direct combat, though.’
Olivia’s abilities were different from those of knights or mages.
They came from the power of an Awakened—one who bore the blood of the Celestial Seat.
‘That power is the key to resolving this incident.’
For reference, an awakening of the Holy Blood occurred only once every few generations even in the royal family of Arhen, the Theocracy.
Thus, the only person currently able to use the power of the Holy Blood was Olivia.
“I only called a cripple a cripple. I don’t see why that should make you so angry.”
“Y-You…!!”
The moment Olivia couldn’t hold herself back any longer and pulled out a small staff, aiming it at Christian—
“He died without being able to say a single word to clear his name. So yes, he was a cripple.”
Olivia froze.
“What… what do you mean by that?”
“Exactly what I said. I heard the Cursed Prince was supposedly born as a Devil’s seed.”
Chris shrugged as he looked around the room.
“There’s not even a trace of a Devil’s presence left here.”
“……”
Olivia swallowed hard.
“H-How would you know that? No one can detect the traces of a Devil.”
She wasn’t wrong.
No Holy Knight or Inquisitor could identify a Devil’s trace just by looking.
That was because Devils hid themselves using their powers.
‘That’s exactly why so many innocent people became victims. Since you can’t identify it outwardly, they’d torture innocent people under accusations of being Devil worshippers, force false confessions out of them, and burn them at the stake.’
In a way, Chris was one of those victims too.
No trace of demonic power had ever been found in him, yet the people of the Theocracy insisted that the demon had simply hidden it.
“Our Dark Demonic House has a secret art that detects demonic energy. Even using that method, I don’t sense any presence of a Devil’s seed ever being here.”
That was a lie.
No such method existed.
That kind of secret technique would only be developed much later, around the midpoint of the Age of Ruin, to root out the widespread Devil worshippers hidden within the Union—but it didn’t exist yet.
“More importantly, Your Highness knows this too, doesn’t she?”
Chris gave a faint smile.
“That the Cursed Prince actually had nothing to do with Devils.”
“!!”
“You knew, and that’s why you’re in such despair, isn’t it? Because of the guilt of not being able to save him.”
Clang!
The staff she had been holding dropped to the floor.
Olivia stood frozen, her face pale as she opened and closed her lips without saying anything.
That’s right.
Olivia knew it too.
But she hadn’t been able to save Chris.
She had been too young back then, without the power to protect him.
Eventually, tears streamed down from Olivia’s eyes.
“…So what are you trying to say?”
Olivia growled.
“Who are you to act like you know everything?!”
It was a cry filled with anguish.
Seeing his sister like that made Chris’s chest ache for a moment, but there was no choice.
Right now, he had to push her to move.
Even if that meant hurting her.
For Olivia’s sake.
Not just to stop her from falling apart.
But also for the sake of her wounded heart.
So that when she faced the terrible truth later, she wouldn’t be completely destroyed—this moment was necessary.
“It’s just frustrating… seeing you drown in grief and do nothing.”
“What would you know…!”
Chris replied flatly.
In a voice different from before.
“Don’t you want to uncover the truth?”
For a moment, the surroundings fell silent.
Olivia’s eyes widened.
“What do you mean by that…?”
“If the Cursed Prince had no connection to Devils, then someone must have framed him. Isn’t that right?”
“……”
Olivia swallowed hard.
It felt as if a Devil was whispering in her ear.
“If you wish, I can reveal the truth with the power I possess. I may not look like it, but I have many talents. However.”
Step.
Chris took a step forward.
The distance between them shortened, and Olivia gazed at him blankly.
Chris raised a finger and wiped the tear from the corner of her eye.
A low voice flowed gently.
“Are you prepared to face the truth? No matter how vile it may be.”
“!!”
Olivia’s gaze wavered.
From within the shadows.
Chris’s blood-red eyes dimly glowed with a heavy light.
A light that held a pain no one could name.
“What do you mean by that? A vile truth?”
Olivia asked, as if she couldn’t comprehend.
‘Olivia probably doesn’t know yet that the Holy Emperor was the mastermind behind framing my mother.’
When Chris’s mother was accused of being a servant of a Devil, the Holy Emperor didn’t step forward himself, of course.
More than anything, the Holy Emperor always appeared to Olivia as a kind and loving father. Unlike with Chris, he truly cherished Olivia as his daughter.
That’s why Olivia had no idea her father was such a monstrous being.
Not yet.
‘Perhaps never knowing would be better for Olivia.’
But that wasn’t possible.
Because at the end of this incident, Olivia would inevitably come face-to-face with the harrowing truth.
“…Can you really uncover the truth?”
“Of course. With the power I possess, it’s more than possible. However, there is a condition.”
“What is it?”
“First, you must personally cooperate in uncovering the truth behind this outbreak of the Black Plague in Gold Cross.”
Olivia nodded.
She had turned away in despair, but this was something she was meant to do.
“Is that all?”
“Of course, there’s more. The second condition… is the one I truly desire.”
The ominous tone in his voice made Olivia’s expression harden.
“What kind of condition is it…?”
Chris silently stared at her for a moment.
Just as a flicker of doubt passed through Olivia’s sapphire eyes.
Chris spoke.
“Form a Pact with me.”
* * *
“!!”
Olivia’s eyes widened at the unexpected words.
“What are you talking about? A pact, all of a sudden?”
“Ah, please don’t misunderstand. I’m proposing this because I wish to join hands with the Princess.”
A Pact was, quite literally, a vow-based promise between two people.
If the terms of the pact were broken, it exacted a heavy toll—making it an extremely binding agreement.
The contents of a pact could vary greatly.
From simple contracts, to lovers’ vows, to master-servant bonds, and more.
Among them, what Chris was proposing was an alliance.
‘I’ll likely be active within the Alliance more often from now on, and I need someone within it who can support me.’
Olivia was the perfect candidate.
If everything went well with this case, Olivia would become one of the most esteemed figures in the Alliance.
Of course, Olivia’s reaction wasn’t favorable.
“…Do you really think I’d accept that condition?”
Chris was a demon.
He stood at the opposite end of everything Saintess Olivia represented.
Setting that aside, she was seeing him for the first time.
What basis did she have to form such a pact with him?
“I’m not asking you to decide immediately. Once we’ve resolved this incident together, you may decide after watching me closely.”
“……”
“I assure you, Princess—you will come to trust me.”
At those confident words, Olivia’s delicate brow furrowed.
‘So irritating.’
To be honest.
The moment Olivia first laid eyes on Christian, she felt a shock that made her heart nearly stop.
She was clearly meeting him for the first time, and yet… it felt like her chest was being torn apart.
Something she couldn’t understand.
‘Is it because his name is the same as my brother’s?’
It made no sense.
More than anything, her brother Chris and this demon before her shared no resemblance at all.
If she had to find something—they were both handsome?
Smooth talkers?
Geniuses?
‘If my brother had been raised in a proper environment, he would’ve become someone far greater than this insufferable bastard.’
As thoughts of Chris surfaced again, Olivia felt a dull ache in her chest.
Only she in this world knew just how remarkable Chris—who had been condemned as a demon’s seed—truly was.
Above all, her brother Chris was a warm and good person. So much so that comparing him to this wretched demon felt like an insult.
—Thank you, always.
Chris had always said that to Olivia.
But the truth was, it wasn’t so.
It was always her who had been helped.
Olivia recalled the past she shared with Chris.
Their first meeting was by chance.
‘I ran away crying from the pressure, and ended up at the tower where my brother lived.’
When she was young.
Olivia carried an immense burden on her shoulders.
She was the awakened bearer of the Holy Blood—the first in a hundred years.
Everyone in the Holy Nation wanted her to attain even greater divine power, and she was forced to devote every day to cultivating it.
Without even a moment’s rest.
Carrying the weight of everyone’s expectations.
To someone not even ten years old, it felt suffocating.
Always struggling within what felt like the bars of a prison, she met her brother by chance, who said with an expressionless face:
—You can rest here for a while.
Why?
Why did those words shake her heart so deeply?
In front of her brother whom she had never met before, Olivia broke down in tears.
From that day on, she would often go visit Chris, and every time, Chris would silently make space next to him.
If it hadn’t been for that warmth, Olivia wouldn’t have been able to withstand the pressures of her childhood—she would have collapsed.
That wasn’t all.
Chris had even saved her life. More than once.
30%.
That was the final probability for a Holy Blood Awakener to completely awaken their divine authority.
Just because someone awakened the Holy Blood didn’t mean they could all handle the power smoothly.
The authority of a Celestial Throne was an overwhelmingly difficult power for humans to wield.
If one slipped even slightly during the process, the power could go berserk, or the internal body would collapse, leading to death.
Especially since there was never more than one Holy Blood Awakener per generation.
So they could receive help from no one and had to learn to handle the power entirely on their own.
Olivia, too, faced a moment of near death—and the one who helped her then was Chris.
—That... move the energy below your navel with the gathered flow in your right shoulder...
As incomprehensible as it was,
Chris somehow knew how to handle the authority of the Celestial Throne.
When asked, he simply said he knew by instinct. That he could just see how the energy should move.
At that moment, Olivia realized for the first time that Chris was not an ordinary being.
Thanks to him, Olivia overcame that brush with death—and such incidents repeated more than once.
If it hadn’t been for Chris, Olivia would have died long ago.
And the grace she received from Chris didn’t end there.
As a Saintess, she could not open her heart to anyone. Chris, staying by her side, became a friend and a source of emotional comfort.
When she grew older and began to see the horrific reality of the Holy Nation that didn’t align with her ideals, it was Chris who firmly helped her find her resolve again.
She still hadn’t forgotten the sound of the whistle Chris made by rolling a leaf and playing it to comfort her when she was despondent.
And there were countless other things she had received from Chris.
That was why—
Why Olivia missed Chris so deeply.
Chris was not just an older brother to her.
He was her savior, her teacher, her support, her friend—he was everything to her.
‘And yet I let him die.’
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                    Olivia bit her lip hard, feeling as if tears would burst forth at any moment.
What made it even more unbearable was the fact that she could have prevented Chris’s pain and death.
Chris was not the spawn of a devil.
Olivia knew that fact very well.
But because she had no power, she couldn’t save him.
If only she had power.
No—if only she had tried to uncover the truth no matter what, wouldn’t Chris still be alive?
Such thoughts kept surfacing, and she endlessly blamed herself.
“I couldn’t even save the person dearest to me. How can someone like me be called a Saintess?”
With such feelings, she had cast aside her duties as a Saintess until now, but the time had come to stand up again.
For Chris.
“…I’ll uncover the truth about my brother, no matter what.”
She made a firm vow.
Because that was the only thing she could do now for the deceased Chris.
“Anyway, as we discussed, I’ll fully cooperate with resolving the Black Death. In return, you must keep your promise to clear my brother’s name.”
“You don’t need to worry about that. I will absolutely uncover the truth.”
Chris replied without hesitation.
Either way, once they reached the end of this incident, all truths would be revealed.
“But will you be alright with this?”
“What do you mean?”
“I doubt the other members of the Theocracy will easily accept a princess cooperating with a demon.”
That was also Olivia’s concern.
There would be major opposition.
“…Even so, I have to try somehow.”
“Hm.”
Christian crossed his arms.
“If it becomes too difficult, I’ll help you.”
“…Help me? How could you, a demon, influence the internal decisions of the Theocracy?”
Olivia reacted as if it were nonsense, but Chris grinned faintly.
“In my own way. Though it may be a bit rough, I ask for your understanding.”
It was an incomprehensible remark.
* * *
Thus, the two formed a pact.
However, things did not proceed smoothly.
Because of opposition from the Theocracy’s retainers.
“This is outrageous!! Her Highness the Princess siding with a demon?!”
“Such a thing is impossible!!”
“We never should have allowed demons inside to begin with! Let’s drive them back to the Dark Lands at once!!”
Olivia wore a troubled expression.
She had expected this, but the opposition was fierce.
“This is for the people of Gold Cross. Though they are demons, they possess deep knowledge of curse magic. It will surely help in resolving this crisis.”
However, her argument was not accepted.
“It seems Her Highness the Princess is still too young to understand just how cunning those demons are.”
“It must be because Her Highness is so kind that she even looks upon demons with warmth. But demons are worse than beasts. They are not to be trusted.”
Though the words were directed at the demons, they subtly belittled her for being young and inexperienced.
In truth, it had always been this way.
‘I have no real power.’
She was revered as the Saintess who awakened the Sacred Blood, but she was still young.
Though she represented the Theocracy and stood at the forefront in times of crisis, it was all for show—she held no real authority.
“His Holiness the Pope is in seclusion, receiving revelations from the Holy Seats, and could not attend this meeting, but he would surely oppose this as well.”
“That’s right. Please consider how much pain His Holiness would feel if he learned that Your Highness sided with demons.”
Olivia bit her lip tightly.
“Even now, people are dying from the Black Death, and you suggest we do nothing just because you hate demons?”
“That is not the only reason.”
A man rose from his seat.
A tall and handsome figure.
It was Mieck, the representative Holy Knight of the Theocracy, who had previously clashed with Chris.
The Theocracy was not a nation that stood at the front lines of war—it was weak in military power and had few strong knights. Mieck was one of the rare assets, a beacon of strength.
As such, he held considerable real power within the Theocracy.
“We are doing this all out of concern for Your Highness.”
Mieck strode over to Olivia.
Then, kneeling on one knee, he kissed the back of her hand.
“As Your Highness’s Fair Knight, I too must oppose this.”
Fair Knight.
A title given to the knight paired with a lady.
Olivia coldly pulled her hand away.
“I’ve never granted you the position of Fair Knight, Sir Mieck. Don’t ever act so rudely again.”
At her cold rejection, Mieck’s face momentarily hardened.
‘This damn wench. How dare she.’
But he couldn’t show what he was thinking.
Mieck harbored ambitions of winning her heart and becoming the second most powerful figure in the Theocracy.
Even playing the role of a hypocritical Holy Knight, which didn’t suit his nature, was all for the sake of power.
‘Damn it, arrogant wench. I’ll just relieve my stress when I get back. I happened to get my hands on some fine “goods” through the slave merchant.’
He recalled the secret hideout he had prepared and smiled chillingly to himself.
On the surface, he spoke with feigned nobility.
“My heart for Your Highness is always sincere. Please reconsider consorting with those despicable demons.”
“Please reconsider!”
The retainers cried out in unison.
Olivia bit the inside of her mouth.
With her power alone, she could not refuse their coercion.
‘No. I have to act, no matter what.’
While she was consumed by despair, countless people were being sacrificed.
It was already far too late—a situation where she, as a Star-Blooded of the Theocracy, had abandoned her duty.
More than anything, she had to cooperate with that demon in order to clear Chris’s wrongful accusations.
‘Even if I have to escape the Theocracy in secret, I must go. But how?’
She wasn’t in a position to move freely.
Wherever she went, escorts followed.
They were practically watchers, binding her freedom.
Above all, the Theocracy’s knights were under Mieck’s control, making it impossible to slip away easily.
“I only ever think of Your Highness. I sincerely hope you will understand my feelings.”
Then, at that moment—
A completely unexpected voice came from outside the chamber.
“You sure spout bullshit in an original way.”
“…What?”
Bang!
The chamber doors burst open roughly, and the retainers of the Theocracy widened their eyes at the sight of the person who appeared.
“D-Demon?!”
Jet-black hair, blood-red eyes.
An insufferably arrogant expression.
It was Christian.
“How dare you set your filthy foot here?!”
“Ah, forgive me for walking into a place where the noble ones of the Theocracy are gathered. I’ve come because there’s something I need to say.”
“What nonsense! Get that wretch out of here—!!!”
“Enough!! Everyone, be quiet!!”
A sharp voice rang out.
It was Olivia.
She glared fiercely at those around her, then turned to Chris.
“What business brings you here?”
Chris glanced around the chamber.
“I heard you were debating because you couldn’t trust us demons. So, to help you trust us, I’ve brought something useful for the Theocracy.”
“…Something useful?”
The Theocracy’s retainers murmured in confusion.
“What kind of help are you suddenly talking about?”
“It’s nothing much. I just happened to witness a terrible crime occurring within the Theocracy. I’ve come to reveal that crime.”
The members of the chamber looked at each other.
They seemed baffled by what Chris was saying.
An elder shouted out, as if to dismiss it as nonsense.
“What crime could possibly be happening in our country?! The great Pope and the Holy Seats themselves are watching over us!”
“If that’s the case, then I must have imagined the horrific scene I witnessed. Honestly, I never thought I’d see such a revolting sight in the Theocracy.”
Olivia asked,
“…Exactly what are you talking about?”
“An illegal child slave trade and abuse case.”
“…….”
For a moment, the chamber fell into complete silence.
Olivia blinked, unable to fully grasp what Christian had just said.
“W-what did you say?”
“I said it’s a case of illegal child slave trade and abuse.”
“!!”
The chamber erupted into shock.
Everyone raised their voices in disbelief.
“What nonsense is this?!”
“You bastard!! Are you mocking our Theocracy?! How dare you spit out such vile lies with that mouth?!”
Just then, an unexpected figure broke into the scene.
“E-everyone, please calm down! What he says is not a lie!”
It was Viscount Roy, heir to the Duchy of Burssen.
“You’re… from the Burssen Duchy? Weren’t you assigned to monitor those demons? And now you claim this isn’t a lie? What do you mean by that?”
“I mean exactly what I said. What that demon said is true. I saw it with my own eyes.”
“!!”
Viscount Roy hastily explained the full story.
Christian’s group had been tracing remnants in the Theocracy, hoping to find clues about the curse, when they sensed suspicious dark magic. Upon following the trail, they stumbled upon a horrifying scene.
“…T-that’s absurd…”
The Theocracy’s retainers looked incredulous.
But none of them could raise their voices like before.
Viscount Roy, the heir to Burssen, was not someone they could easily dismiss.
“Just who in our Theocracy could commit such monstrous acts?”
“Well, I suppose you’ll find out soon enough.”
Chris folded his arms.
Then, he turned his gaze toward a man whose face had been pale since earlier.
“Isn’t that right, Sir Mieck?”
“!!”
Mieck swallowed hard.
‘That damned bastard… How did he uncover my secret?’
It was true.
The horrific scene Chris had discovered was one of Mieck’s hidden secret chambers.
Chris had been able to expose it so easily thanks to knowledge of the future.
‘It was once the talk of the town… The sacred knight who represented the Theocracy was committing such devilish acts behind the scenes.’
Chris addressed the stiff and speechless Mieck with a provocative tone.
“Wearing the face of a human while doing something this grotesque… Even we demons wouldn’t stoop to such depravity. Tell me, Sir Mieck, do you have any idea who the suspect might be?”
“…I do not know.”
As Mieck gave an oddly evasive answer, the others began exchanging puzzled glances.
Chris curled his lips into a sneer.
“You don’t know? Then I suppose you won’t recognize this either.”
“!!”
It was an emblem—specifically, the insignia worn by the Holy Knights of the Theocracy.
And not just any emblem. It marked the highest-ranking knight class.
At this point in time, there was only one active knight in the Theocracy who bore that symbol.
None other than Mieck.
“I found this at the site where the victims were being held. Surely you can explain what this item was doing there?”
“…….”
A suffocating silence fell over the chamber.
The shocking, horrific truth left everyone speechless.
Bloodshot veins crept into Mieck’s eyes.
‘No! If this continues, I’m finished. I have to fix this somehow!’
There was only one option left.
“How dare you frame me with such baseless slander. You really are a vile demon.”
One small relief for Mieck was that the one exposing this was a demon.
In the Theocracy, demons were absolute evil.
If he could frame all of this as a conspiracy orchestrated by that cunning demon—then maybe he could escape.
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                    For now, if he could just put out this urgent fire, then perhaps he could use the power he had built up in the Theocracy to cover this up and pretend it never happened.
“I, Mieck, challenge you to a duel! I will sever your head and make you pay the price for daring to insult me!”
“Wait!! You mustn’t!”
Princess Olivia hurriedly intervened.
She was confused about whether what that demon said was true or not, but she had to stop the duel.
The reason was simple.
Mieck was a knight who represented the Theocracy.
Even if Christian was a promising rising star from the Dark Demonic House, they were on completely different levels.
He would die.
“Please don’t stop me. That demon has slandered me. He’s stained my honor with vile accusations, so even if I kill him, the Dark Demonic House won’t be able to complain.”
Mieck spoke with a grim tone.
If Mieck was truly innocent and this was the demon’s scheme, then not even Olivia could stop this duel.
In fact, with Mieck acting so confidently, more and more people began to think this way.
‘Yeah, even if Sir Mieck is a bit vain, he couldn’t have done something that horrific.’
‘It must be a demon’s conspiracy.’
‘Truly wicked.’
Olivia clenched her fists tightly.
‘I can’t let Lord Christian die!’
A nervousness she couldn’t understand gripped her.
Whether it was because this demon might hold the truth about her brother Chris, or for some other reason, she couldn’t tell—but she didn’t have the composure to figure it out.
Her mouth went dry.
‘Surely Lord Christian will try to avoid a duel he can’t win, so if I can just protect him and defuse the challenge somehow…’
But then—
Christian gave a completely unexpected response.
“So you're saying you want to throw down?”
With a flick,
He casually stepped onto the round table at the center of the council chamber.
For reference, this meeting room was called the “Hall of the Round Table.”
Just like the name, a large round table stood in the center.
Big enough for a fight.
“Quit barking and get up here.”
Mieck, his face stiff and cold, stepped onto the table.
At the sight of the two facing off, Olivia’s vision went dark.
In the blink of an eye, the duel had been accepted.
‘No!’
Just then—
Chris’s eyes met hers.
His gaze was calm and unwavering.
Strangely enough—
Olivia instinctively understood what Christian’s eyes were saying.
It was a look that said, Don’t worry.
She couldn’t understand why she felt that way toward someone she had only just met—who was even a demon, no less.
But somehow, as if they had shared countless conversations through glances over time, Olivia’s restless heart settled into calm.
Realizing she had been overly anxious, she resolved to stay composed.
…Calm down. If Lord Christian looks like he’s in danger, I can step in with my power. If I use my strength, I can at least prevent the worst from happening.
Meanwhile, Mieck, now standing on the round table, growled coldly.
“You filthy demon bastard. How dare you accuse me of such things? I’ll sever your head, salt it, and send it to the Dark Demonic House.”
Chris let out a small snort.
“You sure talk a lot. Are all you Theocracy dogs like this? Or are you just scared?”
“!!”
“Anyway, just dueling seems dull. How about a wager? If you lose, you confess everything.”
Mieck gave a scoffing laugh.
“Fine. Just make sure your neck’s ready!”
Fwoosh!
A dazzling burst of light.
An Aura Blade.
It was similar, yet different, from the Black Steel Aura he had seen during the fight with Ashid.
This one was more solid.
It was the true form of an Elder-class knight’s power.
His fundamentals are solid, too.
From just one stance, Chris could tell the level of his opponent.
Mieck, despite his rotten personality, was a formidable warrior.
He wasn’t the representative knight of the Theocracy for nothing.
In fact, among those watching the duel from the council chamber, not a single person seemed to expect Mieck to lose.
And everyone was cheering for Mieck.
His guilt hadn’t been proven, and more importantly, Chris was a demon.
Some were even watching with eager eyes, anticipating the blood Chris would soon shed.
A lonely duel with not a single ally.
No… there’s one person on my side.
Olivia was watching him with a gaze full of concern.
To be honest, it was unexpected.
There was no connection between them at all.
…Is it just because she’s a kind person, worrying even about a demon like me?
He shook his head.
Either way, there’s no need to worry.
Chris raised his sword as well.
I’m not that easy to beat.
In that instant—
Mieck moved.
He stomped forward, and the round table made of thick wood cracked as the distance between them vanished in an instant.
His leaping charge added acceleration to the Aura Blade.
Its savage power was like an axe splitting stone.
If he blocked it clumsily, his sword would be split in two.
Even trying to dodge was difficult, since the duel was taking place on the confined space of the round table—there was no room to move freely.
It was a troubling situation, but Chris quickly came up with a solution.
Fwoosh!
A Black Sword flared up from the sword Chris held.
Foolish.
Mieck sneered.
There’s no way a Black Sword could block an Aura Blade.
On top of that, this attack was packed with momentum, greatly amplifying its destructive force.
A mere Black Sword would surely shatter instantly and scatter into pieces—
“!!”
Mieck’s eyes widened as if they would tear apart.
The Black Sword that clashed with his Aura Blade did not collapse.
Rather, a heavy recoil traveled up Mieck’s arm, just like when two Aura forces clashed.
How? That’s not a normal Black Sword?
Mieck stared at Chris’s sword in disbelief.
It was clearly a Black Sword.
And yet, it didn’t so much as tremble against the Aura Blade.
That wasn’t all.
Something even more shocking occurred.
“You seem relaxed. Got time to daydream?”
“!!”
Chris’s sword, touching Mieck’s, made an uncanny movement.
Sliding to the side, it twisted—causing Mieck to momentarily lose balance of his blade.
A parry? What—?
Of course, Mieck was a master swordsman.
To reach Elder class in his early thirties meant he possessed considerable talent.
And yet, even while watching it happen with his own eyes, he had fallen into Chris’s swordplay.
Chris’s blade wasted no time and struck at the opening.
Slash!
The sword skimmed just past Mieck’s eyes in a horizontal sweep.
He barely avoided it, but had he been even a hair slower, he would have lost both eyes.
This…! I’ll kill you!!
Consumed by rage, Mieck launched an even fiercer attack—
At that moment, a flash of dark lightning burst forth.
It was destructive black magic.
Of course, Mieck possessed powerful magic resistance, granting him immunity to most spells.
But Chris’s black magic wasn’t targeting Mieck directly.
It was aiming at Mieck’s sword.
Crackle!
Lightning surged over the blade, causing it to tremble—and Chris wasn’t about to miss that opening.
Slice!
Blood spurted from Mieck’s shoulder.
Fortunately, it wasn’t a fatal wound.
But it was a blow that shattered his pride.
Then came the follow-up barrage.
A flurry of black magic and strikes came flying in.
By all accounts, Mieck should’ve been stronger.
The majesty of Mieck’s Aura Blade couldn’t even be compared to Christian’s shabby black sword.
And yet, the one being driven into a corner was Mieck.
Those watching the duel swallowed nervously.
“Unbelievable.”
“It’s like he’s toying with Sir Mieck.”
“Is the power of the Dark Demonic House’s prince really that overwhelming?”
Then, an unbelievable sight unfolded.
Boom!
Mieck, who had been pushed back miserably, rolled off the round table and fell beneath it!
A humiliating scene.
“S-Sir Mieck!”
“Are you all right?!”
Mieck shouted furiously.
“Shut up, all of you! Get lost!!”
“!!”
“This bastard… I’ll kill you.”
With bloodshot eyes gleaming murderously, Mieck climbed back up onto the round table.
Chris shrugged.
“Hmm. You sure you’re okay? Your eyes look like they’re about to tear up. Want me to wait while you go have a cry? I can even lend you a handkerchief.”
“You bastard!!! Shut your mouth!!!”
Cornered desperation.
Shattered pride.
And Christian’s taunting all piled on—Mieck completely lost his reason.
“I’ll kill you!! I’ll kill you!!”
Fwoooosh!!
Mieck’s body became engulfed in a blinding light, as if it might explode.
He was about to unleash a secret technique.
“N-No!”
Olivia’s face went pale.
There was no way Christian could endure that technique.
She tried to release her power, but she was a step too late.
The secret technique Mieck unleashed was the Meteor Shot—a secret skill passed down within the Holy Empire’s Holy Knights.
A technique where one reinforces their entire body with Aura and crashes into the opponent like a falling star.
Just like its name, it charged forward with meteor-like speed and destructive force—so overwhelming that at close range, it was nearly impossible to react.
As everyone inside the hall braced for Chris’s brutal death—
Chris smiled coldly.
“Meteor Shot? I’m used to it. I’ve seen the Holy Empire’s knights fight more times than I can count.”
He responded calmly.
“Blocking it head-on is out of the question.”
Meteor Shot was like a charging bull.
No matter how much Chris’s black sword was imbued with strong will, it couldn’t physically withstand the impact.
“If I brought out Anduril, I could block it directly… but there’s no need for that.”
First, Chris extended his hand forward.
To lay the groundwork to topple the charging bull.
Fwoosh!
A dense wall of demonic energy rose in front of Chris.
Black Sword Transformation—Black Wall.
It was a sturdy barrier capable of blocking most physical attacks, but compared to the Meteor Shot barreling toward it, it looked as flimsy as paper.
The spectators watching the duel shook their heads.
“It’s over.”
“He got ahead of himself without knowing his place.”
And in truth, the moment Meteor Shot touched the Black Wall, it shattered instantly.
Christhian’s body was left completely exposed.
Olivia’s face turned as pale as a corpse at the thought of the impending carnage, and just as Mieck grinned cruelly, sure of his victory—
An unexpected turn occurred.
In that fleeting instant.
The charge of the Meteor Shot hesitated slightly as it met the resistance of the Black Wall.
Chris dove into that tiny opening.
Crash!
The round table floor beneath Mieck’s feet collapsed.
When using Meteor Shot, the caster’s body slightly lifts into the air.
It was a technique that relied on an explosive launch using Aura.
But the moment the Black Wall shattered, part of that momentum was already neutralized, and as he tried to push off again—Chris collapsed the floor beneath him.
It required precise magical control to break the ground at the exact moment the caster’s feet touched it, but for Chris, it was a simple feat.
“Graaaagh!!!”
Losing his balance, Mieck became like a toppled bull and rolled beneath the round table.
Meteor Shot demolished the table completely, and Mieck floundered among the broken wreckage.
A pitiful sight.
“You idiot.”
Chris reached out his hand.
“Let’s finish this.”
Crackle.
Small orbs of darkness floated in the air.
A total of four.
The dark orbs flew out, surrounding Mieck from all directions.
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                    “This, this can’t be—?”
Mieck’s face turned pale as he realized what Chris was attempting.
“So you recognize it. Yeah, you’re right about what you’re thinking.”
Chris clenched his fist tightly.
At that moment, the orbs radiated a deep, dark light.
The dark energy that bloomed from the points formed a circular dome that enveloped the opponent.
It was the ultimate dark martial spell for large-scale combat—
Dark Dome.
He had learned it from Nordian before leaving.
In truth, Nordian had only passed on the incantation and told him to study it slowly, but Chris had mastered it to the point of using it in real combat in that short time.
“How can you use this technique? Isn’t this something only high-ranking Dark Demonic House members can do?”
Mieck’s face was filled with shock.
He hastily summoned his Aura Blade and tried to escape the Dark Dome—but it was too late.
Crackle.
The four points forming the dome began to flicker.
At the same time, four attacks began to manifest.
Mieck gritted his teeth, bracing himself for the onslaught.
‘That technique has a weakness.’
Although the four attacks strike simultaneously, their patterns are fixed.
That predictability exists because it’s impossible for a normal human brain to compute four separate attacks in real-time.
‘As long as I defend according to that pattern, I can hold out.’
But—
Mieck’s eyes widened.
‘It’s different?’
The dark magic being unleashed, and the method—it was nothing like what was known.
‘No way?! Is he really calculating and manifesting all four attacks in real-time?’
That was correct.
And for Chris, such a feat wasn’t even difficult.
More than anything, there was a crucial difference.
‘What’s with the power of this dark magic?’
Chris’s dark mana possessed perfect purity, making the black magic unleashed through the Dark Dome far more powerful than that of others.
‘N-No!’
An illusion obstructed Mieck’s vision. He frantically tried to dispel it, but couldn’t.
At the same time, another dark magic stormed in.
A curse.
A curse that devoured the mind, causing loss of reason, gnawed away at Mieck’s sanity as he was consumed by the illusion.
Still, he was Elder-class.
Mieck tried desperately to endure the illusion and curse, but Chris’s assault wasn’t over.
Within the dome, a burst of intense dark flame erupted.
Rather than directly aiming at Mieck, it swept through the surroundings.
Mieck’s five senses were completely paralyzed, and in that moment, like a grim reaper swinging a scythe from within the mist, the final strike descended.
Slice!
The black sword, imbued with will, severed Mieck’s leg.
“Gyaaaaaaaaah!!!”
Mieck screamed and collapsed to the ground.
It was a victory.
The arena fell into silence.
‘N-No way. A mere boy, barely in his mid-to-late teens, defeated Sir Mieck, a 5-star Elder-class?’
‘Was the Dark Demonic House's heir really this powerful?’
And it wasn’t just a victory.
It was a flawless win that seemed to mock the opponent.
Chris shrugged his shoulders and approached Mieck, who was flailing and screaming in agony.
Clang.
A cold blade was aimed at Mieck’s throat.
“S-Spare me…”
“I won’t kill you.”
In the moment a faint hope flickered in Mieck’s eyes—
Chris twisted the corner of his lips.
“You’ll suffer a far more dreadful death.”
Fwoosh!
Darkness once again rose from Chris’s hand.
A mark of darkness was engraved on Mieck’s forehead.
“W-What have you done?”
Only belatedly did the others warily question Chris’s actions.
“It’s the Mark of Binding.”
“!!”
“You all know what kind of cursed dark magic the Mark of Binding is, don’t you? From now on, this man will no longer be able to deny his crimes—he’ll speak only the truth.”
Earlier, Chris had made a condition: if he lost the duel, he would speak the truth. Mieck had agreed.
Using that promise, Chris cast dark magic to bind his actions.
“……”
The people of the Holy Nation gulped nervously.
They had finally caught the man responsible for heinous crimes, but their expressions were grim.
Was it because the method used involved the detestable magic of a dark one?
That wasn’t the only reason.
“Once he’s interrogated, the full truth behind this incident will come to light.”
The more Chris spoke, the paler some of their faces became.
“Even the names of the other vermin involved.”
“!!”
That’s right.
Could Mieck have acted alone in this matter?
Absolutely not.
Someone within the Holy Nation must have turned a blind eye, allowing this horrific slave trade to occur. There were surely accomplices who indulged in the same evil.
Some of them were likely present here.
Just by looking at the pale faces, Chris could already tell who the accomplices were.
By a strange twist of fate, the faces before him bore a striking resemblance to those who had tormented him in his childhood, and it made him laugh.
“Well then, I’d say I’ve done quite a bit to help the Holy Nation.”
Chris looked at the senior officials of the Holy Nation, cowering like insects.
“Is there still anyone here who doubts the trustworthiness of us dark beings?”
* * *
There was no longer anyone opposing Chris and his group.
More precisely, the people of the Holy Nation were too overwhelmed by the aftermath of what Chris had done to even think of objecting.
Mieck had confessed everything under the effects of the dark magic, and an astonishing number of individuals were revealed to be involved.
And it wasn’t a false confession.
When they investigated based on his testimony, it all turned out to be true.
Among those implicated were some of the highest-ranking powers in the Holy Nation, throwing the entire institution into utter chaos as if a bomb had gone off inside.
In any case, dealing with the rest was the Holy Nation’s responsibility.
Chris’s party decided to head for the region plagued by the Black Death.
Naturally, Olivia would be going with them.
As they rode on horseback down the main road leading out of the capital, the people of the Holy Nation cast their gazes upon them.
However, the atmosphere was slightly different from before.
When they first arrived, it felt like stones could come flying at any moment—but now the mood was more complicated and ambiguous.
“…Word of what you’ve done has spread.”
“Hm?”
Viscount Roy whispered.
“They say the culprits didn’t just bring in slaves from outside, but also kidnapped children from within the Holy Nation. Some of those kids were freed thanks to the truth coming to light—so to them, Young Lord, you’re a savior.”
In other words—
A dark being they once hated had ended up saving them, hence those conflicted stares.
Just then, off in the distance—
A couple was looking in their direction.
In the woman’s arms was a frail child—his face was familiar.
He was one of the children Chris had rescued not long ago.
The couple couldn’t bring themselves to step forward. They simply gazed from afar, but Chris could sense what they wanted to say.
It was gratitude.
He gave a faint smile and shook his head—and in that moment, an unexpected voice spoke from behind him.
“I’m grateful, too.”
It was Olivia.
She bowed her head.
“Thanks to you, Young Lord, we were able to expose the dark side of our Holy Nation. As the heir of the Holy Nation, I offer you my formal thanks.”
Chris looked at Olivia for a moment and then replied coldly.
“There’s no need to thank me.”
“…What?”
“The Holy Nation won’t change, anyway.”
“!!”
Olivia’s expression hardened.
“What do you mean by that?”
“Let me ask you, Princess. How many do you really think will be properly punished for this incident?”
“……”
Olivia couldn’t answer.
Chris sneered.
“A few underlings will probably be executed as an example, and that’ll be the end of it. The truly vile ones won’t be punished at all. It’ll all be swept under the rug. Am I wrong?”
“T-That’s…”
Olivia tried to argue, but in the end, she couldn’t deny it.
She knew better than anyone just how deeply rotten the Holy Nation had become.
‘Truth is, this isn’t just a problem of the Holy Nation. Gold Cross… No, the entire Crusade Union is rotten.’
It was the reason the Union crumbled so helplessly during the Great War.
‘The Crusade Union isn’t actually that weak in terms of strength.’
But the real issue was the number of damned people within it.
People more demonic than actual devils.
Those who rotted the Union from within.
‘The Crusade Union must change. Only then can destruction be prevented.’
Chris planned to become the Demon King to stop the war.
But would that alone be enough?
As long as the Crusade Union remained unstable, war would break out again, no matter what.
Only by making the Union strong enough to stand against the Magus Empire could true peace be achieved.
‘This is just the beginning.’
As he resolved the current incident, Chris also intended to cut out the rot festering inside Gold Cross.
The problem was Olivia.
In order to bring change to Gold Cross, he would inevitably have to burden her—the heir to the Holy See.
It was unfortunate, but unavoidable.
As long as Olivia was the Awakener of the Sacred Blood, her fate was inseparable from the Holy Nation.
Then, Olivia murmured softly.
“…I’ll be the one to change it.”
“…Is that so?”
“Yes. I promised my brother I would do well.”
Olivia gripped a faded wooden carving tightly.
Chris’s gaze dimmed.
It was something he had given her as a gift in the past.
With a voice that sounded like she had returned to a more innocent time, Olivia spoke with firm resolve.
“My brother cheered me on, told me to become a good Holy Sovereign. So I will. I’ll do it, no matter what.”
“……”
Chris started to say something, but couldn’t find the words. He closed his mouth and turned his head away.
And then—
Something happened that made his heart freeze.
In the distance—
From atop a towering spire, a figure was looking down at him.
Robes embroidered with divine splendor.
A gentle expression.
In contrast, those eyes were frozen cold.
It was a face he could never forget.
Pentagel III.
A sacred saint born of the Celestial Lineage, and the great king of the Holy Nation.
…And at the same time, his father from a previous life.
“……”
Their eyes met only for a brief moment.
The Holy King looked at Chris as if glancing at an insect, then turned his back and disappeared, while Chris exhaled deeply.
“What’s wrong?”
Jupien asked with concern.
“…It’s nothing. Not a big deal.”
Chris shook his head and gave a bitter smile.
His tightly clenched fist was soaked in sweat.
…As if it could be nothing.
It was only then that Chris realized his true feelings.
He hated his “father.”
That hatred was so deep and heavy it simply sank, like a bottomless lake.
* * *
The region where the Black Death had broken out was the Binz Province within Gold Cross.
A domain ruled by the Prince of Binz.
It was a fair distance from the Holy Nation, and since there were no warp gates nearby, they had no choice but to travel on horseback.
It was a three-day journey, so they inevitably had to camp outdoors along the way.
“Princess, are you alright? How could someone so noble sleep outdoors…!”
Count Roy flustered as he spoke, but Olivia replied bluntly.
“I’m used to sleeping outdoors. I’ve traveled to all kinds of places.”
“Ah…”
Roy made an awkward face.
Come to think of it, he was the only one in the group not used to sleeping outside.
Lying down on the bare ground made his heart ache.
‘…Ugh, I want to go home.’
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                    ‘What the hell am I doing here? That damned devil Christian. I hope this whole thing ends soon so I can be free from that demon.’
But even if this ends, will he really be free?
He’d overheard that the damned Christian was in the middle of his succession trial.
If he pulled this off successfully, he’d become the closest candidate to inherit the Dark Demonic House, and Count Roy might be doomed to serve him forever from the shadows.
‘Ugh. That wicked devil.’
At that moment, Roy locked eyes with someone in a similar situation.
It was Alros.
“…….”
“…….”
Both of them had been dragged around by that devil Christian against their will.
Worse, Alros carried the blood of the Dark Demonic House, so he couldn’t even get away from him.
They were already suffering like this—how much worse would it be if Christian actually became the Archduke of the Dark Demonic House?
It was utterly pitiful.
“…Stay strong, Sir Alros.”
“…You too, Sir Roy.”
A sense of kinship began to form between them.
“A-hem, sleep well, Sir Alros.”
“Y-you too, Sir Roy. Sleep well.”
With awkward expressions, the two turned their backs to each other.
Meanwhile, another awkward conversation was unfolding.
“Hey.”
“…Hey?”
It was Jupien and Olivia.
For context, due to the nature of camping outdoors, everyone was lying close together around a central campfire.
The knights were standing guard outside the perimeter.
“She’s technically our enemy, so should I be calling her ‘princess’?”
“…No need. I don’t care.”
Olivia turned her back sharply, as if she didn’t want to engage.
But then—
“Did you fall for my little brother?”
“…W-what did you say?”
“You kept sneaking glances at Christian the whole way here.”
Olivia’s face flushed bright red.
Now that she thought about it, it was true.
Her eyes had kept drifting toward him without reason, drawn to him in a way she couldn’t explain.
“A-absolutely not! What kind of ridiculous—! That’s offensive. Please refrain from such rude remarks.”
“Really? You sure?”
“Yes! Absolutely!”
Inside her sleeping bag, Jupien tilted her doll-like face and did casual push-ups.
“Then… are you planning to challenge Christian?”
“…….”
“If you’re planning to challenge Christian, you should get through me first. I’ll be the one to crush that bastard.”
Olivia didn’t answer and simply ignored her.
‘These demons are weird.’
Aside from that timid demon Alros, both Christian and Jupien were strange.
But the worst was this:
[Ohoho. Master, Lady, and even Saint Olivia. May you all have a blissful night. If anyone would like some virgin’s blood juice, just let me know. Ah, with a special recipe, bachelor’s blood juice is also available. Hoho.]
The chilling voice of a ghost made the hairs on her arms stand up.
‘…He keeps a ghost as a maid. Prince Christian is completely insane.’
Inside her sleeping bag, Olivia closed her eyes and tightly clenched the wooden charm in her hand.
A gift from her brother—her most treasured possession, more precious than her life.
‘Brother Chris, I’ll stay strong, so please watch over me.’
Thankfully, it worked somewhat, and she felt a little calmer.
‘I miss you… Brother.’
Just as her chest ached again and she tightly shut her eyes—
A loud commotion erupted from outside.
“@#@#$!!!”
Everyone jumped up in surprise.
A knight on guard approached the group.
“Is it an attack?”
“No, sir. It’s a strange-looking vagrant woman causing a disturbance.”
“A vagrant making a scene?”
“Well… she’s a demon—specifically, she’s shouting curses while looking for Prince Christian.”
Everyone turned to look at Christian with puzzled expressions.
Jupien spoke with a tone of blame.
“What did you do this time?”
“Nothing in particular. Ah, come to think of it…”
Christian clapped his fist into his palm.
“Someone was supposed to come looking for me. I’ll be waiting somewhere quiet—can you bring her to me?”
Christian disappeared swiftly into the forest, leaving the others tilting their heads in confusion.
After a short while—
“Graaaagh, you son of a @#$%! If I don’t kill you, I’m not human!!”
Turning their gaze, they saw a filthy vagrant woman glaring at Christian like he was her mortal enemy.
She was so dirty that it was hard to make out her features, but Christian somehow recognized her right away.
“Been well?”
Christian gave a cheerful grin.
“Ruina.”
* * *
It was an unbelievable scene.
That ragged vagrant woman was Ruina?
“Why did you come looking for me?”
“Did you… just ask me why I came looking for you? GRAAAGH.”
Ruina looked like she was about to have a heart attack from sheer fury and frustration.
“Because of you, my merchant guild went completely under!! You damn son of a @#$%!!!”
“Hmm?”
“What do you mean, ‘hmm’?!!!! Do you know what kind of hell I went through because I followed your advice!!!”
“All I did was tell you to stock up on medicine in advance to treat the Black Death.”
“Graaagh!! And because of that, our merchant guild was accused of being behind the whole disaster!!! You damn bastard!!”
So—
Chris had tipped Ruina off in advance that the Black Death would spread.
Based on that information, Ruina had stocked up on medicine.
At the time, she was thrilled.
Not only would she make a fortune selling the medicine, but it was also a chance to become a savior to the Gold Cross.
But what happened?
People found it suspicious that she had bought the medicine before the plague spread and accused her of being behind it, ruining her entire guild.
“I see. But why are you mad at me?”
Chris responded shamelessly, without the slightest hint of remorse, and Ruina looked like she was about to lose her mind.
“You—!! It’s all your fault! You damn bastard!! If you hadn’t tricked me with that ‘you’ll make a fortune’ crap—!”
“Hmm. I didn’t trick you. Everything’s going exactly as planned. I don’t know why you’re getting so worked up. Why not calm down a bit?”
“Graaagh! That’s it! We’re both going down together!!”
Ruina, about to explode, rushed at him—then suddenly paused.
“…Everything’s going as planned? What do you mean?”
Chris kept talking, wearing his usual irritating smirk.
“I think you’re misunderstanding something. I told you you’d make money—but I never said it would be from selling the medicine.”
“…What does that even…”
“I mean, the medicine was just bait to reel in the real target. From the looks of it, things are going exactly according to plan.”
“……”
Ruina opened and closed her mouth like a fish.
She looked like she wanted to bury an axe in Chris’s head right then and there.
But instead of exploding in rage, she barely held it together and asked,
“…What are you saying? Explain it properly.”
“Let me ask you something. Who accused your guild of being behind the plague?”
“I don’t know. The knights suddenly stormed in and shut down all our Gold Cross businesses.”
“Then let me rephrase the question. Why would someone you don’t even know do that to your guild?”
“……”
“Think carefully. Just because you bought some medicine early, would someone go so far as to destroy a massive guild like yours? Why would they take such a drastic action?”
Ruina fell silent.
Every action has a reason.
Especially something as massive as this—it wouldn’t have been done without purpose.
Shifting her perspective, the answer clicked.
It was such a simple answer, she wondered why it hadn’t come to her sooner.
“…They framed our guild.”
“Bingo.”
“Then, don’t tell me…”
Chris nodded.
“Right. So, the one who targeted your merchant guild must be the one behind the Black Death. Let me ask again—who within the Gold Cross could do something like bringing down the Dear Guild?”
Ruina swallowed hard.
Someone capable of that?
Almost no one.
The rulers of each nation within the Gold Cross only wield power within their own territories.
In contrast, her guild had branches across multiple regions of the Gold Cross.
To bring down a guild like hers, it would have to be someone with influence that extended far beyond a single nation—someone capable of affecting the entire Gold Cross.
One name floated to the top of Ruina’s mind, but she forced herself to deny it.
Because it was unthinkable.
“B-but… that’s ridiculous, isn’t it? Why would someone that powerful do something so horrible?”
Already, the death toll from the Black Death had surpassed a thousand.
Left unchecked, tens of thousands more would die.
But—
“Human greed knows no end. They must’ve had something they wanted more than all those lives.”
Chris replied casually.
Having lived through the Age of Ruin, Chris understood better than anyone just how monstrous humans could be.
“Y-you’re just speculating, aren’t you?”
“Yeah, just speculation. But now it’s time to grab the tail.”
Chris grinned like a devil.
“They must’ve left all kinds of traces while plotting to ruin your guild. It shouldn’t be too hard.”
Ruina felt a chill run down her spine.
It was a terrifying level of foresight.
“Y-you… still, to bring down our guild…”
“Let’s get the facts straight. Your guild hasn’t actually collapsed, right? Only the Gold Cross branches took a hit—your other foundations should be intact.”
“…Still, the damage is massive. Our business outlets were shut down.”
“But you secretly stashed away all your relics and important artifacts in advance, didn’t you?”
“……”
She had made a huge fuss, but in truth, the actual losses were minimal.
The reason she looked so ragged was because of all the scrambling she had to do behind the scenes to minimize the guild’s damage.
“Well, I do apologize for not telling you in advance. If you’d known, it wouldn’t have been an effective trap. Sorry about that.”
“…Hmph.”
Ruina turned her head with a huff and crossed her arms at Chris’s apology.
Chris chuckled softly.
‘Says the one who taught me how to stab people in the back.’
Ruina was the real master of betrayal.
In his previous life, back when he was still naïve, she had swindled him more times than he could count.
‘What did she say back then? “Only fools get conned,” wasn’t it?’
Of course, back then, Ruina hadn’t known.
She had no idea who she had messed with.
After that, Chris spent the rest of his previous life, until the world’s end, fleecing her again and again—not out of revenge, but something close to it.
And in this life, too.
‘Still, Ruina is someone I’ll need going forward.’
So he dangled a bait to pacify her.
“Once this is resolved, your Dear Guild is going to profit massively. Not only will you be compensated several times over, but you’ll also be seen as victims who were falsely accused while trying to stop the plague. You’ll be able to demand all kinds of special privileges from the Gold Cross. And I’ll make sure that happens—personally.”
“…You’ll take responsibility?”
“Yes. I’ll take full responsibility.”
Ruina let out a snort and replied, feigning reluctance.
“Well, if you’re going that far… But if you use me as bait again, I’ll never forgive you.”
“Sounds like you’re planning to keep doing business with me.”
“Ugh! You’re so annoying—can you not smile so slyly like that? I’m still not over this, okay?”
“I was planning to get you compensated five times what you lost.”
“Oh-hoho. I must’ve been out of my mind for a moment...”
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                    Ruina chuckled as she returned to her original form.
In truth, it wasn’t simply because of money.
‘Say what you will, but that devilish noble brat isn’t truly a wicked one.’
Honestly, if Chris were truly malicious, he wouldn’t have looked after Ruina’s merchant guild in this way.
Chris, in his own subtle way, had a clear sense of give and take.
It felt like he was always taking, but in hindsight, he gave back quite a lot.
Compared to truly bad people who leech off others, bring them to ruin, and take everything for themselves, Chris was relatively decent.
‘Still, I can’t just keep taking hits like this. One day, I’m going to give that unlucky brat a real hit to the back of the head!’
Ruina made a silent vow.
Whether that vow would ever come true was questionable.
Anyway, that was something for the future.
Right now, solving the matter at hand was more important.
“What’s the plan from here?”
“First, you investigate whose influence led to the downfall of your merchant guild. You still have some of your network left, right?”
As the head of a trading company, Ruina had many ties with powerful individuals.
If she traced things in reverse, she might catch the tail of whoever was behind it.
“I don’t think that’ll be enough. We need solid proof that the real culprit caused the plague.”
“Leave that to me.”
“How? They say the Cursed Demonic House were involved in this plague. Even for you, my lord, getting evidence won’t be easy.”
The most terrifying group of assassins on the continent was none other than the Cursed Demonic House.
Those targeted by the Cursed Demonic House often died without even knowing they had been cursed.
Naturally, no trace of the curse would be left behind.
They were so meticulous—there was no way they would’ve left any evidence.
“There’s a way. Mari?”
Chris snapped his fingers.
[Ohoho, did you call for me, young master?]
“Could you go bring Alros here?”
Mari tilted her head but followed the order.
Soon, Alros appeared with a puzzled look on his face.
“Wh-What is it, my lord?”
“There’s something important I need you to do.”
“Gasp. But I don’t have any abilities…”
“It’s fine. This doesn’t require any special abilities.”
Chris pulled an artifact out of his storage pouch.
It was the Emblem of the Constellation.
Ruina, being the owner of the auction house, recognized the value contained in the Emblem of the Constellation, and her eyes widened.
“Come here. Touch this artifact.”
“……??”
As Alros touched the Emblem of the Constellation in confusion, something astonishing happened.
Flash!
A light enveloped Alros.
“Huuh?!”
Startled, Alros screamed, and as the light faded, something unbelievable happened.
Alros had transformed into Chris’s appearance!
‘One of the abilities of the Emblem of the Constellation.’
The Emblem of the Constellation was a divine relic with concealment effects and possessed various abilities.
Among them was the power to transform someone into another person, just like now.
However, there was a condition.
‘The person must share certain similarities with me.’
In that regard, Alros had many things in common with Chris.
To start with, they were blood relatives, and their body shape and age were similar.
Perfect conditions for using the relic. That was why Chris had deliberately brought Alros along for this task.
Chris gave an order to verify the artifact’s effects.
“Now, smile like I do.”
“…Like this?”
Alros forced a smile and flinched.
It was the same irritating smirk that Christian usually wore.
And it wasn’t just the smile.
“…What’s this?”
Even his tone of speech had become similar.
The Emblem of the Constellation didn’t just mimic appearances; it disguised one’s essence, allowing Alros to naturally act like Chris.
Even his magic pattern appeared similar, so unless someone was extremely close to Chris, no one would notice the disguise.
“You know what you have to do, right?”
“…You want me to impersonate you, my lord?”
“That’s right. Pretend to investigate while drawing as much attention as possible. Make it so chaotic that no one can focus.”
Alros always came off as unreliable, but he wasn’t completely useless. He could handle at least this much.
“If annoying little tasks come up, boss around Count Roy. If you need to apply pressure through power, use Princess Olivia. And if things need to be smashed with brute force, unleash Jupien.”
Alros nodded with a pale face.
“Then what about you, my lord?”
“I’ve got something more important to do. While you’re out front drawing attention, I’ll secure the evidence from behind.”
Chris took out an item he had prepared in advance.
Ruina and Alros opened their eyes wide.
“Don’t tell me, that’s—?”
“That’s right.”
A crow-shaped mask that covered the face.
It was an artifact worn by doctors treating the Black Death!
The reason Chris had brought it was simple.
He planned to infiltrate the enemy as a doctor treating the plague and gather evidence.
For the first time in a while,
It was time to become the Divine Healer.
* * *
Flash!
Chris separated from the group and rode off on his horse.
‘The duration of the Emblem of the Constellation doesn’t last long. At most, five days. I need to secure evidence within that time.’
But just as he was galloping at full speed,
Chris suddenly brought his horse to a halt.
‘A tail?’
Someone was following him.
“You might as well come out now.”
No response came.
Only the sound of the early dawn breeze brushing through the grass.
Without hesitation, Chris drew a dagger and threw it deep into the forest.
Then something astonishing happened.
A metallic clash rang out from seemingly empty air.
At the same time, a voice echoed.
“…How did you know?”
“There’s no way I wouldn’t notice your presence.”
Chris smirked.
“You’re my first slave, after all.”
That’s right.
The one who appeared was none other than the Hero, Evan!
“Shut it.”
“Hmm. What’s the matter? Could it be that you missed your master so much you couldn’t resist chasing after me?”
“…I said shut up.”
Evan’s voice grew increasingly cold, and Chris shrugged.
He was just joking because he was glad to see him, but at this rate, he might actually get stabbed.
‘Still, he’s grown stronger. Has he already reached 5-star?’
An incredible pace.
As expected of someone once hailed as the greatest genius on the continent in his previous life.
‘But it’s not just talent. He’s become a Star-Ranked Contractor.’
That referred to those who had made a pact with a Constellation.
Just like those who contracted with devils, they received special blessings.
‘So he received the blessing of the Sword Star?’
It was one of the most extraordinary blessings among those granted by the Constellations.
It played a vital role in Evan becoming the top knight of the Light Faction.
‘But he formed a Star Contract much earlier than in his previous life. Did something provoke or push him? Well, whatever the reason, it’s not a bad thing.’
Chris was genuinely glad Evan was growing stronger quickly.
“Anyway, why are you here? Weren’t you supposed to stay hidden for the time being?”
He had already expected Evan to be in Gold Cross—he would’ve followed Ruina.
But he didn’t think Evan would reveal himself.
“……”
Evan clammed up without saying a word, and Chris tilted his head.
“Hmm?”
Eventually, Evan replied in a vague voice.
“Just because.”
“??”
“I just came.”
“……”
A completely incomprehensible answer.
‘…Were we really that close? Close enough for him to just drop by? I mean, we do have a master-slave relationship, so I guess you could call that a kind of closeness.’
Chris cleared his throat awkwardly.
“So there’s no real reason, huh? Then go back. I’ve got somewhere to be.”
Just as he turned away, ignoring Evan, and was about to ride off toward the Grand Duchy of Vinz—
Chris frowned.
Evan was following him.
“Why are you following me?”
“……”
“I’m leaving, you know?”
But again, Evan followed him.
Silently.
With an expression that suggested he wasn’t happy about it himself.
“Ah, seriously? What are you doing?”
When Chris finally snapped, Evan quietly responded.
“…I’ll go with you.”
“Why?”
“Aren’t you trying to infiltrate enemy territory alone? I’ll protect you.”
Chris was about to refuse, but paused.
It wasn’t exactly something to complain about.
‘It’d actually be convenient to have someone to use.’
He figured he could make use of Evan.
“Fine. You’re doing this to repay the favor I did for you last time, right?”
“…Yeah.”
“That favor isn’t something you can pay back with just this, you know. Don’t get the wrong idea and think we’re even. I fully intend to keep using you, slave boy.”
Chris turned and rode off again.
Evan followed behind him, his expression quietly conflicted.
‘What the hell…’
The truth was—
There was a reason Evan had followed Chris.
A reason he couldn’t tell Chris.
[Well done.]
The voice of the contracted Constellation echoed in Evan’s ear.
[Now, wait for the right moment and kill that bastard.]
A Constellation from the Celestial Realm had ordered the death of Christian.
* * *
They arrived at their destination.
The Grand Duchy of Vinz, once a magnificent city, had been turned into a land of death by the Black Death.
‘A familiar sight.’
Chris let out a bitter smile.
It was a scene he’d witnessed countless times during the Age of Ruins.
No, compared to the living hells he’d seen back then, the sight before him now was actually quite “mild.”
“Here, take this.”
First, Chris pulled out a crow mask and handed it to Evan.
Not only would it block the plague with magic, but it also covered most of his face, so there was no worry of Evan’s identity being exposed.
“You’ll act as my assistant. Your name… let’s go with Hanson.”
The butler was Sebastian, the maid was Marie, so naturally the servant had to be Hanson—that’s how the name was chosen.
Chris began walking into the castle.
“Doctor?”
The guards at the gate were startled at the sight of Chris’s crow mask.
“Yes, that’s right. I came upon hearing of the plague outbreak, to treat the patients.”
“Ah! Thank you so much! But if I may ask, where are you from…?”
Chris pulled out a nameplate.
On it was a symbol: a snake coiled around a staff.
The soldiers gasped in shock.
“What?! That emblem—could it be from the House of Medical Saints?”
Chris nodded.
“I’m not a formal disciple. I simply had the good fortune to receive a bit of instruction by chance.”
“Ah! I see. Still, to have someone trained by the House of Medical Saints come here… Thank you! Truly, thank you!”
“Please, come inside! Hey! What are you doing?! Let everyone know a doctor from the House of Medical Saints is here!”
The soldiers bowed their heads in gratitude.
The House of Medical Saints treated all people equally, regardless of wealth or status, so to the common folk, their doctors were considered nothing less than saints.
Evan, who had been silently observing, quietly asked,
“Is that really the emblem of the House of Medical Saints?”
“No, I forged it.”
“……”
Guided by the soldiers, they arrived at the treatment headquarters.
Unlike the death-filled streets outside, it was a splendid mansion.
A young man with glasses and an intellectual look came out to greet Christian.
“I’m Rodney, in charge of treating the patients. You said you’re a disciple of the House of Medical Saints? It’s a pleasure. I also studied under them. I’m the 21st disciple.”
Of all things—there was another disciple of the House of Medical Saints.
And a formal one, at that.

                
Chapter 135

                    As expected, the man named Rodney’s gaze gleamed coldly behind his glasses.
Eyes filled with suspicion toward Chris.
“But forgive me, I don’t recall ever seeing you at the sacred grounds of the House of Medical Saints. How would you explain that?”
Evan glanced at Chris, as if asking what he was going to do, but Chris answered calmly.
“I received private instruction from a distant branch master, so I’ve never visited the sacred grounds. However, I’ve heard much about the beauty of Mount Taebong. Someday, if I get the chance, I’d also love to see the Pond of Minus with my own eyes.”
“!!”
Mount Taebong. The Pond of Minus.
Names only someone from the House of Medical Saints would know.
Rodney’s expression relaxed.
“Ha ha, I’m sure there will be an opportunity. No, in fact—if you assist in treating the patients here, I’ll personally request my master to invite you.”
“Your words alone are thanks enough.”
“Then please, this way.”
Rodney led Chris along.
They left the mansion and walked toward a large building that looked like a warehouse, standing at a distance.
“This is where the patients are.”
Creeaak. As the door opened, a horrific scene came into view.
“Ughhh…”
“Cough, ack. I-I don’t want to die…”
“Please save me…”
Easily over a few hundred people were lying on the floor, writhing in agony and groaning in pain.
Yet, there wasn’t a single doctor attending to them.
“There used to be doctors helping, but they were all infected with the plague and passed away. For now, I’ve only been able to distribute medicine I prepared through a few assisting servants.”
Rodney sighed deeply with a look of pity.
“Thank you so much for coming during such a difficult time. I entrust these patients to you.”
Leaving those words behind, Rodney closed the creaking door and disappeared.
Saying he would search for the source of the plague and find a way to eradicate it.
“What are you going to do?”
Left alone, Evan asked.
“First, we treat the patients.”
“…What’s the point of that? Isn’t that just a waste of time?”
Evan asked coldly.
Even if they treated the patients, unless the root cause of the plague was eliminated, it would be like pouring water into a broken pot.
“To resolve the situation.”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you know why this plague occurred?”
“…Wasn’t it due to a curse or dark magic?”
“Yeah, that’s right. Then why would the culprit use such dark magic? These people are sacrifices. To achieve some goal.”
“!!”
Chris turned his gaze away.
Toward the people dying in pain.
A sight he had witnessed countless times in the past.
“They're offering up these lives as sacrifices to fulfill some horrific greed.”
In truth, even for Chris, resolving this situation wasn’t going to be easy.
Track down the source and eliminate it?
A cursed magician had intervened—how was he supposed to find any trace of that?
It was impossible.
Even if he did somehow find a clue, it would take a long, grueling effort.
So instead, Chris changed his way of thinking.
‘If I can’t find them, then I’ll make them come out.’
“I won’t let a single patient die from now on. If there aren’t enough deaths, then the one behind this plague won’t have the sacrifices they need to complete their goal—they’ll have no choice but to reveal themselves.”
That’s when he planned to strike and capture them.
* * *
Chris’s idea was simple.
Stop all deaths caused by the plague.
If there were no deaths, then no sacrifices—causing the one behind the scenes to fail in reaching their objective.
The problem was whether it was even possible.
“You’re going to treat this many patients? By yourself?”
Evan asked, clearly thinking it was absurd, but Chris nodded.
“Yes, it’s possible. This is a Display Plague—meaning it’s a curse spread through dark magic.”
If it had been a normal plague, then it wouldn’t be possible.
How could he treat all those rapidly worsening patients alone?
But the Display Plague was different.
‘The symptoms are similar to the regular plague, but the way it spreads is completely different. It’s not transmitted by rats, but by a curse.’
In other words—
The number of new patients each day is fixed.
‘Roughly around 200 to 300 people, I’d estimate.’
That’s not a small number.
But with Chris’s capabilities, he could handle it.
‘Especially since there’s a miracle cure for the Display Plague.’
The Display Plague, if left untreated, had a far deadlier mortality rate than the regular plague.
But according to the knowledge Chris gained from the House of Medical Saints, there was a miraculous remedy that could completely cure the Display Plague.
‘If you mix the herbs in a specific way, you can interfere with the curse.’
Chris moved without delay.
First, he examined the medicine Rodney had made.
‘This isn’t real medicine.’
Chris’s gaze turned cold.
‘It’s basically poison.’
It wasn’t just that the medicine lacked effectiveness.
It subtly worsened the symptoms and drastically increased the fatality rate.
‘Why would a disciple of the House of Medical Saints make something like this?’
There’s no way he didn’t know what he was doing.
And that wasn’t the only suspicious thing.
‘It’s also strange that there’s not a single doctor here.’
The Display Plague doesn’t spread simply through contact with patients.
As mentioned earlier, it’s part of a curse.
So the claim that all the doctors died after being infected doesn’t add up.
‘They didn’t die from infection—there must be another reason.’
Chris shook his head.
For now, saving the patients in front of him was the priority.
Once the death rate drops drastically, and the culprits behind this can’t meet their intended goals, they’ll show themselves and confess the truth.
“All right, let’s begin.”
Just like that—
In the midst of despair, salvation descended.
* * *
“……”
Evan gulped.
Two days had passed.
Unbelievably, Christian had done exactly what he said he would.
He treated every patient.
Since he began, not a single person had died.
‘How in the world…’
Even having witnessed it all with his own eyes, Evan still couldn’t believe what Christian had achieved.
‘Even if he had a miracle cure…’
Just taking a miracle cure doesn’t guarantee survival for everyone.
But Christian, using his medical knowledge, saved every last person on the brink of death.
‘What’s even more shocking is something else entirely.’
It was already known that Christian was a genius.
So even a miracle like this could be forced into some kind of rational explanation.
But what Evan paid attention to was something different.
‘His heart while treating the patients…?’
Evan possessed the ability of “Heart’s Eye.”
A power to glimpse into a person’s true feelings.
It’s a blessing granted by the constellations so the chosen hero can distinguish good from evil.
‘…Wasn’t that the heart of a true saint?’
From Christian, as he treated patients, Evan couldn’t sense a trace of malice or greed.
Only one thing was clear.
A heart that cared for the patients.
A desire to save them.
Who could possibly call someone with a heart like that a demon?
‘Even when a patient’s condition worsened, his worry was completely genuine.’
Of course, Christian didn’t show it on the surface.
Outwardly—
“If a patient dies because I can’t treat them, I won’t be able to interfere with their plan. That’s the only reason I’m trying so hard.”
He said it with a cold expression and harsh tone.
But that didn’t fool Evan, who had the Heart’s Eye.
It was sincere concern.
And not just Evan—those who had been treated seemed to feel the same from Christian.
“He’s truly a saint. He came to save us.”
“He’s the one who saved our lives.”
The patients, overcome with emotion, looked toward Christian who was sleeping in a corner.
Christian, after treating patients for two days straight without sleep, had finally dozed off for a brief moment.
Just then, sunlight streamed in, scattering across his hair.
Wrapped in glittering light as he slept peacefully.
‘If he were awake, he’d probably be wearing that annoying smug look again. But seeing him asleep… he really does look like a saint.’
It was at that moment, as Evan shook his head—
[What are you doing? Strike his neck this instant.]
Evan’s chest sank heavily.
Ever since reuniting with Christian, the voice of the Constellation had echoed in his mind without end.
[Did I not tell you? That man could one day become the seed of a great catastrophe.]
He had heard similar things before.
‘Christian might bring about the end of the world?’
It was hard to believe.
But he couldn’t ignore it either.
Because it was the combined voice of the 9-star transcendent “Prophet” and a Constellation.
[You are the Hero chosen by the Celestial Realm to stop the coming ruin. Slaying him now is the path that serves the world. Take up your sword immediately.]
“……”
If he truly was a Hero, then perhaps taking Christian’s life really was the right thing to do.
And now, with Christian defenseless in sleep, it wouldn’t even be difficult.
However—
‘I can’t do it.’
He recalled the sight of Christian treating the patients.
The faint, reluctant smiles Christian made whenever a patient pulled through—those smiles were genuine.
And also—
[Don’t you want revenge?]
The concern that had filled Christian’s heart when he saved him.
Now he was certain.
That man is a good person.
If Christian is darkness, then it’s a darkness brighter than light.
With the Heart’s Eye, Evan could see that truth clearly.
Step.
Evan walked toward the spot where Christian was sleeping.
Mistaking Evan’s movement as a sign of resolve, the Constellation spoke in a joyful voice.
[Yes, you’ve made the right choice. Now, cut off his head—!]
“Shut up.”
[…What?]
Evan turned off the “channel” connected to the Constellation.
He did worry a little about the consequences.
‘…If I’m truly a Hero chosen by the Celestial Realm, they won’t ruin me over something like this.’
Evan already knew.
Even the Celestial Realm had its own goals—that’s why they’d made a contract with him.
So, they wouldn’t be able to unilaterally disadvantage him or cast him aside.
Above all, he wasn’t a puppet of the Constellation. If he was going to become a will-less doll, then it would be better to break off such a contract altogether.
Therefore, Evan made his own judgment and decision.
He chose not to kill Chris.
Evan casually took out a heated magic tool and tossed it onto Christian’s body, who was sleeping and shivering slightly from the cold.
* * *
Another day passed.
Incredibly, Chris maintained zero deaths for three consecutive days.
As a result—
The target took the bait.
“Unbelievable. Not a single patient has died.”
It was Rodney, the physician in charge.
Contrary to his words of admiration, the look in Rodney’s eyes beyond his glasses was icy cold.
“With such incredible skill… Were you, by any chance, a senior disciple of a renowned medical clan?”
“Of course not. If I were a senior disciple, I would have used the secret Medical Energy Technique. I just happened to know the formulation of the plague remedy for the Black Death that is passed only to direct disciples.”
“…I see.”
Rodney nodded.
“In any case, thanks to you, we were able to save many patients. I’d like to offer a token of gratitude—could you spare me a moment?”
“Understood. But only a moment, since there are still patients.”
“Haha, you truly are a genuine doctor.”
Rodney ended his sentence in a tone that somehow felt sunken and subdued.
“Don’t worry. It won’t take long.”
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                    Evan, who was standing nearby, twitched his eyebrow.
He had sensed that the other party was hiding something.
“Come to think of it, who is this person?”
“He’s my assistant.”
“Ah, I see. In any case, you should come along too. You must’ve gone through a lot as well.”
Rodney led the two outside and had them board the carriage.
“It’s not somewhere nearby?”
“He’s a hero who saved countless patients. I can’t treat him casually. I’ll take you somewhere appropriate.”
The carriage sped along the road.
Because the streets were deserted due to the plague, they moved unhindered, quickly leaving the outskirts where the clinic was and entering the heart of the city.
Chris asked with a feigned innocent smile.
“It’s quite far. I need to get back to the patients soon. Will this take long?”
“You don’t need to worry about the patients.”
Rodney’s tone suddenly changed.
He was finally showing his true colors.
“You’ll soon meet a gruesome death.”
“!!”
At the chilling murderous intent, Evan instinctively began to rise from his seat in the carriage.
Thud!
Chris secretly stepped on Evan’s foot.
As if to say, Stay still.
‘This idiot’s about to ruin everything right at the end.’
Chris deliberately put on a frightened expression behind the crow mask.
“W-what do you mean? Don’t tell me… you’re behind the plague?!”
“Heh heh, not me. But I’ve agreed to share in the holy fruit once the great one accomplishes his work. Even the seniors of the famed House of Medical Saints, who mocked me for lacking talent, won’t be able to look down on me anymore.”
It seemed Rodney had been pushed out in the internal competition within the House of Medical Saints and ended up joining in on this plot.
Rodney spoke triumphantly.
“You two will become living sacrifices for the great cause. You saved so many patients and carry such nobility — you’re the perfect offerings.”
“P-please… spare me…”
“You’d best behave. If you want to enjoy even the short time you have left.”
“T-this can’t be…”
Chris gave the most frightened look he could and also signaled Evan, who sat beside him.
‘Come on, you idiot. Act scared too! You’re hopeless.’
Evan scowled, and with no choice, forced a fearful expression.
Of course, his acting was so bad it just looked grotesque.
Fortunately, Rodney didn’t seem too suspicious and before long, they arrived at their destination.
It was a small building in the center of the city.
It didn’t look particularly unusual.
“Go inside.”
Even after entering, nothing seemed especially suspicious.
However, a faint trace of demonic energy could be felt.
If it weren’t for Chris, whose ability to manipulate demonic energy had reached its peak, the faint presence would’ve gone completely unnoticed.
‘It’s the trace of a curse-type demonic spell. Impressive. To have hidden it this discreetly…’
Even after stepping inside, the presence was barely perceptible. Had they just searched blindly, they never would’ve found it.
“W-what do you plan to do with us?”
Chris asked with a trembling voice, and Rodney let out a cruel chuckle.
“You’ll be taken down to the altar connected to this place and offered as a sacrifice.”
“Are you talking about the secret passage hidden beneath this rug?”
“Yes, that’s right. Go inside… huh? How do you—?”
Rodney looked confused, realizing something was off.
Chris spoke flatly.
“Evan, kill him.”
“…What?”
That was Rodney’s last word.
Flash! A light flickered.
Rodney’s head dropped to the floor.
His face didn’t even register what had happened before death took him.
It was a clean, decisive move—worthy of a Hero.
“Was it okay to kill him just like that? Wouldn’t it have been better to torture him and get information?”
“It’s fine. The moment he tried to reveal anything, the curse would’ve killed him anyway.”
It was a common trick among curse-type spellcasters.
“Now that we’ve identified the passage connected to the altar where the ritual is happening, we just need to go in and secure the evidence.”
Fwoosh!
Chris burned the rug away with black magic, revealing the floor beneath.
At a glance it seemed ordinary, but a finely detailed black magic circle was inscribed there.
‘That’s a high-grade security formation. No ordinary dark mage could ever break this.’
Of course, that didn’t apply to Chris.
He activated his demonic energy several times to analyze the security’s pattern, and before long, fully dismantled it.
Rumble.
The floor split with a low noise.
A passage into darkness, like the gaping maw of an abyss, was revealed.
“Do we just go in now?”
“No. The two of us alone can’t stop the ritual.”
Evan was a pure knight, and even with Chris’s abilities, it was impossible to unravel the ritual being conducted below.
They needed someone to help.
“Wait a bit. She’ll be here soon.”
Evan looked puzzled, and then the person Chris mentioned appeared.
“…What the—?”
A pale-faced girl, visibly shaken.
It was Olivia, the Awakener of the Sacred Blood.
* * *
As soon as Rodney put Chris in the carriage, he had secretly sent Marie.
To summon Olivia to the destination he was heading to.
Thanks to Alros and Viscount Roy distracting the attention, Olivia was able to slip away unnoticed.
“I’m here too.”
Jupien appeared with her usual cocky attitude.
“You weren’t really needed, though.”
“…Wanna get hit?”
Chris chuckled quietly.
“Just kidding. I’m counting on you.”
Considering what was about to happen below, they couldn’t afford to turn away even a single helping hand.
“So, the ritual’s taking place deeper inside, right? I’ll go first.”
Jupien jumped straight down into the passage without hesitation.
She showed no trace of fear.
Evan gave a quick glance toward Christian, then followed her in.
Only Chris and Olivia remained.
But something was off about Olivia’s expression.
She was staring at Rodney’s decapitated corpse.
‘Is she shaken by the corpse? But she’s not the type to be that fragile…’
Despite how she looked, she’d traveled to many harsh places since childhood as a saintess representing the Holy Nation.
“…Wasn’t that man Rodney of the Medical Noble House? Why would he, the one in charge of treatment, be here…?”
Chris realized what had shocked Olivia.
What did it mean for a high-ranking figure in the church to be involved?
She had glimpsed the outline of some horrifying truth hidden behind all this—and it had shaken her.
But Christian deliberately spoke in a cold tone.
“Didn’t you already have some idea?”
“!!”
“Don’t let yourself grow weak. The truth lurking down there will be far more terrifying and vile than Your Highness ever imagined.”
He didn’t say it lightly.
Once she learned the full truth, Olivia might very well break.
“If you think you can’t handle it, it’s better to walk away now and pretend you never saw this.”
Olivia’s eyes wavered.
But Chris meant every word.
Maybe, as someone who cherished her like an older brother, part of him was hoping she would turn back.
Because at the end of all this, Olivia would be deeply wounded.
‘But there's no way Olivia would choose that.’
Indeed.
Olivia bit her lip hard.
“I’ll go down. As the heir of the Holy Nation, I have a responsibility.”
“…Is that so?”
“Yes. So please, don’t waste your worry on me.”
Olivia took a deep breath.
She secretly clutched the wooden carving hidden in her robes.
A small piece gifted by the older brother she held most dear.
Flash!
From Olivia’s back, wings of white light spread out.
They were the Light Wings, the mark of an Awakener of the Sacred Blood.
Olivia leapt down with Chris.
And immediately, they were met with a horrifying hell.
* * *
It was a massive underground chamber.
As large as several huge training arenas combined.
No one could have imagined such a space existed beneath the holy fortress.
But what was truly horrifying wasn’t the size of the space.
It was the altar at its center.
A grotesque, blood-red magic circle was intricately interwoven across it, and above it floated a transparent sphere suspended in midair.
A sphere containing souls.
Screams filled the air.
[Kyaaaaah!]
[It hurts. It hurts…]
[Please… please… save me.]
[Mom… Dad… aaahhh!]
Hundreds of souls were trapped inside the sphere, screaming in agony.
Everyone’s face went pale.
Only Chris remained unfazed.
He had seen scenes like this far too many times before; he was immune.
“These are the souls of those who died from the Black Death. In accordance with a pre-carved ritual formula, they were drawn here to this altar as offerings.”
“W-Who could have done something this terrible?”
Olivia’s voice trembled.
She’d braced herself, but still couldn’t calm down.
“Well, who do you think could have created such a space right in the center of the holy fortress?”
“!!”
Olivia’s eyes hardened.
There was only one possible answer.
“It can’t be… Duke Vince?”
No one but the master of this fortress could’ve orchestrated something like this.
“That’s… that’s impossible. Why would he do such a thing? He’s well-known for cherishing his people like family!”
Olivia stammered, unable to accept it.
Chris let out a faint sigh inwardly.
‘The Duke of Vince isn’t the end of it.’
He was just a pawn. The true mastermind lay beyond him.
“For now, we need to stop this ritual. Please, use your authority as a princess to free these souls.”
This was the reason Chris had brought Olivia.
She was the greatest spirit-soother of their generation.
Her ability was leagues beyond that of ordinary spirit summoners.
Because she wielded the divine authority of the Sacred Constellation to console souls.
But then Olivia said something unexpected.
“I… I can’t.”
“What? But don’t you possess the ‘Soul Consolation' authority?”
“My ‘Soul Consolation’ hasn’t fully awakened yet. It’s not strong enough to soothe this many souls.”
Chris was caught off guard.
‘That can’t be. She should’ve completed her Soul Consolation ability by now.’
Then it hit him.
‘She spent the past year lost in despair and never completed her authority!’
Olivia had blamed herself for Chris’s death and slowly devoured her own soul in sorrow. As her soul festered, her divine ability's awakening had been delayed.
‘Damn it. Without Olivia’s power, we can’t stop the ritual.’
Not even Chris could unravel dark magic of this magnitude.
‘I need to come up with a solution—fast. If not, we’re all in danger…’
But it was too late.
Heavy footsteps echoed from the corridor connected to the chamber.
“Well now, what’s going on here? Uninvited rats sneaking into the sacred grounds?”
Olivia gasped in shock.
“Duke Vince!!”
A middle-aged man with an intelligent demeanor stood there.
In one hand, he held a grim-looking magic tome.
It was the master of the fortress himself—Duke Vince, a 5-star magic-type sorcerer.
‘First time seeing him in person.’
Chris had a deep history with Duke Vince in his previous life.
A hostile one.
Duke Vince had fabricated the evidence that framed Chris’s mother.
More precisely, he had forged the evidence under orders from the Holy Pope.
A sworn enemy from a past life…
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                    “Hmph, this is troublesome. I expected some filthy demonkin, but to think Princess Olivia is here as well.”
[Can’t we just kill them all? We can turn that princess into a doll, too.]
At that moment, a chilling voice echoed out of nowhere.
Before anyone realized it, a figure had appeared.
As if it had torn its way out of a shadow.
The atmosphere in the chamber grew cold with unease.
The figure wore a mask with a large single eye drawn on it, and neither its build nor its voice revealed any hint of gender.
Chris recognized the figure and let out a strained groan.
“No way… an Executive Doll?”
At his words, the masked figure—‘the doll’—seemed to smile.
The lower part of the mask split open, revealing darkness within, forming the shape of a grin.
[So you know of me. That’s correct. I am the third doll of Elder Märchen of the Four Kings’ Fortress, and I serve as the ‘Administrator.’]
Chris clenched his fist tightly.
“Damn it. I didn’t expect one of Märchen’s dolls to be here.”
He had suspected someone from the Cursed Demonic House would appear.
But this was far beyond what he had imagined.
“Märchen… one of the Four Kings’ elders and a 7-star demon.”
Of course, the real body wasn’t here, but there was no room to relax.
Märchen was known as the Puppet Master.
Just like the nickname implied, she was the greatest dollmaker of the Cursed Demonic House.
The dolls she created possessed power far beyond what one would expect from mere puppets.
“This isn’t a combat-specialized doll, but being the third numbered one… it’ll have at least 6-star power.”
Duke Vince alone was no easy opponent.
Now, with a doll capable of wielding 6-star power here as well, there was no chance of victory.
“For an elder to intervene directly… has the Four Kings’ Fortress forgotten the pact made with the Demon King of Clearstream to avoid interference in each other’s territories?”
[Heh. Such a cute thing to say. But if we kill all of you here, who’s going to find out we broke the pact?]
The doll’s mask split open even wider, all the way up, resembling a monster about to devour its prey.
[How exciting. Prince Christian, I wonder what kind of screams you’ll make. I’d love to savor them slowly, one by one.]
Suddenly, the doll stopped laughing.
The lower half of the mask closed again, returning to its expressionless one-eyed form.
[Still, it seems today is not the right day, so I should refrain.]
“…What are you talking about?”
[My reason for being here was only to ensure the ritual at the altar proceeded smoothly. I didn’t come to fight anyone. More importantly, my master wishes for you to be kept alive.]
It was an unexpected statement.
‘Märchen… why would that woman…?’
Märchen was infamous for her cruelty.
She wasn’t the type to let such an opportunity slip by.
[Well, it seems the master wants to test what kind of person you really are. Whether you’re truly as remarkable as the rumors say. And fortunately, we have the perfect opponent for that.]
The doll gestured with clown-like formality toward Duke Vince.
[Give it your all and fight Duke Vince here. If you show something that impresses my master, she’ll spare your life.]
The mouth of the mask split open again.
[If you disappoint her, you’ll be killed. Though, surviving Duke Vince’s hands before that will be no easy feat.]
With those final words, the doll slowly stepped back.
Just as she had said, it was the gesture of an observer.
The worst-case scenario—being attacked by both of them—was avoided, but that didn’t mean the situation had improved.
The reason was Duke Vince.
“Are you playing games right now?”
Vince glared at the retreating doll, clearly offended.
He had suddenly been reduced to a mere test subject, so it was no surprise he wasn’t pleased.
[Well, does it matter? With your strength, killing all of them wouldn’t be difficult anyway.]
Duke Vince didn’t deny it.
“Yes, it wouldn’t be difficult.”
An inexplicable confidence.
Of course, Duke Vince was a powerful 5-star Elder-class magician.
But Chris’s group wasn’t weak either.
Considering that Vince specialized in manipulation-type magic, meaning his direct combat ability was lower than others of equal rank, Chris alone could potentially take him down.
And yet—
Everyone in the group hardened their expressions.
They could feel it.
That the power Duke Vince currently wielded was not that of a normal Elder-class mage.
“I’ll try to create an opening somehow. You find a way to escape.”
Evan spoke through clenched teeth, his face grim.
Before anyone could say anything, Evan charged at Duke Vince.
A radiant 5-star aura blade shone white.
Its brilliance far surpassed what they had seen from Ashid or Mieck of the Holy Kingdom.
A pillar of solid, unshakable will, just as firm and fierce as Chris’s own determination.
It was a destructive force that could cut through any barrier.
But—
“It’s useless.”
Duke Vince calmly opened his grimoire.
Fwaaap!
The air gathered densely, transforming in nature.
Becoming as strong as steel, capable of stopping even the sharpest lance.
That wasn’t all. A shield composed of thousands, tens of thousands, of air layers formed in front of him, blocking the attack. Evan’s aura blade was effortlessly deflected backward.
‘Will-infused manipulation magic.’
Chris bit down hard on his lip.
There’s no way simple compressed air could generate such power.
It was magic that had reached the limit of magical law—true, overwhelming defense.
In other words, he had imbued the spell with will.
But how?
Duke Vince chuckled and gave the answer.
“You were right. This power… really is something else.”
“!!”
A violent vortex of mana erupted from Duke Vince’s hand.
The air stung like it was flaying skin.
A surge of force unimaginable for a 5-star mage.
At the same time, the souls trapped within the sphere on the altar screamed out.
[Kyaaaaah!!]
[Stop!! Aaaah!!!]
Everyone’s faces turned pale.
He had converted the trapped souls into fuel for his own power.
Olivia spoke with a trembling voice.
“H-How could you do something so horrifying…?”
It was a deed even more dreadful than human sacrifice.
Human sacrifice offered the death of living beings.
Contrary to popular belief, it was different from offering up souls. Souls of the dead were meant to pass on to their destined afterlife.
According to the unshakable law of the world, the deceased would receive their due rewards or punishments based on the deeds and sins of their life.
But what they had done now—was something else entirely. They had captured the souls before they could pass on, inflicted suffering upon them, and transformed the negative emotions of those souls into a source of power.
Those spirits would remain trapped, unable to reach the afterlife, tormented in agony until they were released.
Duke Vince looked down at Olivia with a strange expression.
“Her Highness truly knows nothing, I see. Wasn’t anything hinted to you in advance?”
“…What do you mean? What hint…?”
“Hah, how amusing. What could she be thinking? Though, I suppose it’s none of my business.”
Duke Vince sneered toward someone—someone unknown.
Olivia, pushing down the flood of rising anxiety, cried out.
“Why in the world would you do something so monstrous?!”
“It’s simple. To gain power.”
“…What did you say?”
Duke Vince raised the corner of his mouth as he gazed at the storm of power surging from his hand.
“Our duchy has built great wealth, but because of our weak military, we’ve long been looked down upon by the other nations in the Gold Cross.”
The Gold Cross was a coalition made up of dozens of small nations.
But those nations were far from equal.
A few with overwhelming military power dominated the alliance, while the rest were merely supporting players.
Some of the weaker nations even paid tributes under the pretense of receiving ‘protection’ from the stronger ones.
“Her Highness must know this, no? The situation of the Holy Kingdom is similar. Though they claim to revere the Holy Kingdom, many act with blatant arrogance. The reason the Holy Kingdom lacks military might is also because of their constant interference. That’s why even the Holy Pope…”
Duke Vince paused mid-sentence and fell silent.
“I don’t think the rest is my place to say. You’d best ask the Holy Pope yourself. I’ll make sure to return you home safe and sound, Princess.”
“W-What…?”
Leaving the confused Olivia behind, Duke Vince turned his gaze toward the rest of the group.
“Of course, you lot shouldn’t expect to return alive.”
“!!”
“Not a single one of you will be spared. You’ll all be offered up as sacrifices on the altar.”
A chilling declaration.
Given the power Duke Vince held, it wasn’t an empty threat.
‘There’s no chance if we fight him head-on.’
At that moment, Jupien approached.
“How much time do you need?”
“…What?”
“You—there’s a way, isn’t there?”
Chris fell silent.
Yes, there was a way.
But he wasn’t sure it would work.
‘If it were something I could do alone, I’d force my way through somehow.’
But this wasn’t something he could do by himself.
Olivia’s role was critical.
So he couldn’t make any guarantees.
‘But I have to make it happen.’
“Hold him off for just three minutes. I’ll figure something out in that time.”
Jupien nodded and replied like she was doing him a favor.
“I’ll give you five. If you don’t manage it by then, I’m spanking your ass.”
Whoosh—Jupien leapt and landed next to Evan.
She glanced at Evan.
“Come to think of it, who are you?”
“……”
“Well, doesn’t matter. You look sturdier, so you take the front. I’ll support from the back. We’re holding that bastard off for five minutes.”
Evan seemed slightly irked by Jupien’s peculiar way of speaking, but said nothing.
He didn’t have the mental space to argue anyway.
Soon, Duke Vince’s magic surged forward, and Evan and Jupien began their desperate battle.
‘They won’t be able to last long. I have to succeed as fast as possible.’
Chris quickly rushed to Olivia.
She was frozen in a daze, likely from what Duke Vince had just told her.
“Princess? Olivia!!”
“!!”
“This isn’t the time to zone out. Think about everything else later. Right now, we have to stop Duke Vince.”
A faint light returned to Olivia’s eyes.
“With your Guiding Soul Authority, you must purify the spirits bound to that altar. That will cut off his power.”
“But my Guiding Soul Authority is still too weak…”
“You have to awaken it here and now.”
“!!”
That’s right.
This was the method Chris had come up with.
To awaken Olivia’s authority on the spot.
It was absurd.
Awakening a divine authority in under five minutes?
Of course, awakening wasn’t purely a matter of time.
Given the right catalyst, it could happen in an instant.
Still, it was far too sudden.
Chris spoke with unwavering resolve.
“I will help you. You can do it.”
“…How are you going to help me?”
“I’ll create the environment needed to artificially trigger the awakening of your authority.”
There was a way.
The moment she heard those words—
Strangely, the trembling in Olivia’s chest stopped.
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                    “If you entrust everything to me completely, it’s possible. Swear to entrust everything to me at this moment.”
Olivia bit her lip hard.
It signified a magical oath.
A temporary vow, but it meant her life would be placed in the hands of that dark being.
Yet Olivia nodded firmly.
A choice she couldn’t understand even herself.
“I swear to entrust everything to you.”
An oath is the affirmation of will.
Her mental barrier opened fully toward Chris, and into her now defenseless mind, black magic unfolded.
4-star illusion black magic.
Swamp of Memories.
Olivia’s mind was submerged in black magic that drowned her in the past.
Her entire vision was engulfed in darkness, and in the moment just before she lost consciousness—
A hand gripped hers tightly.
As if to say, don’t worry,
Endlessly warm and steadfast.
The very touch she had desperately longed for.
‘…Brother?’
* * *
Swamp of Memories drowns the target in a vision of the past they long for most.
For Olivia, the past she longed for most was, of course, when Chris was still alive.
Within the illusion, Olivia came face to face with Chris once again.
“Brother…?”
Olivia’s eyes trembled faintly.
She saw the figure of ‘Chris.’
She immediately realized she was seeing an illusion.
But it felt far too real to dismiss as a mere illusion.
As if the past had been perfectly reconstructed.
As if she were actually facing the real Chris.
Yes, it was an illusion that felt as though it truly ‘existed.’
There was a reason.
Chris had twisted the black magic so that he himself became the ‘Chris’ within the illusion.
In other words, the ‘Chris’ Olivia faced was an illusion—yet also the real Chris.
Chris spoke as if he had returned to the past.
“It’s been a while.”
And then—
The moment she heard that same voice from the past,
The dam holding Olivia’s emotions burst all at once.
* * *
‘This is just a fantasy.’
Olivia pressed down on her chest firmly.
Because giving her heart to a dream that would vanish upon waking would only leave her emptier.
But—
‘…Is this really just a fantasy?’
Olivia looked confused.
It wasn’t a matter of whether it was detailed or not.
Her instincts were telling her—
That it wasn’t ‘fake.’
It truly felt like Chris had come back to life.
‘That’s impossible.’
The feeling of being with Chris was so real that her frozen heart began to melt, and Olivia hastily shook her head.
“Why… why did you appear?”
There was no need to ask.
That dark being wanted her to awaken the power of Spirit Resonance.
He was using Chris’s appearance to pressure her into awakening it.
But then, ‘Chris’ gave an unexpected answer.
“Just take a little break.”
“…Huh?”
“You’ve been struggling a lot lately, haven’t you?”
Olivia nearly broke down again.
—Take a break first.
She remembered hearing those same words when she first met Chris in the past.
Even though she knew this was an illusion, Olivia couldn’t bring herself to refuse his offer.
“Can I really… rest?”
“Of course.”
Chris nodded.
Just like before, with a smile.
“For as long as you need.”
Time passed after that.
Nothing particularly special happened.
Olivia simply spent peaceful days with Chris, as if she had returned to the past.
The strange thing was, even though she knew it was an illusion—
She felt her heart warm.
As if she were truly with the real Chris.
‘I don’t want to wake up.’
Olivia quietly closed her eyes.
“…Is it okay if I just stay like this?”
“Yeah, of course.”
Thankfully, ‘Chris’ didn’t rush her.
He simply stayed beside her, gently comforting her.
Endlessly.
How much time passed like that?
Days? Weeks? Or maybe years?
She didn’t know.
Time in dreams is always jumbled.
It could feel like a lifetime, yet be gone in a flash.
The dream she was sharing with Chris was just like that.
Before long.
“Hehe, I think it’s time to stop now.”
Olivia spoke with a voice tinged with moisture.
“We can’t just stay like this forever.”
Even though she didn’t want to ever wake from this.
It was an illusion that had to end eventually.
“Still… I really liked it.”
She didn’t know how such a thing was possible.
But the time she spent in the illusion truly felt like she had been with Chris, and Olivia felt the warmth return to her frozen heart.
‘I’ll miss him even more now.’
Then, ‘Chris’ said something unexpected.
“I’m going to stay with you from now on.”
“!!”
“I promise.”
Olivia’s eyes shook.
“…That’s a lie.”
“It’s not a lie. Want to see?”
A leaf appeared in Chris’s hand.
Then came the sound of a whistle beginning.
“!!”
Olivia’s eyes quivered faintly.
‘How can he whistle like that?’
It was exactly like the whistling tunes Chris used to play for her in the tower.
It was far too real to have been reproduced from unconscious memory.
The warm sound, as if gently brushing against her heart, made it impossible for Olivia to treat the vision before her as a mere illusion.
She knew it couldn’t be true.
But she just wanted to believe—it was really Chris.
“…That’s not fair.”
Olivia wiped her eyes hard.
“I’ll be with you, so believe in me and keep going.”
Olivia remained silent.
“You really mean it, that you’ll stay with me?”
“Yeah, I promise. Honestly, I’ll be busy and can’t always be around, but I’ll come see you from time to time.”
Olivia gave a soft, breathy laugh.
Chris’s voice continued to soak gently into her heart.
It felt like the deep scar inside her was finally warming a little.
“Olivia, do you remember what you always used to say to me?”
“Huh…? Yeah.”
Olivia nodded blankly.
When she was young, she used to go on and on to Chris about becoming a great Pontiff.
Though it was difficult as a Saintess, her dream had always been to become a Pope who served the people.
But after falling into despair, that dream had long since faded away.
“I don’t actually think you need to become a great Pope. No matter what kind of life you choose, I’ll support you.”
“……”
“But I just hope your dream doesn’t end because of me. That’s not what I want.”
Olivia stayed silent for a long time.
Then—
She smiled faintly.
“You’ve always been the same, haven’t you, brother.”
Even before.
Whenever Olivia wavered, Chris always held her steady.
If it weren’t for Chris, Olivia would never have been able to stand tall as a Saintess.
“I’m going now.”
Light shone from behind her back.
“I’m going to live in a way I won’t be ashamed in front of you.”
And with that—
The illusion came to an end.
* * * 
“!!”
Olivia’s eyes flew open.
The irritating demon stood before her.
It seemed barely any time had passed.
“…What did you do to me?”
“As you saw. I made you face the wounds of your past. To help you awaken your Authority. Thankfully, it seems to have worked.”
Olivia bit her lip.
The reason she hadn’t been able to awaken her Authority was because of her despair.
More precisely, it was the festering wound in her soul that blocked its awakening.
That demon must have realized it—and showed her that illusion.
‘…But how was he able to show me something like that?’
Truthfully, Olivia didn’t know much about illusion-type dark magic.
But she could tell that the illusion she’d just seen was far from ordinary.
It wasn’t just about realism—it really felt like she was with the real Chris.
Especially when she heard the whistling at the end—she had unconsciously believed it was truly him.
In any case, that was something to think about later.
“Do you think you can do it?”
He was asking about the awakening of her Authority.
Olivia paused for a moment, then nodded.
“I’ll try.”
Honestly—
Her wounds were still there.
Of course they were.
There’s no way a single dream could heal something like that.
But—
Whether the Chris in the illusion was real or fake, there was one thing she was sure of.
‘Brother wouldn’t want me to stay like this.’
What Chris wanted was for her to stand tall as the Pope.
Olivia clutched the gift Chris had given her in her hand.
As if she were holding her unseen brother’s hand.
At that moment, her soul took a step forward.
Paaah!
Brilliant light poured out from her body.
Her wings of light radiated an even more solemn majesty.
‘It’s still not enough.’
Olivia instinctively understood.
What was lacking—was her will.
She firmly established her own resolve.
She engraved in her heart the will to serve and protect the people as the Pope, something she had long forgotten since Chris’s death.
‘I’ll do it!’
And at the moment she embraced that strong resolve, her “Authority” bloomed.
Paaah!
Soul Requiem.
Sublime light radiated from her body and shone upon the souls atop the altar.
[Aah!]
The souls wept.
Exorcism was not simply about comforting souls.
It was the process of healing the wounds they bore and purifying them completely.
The holy power expelled the wicked dark magic that had clung to the souls.
“Th-this can’t be…!!”
Grand Duke Vince’s face turned pale.
As the sacrifices began to be liberated, even his power started to falter.
“What are you doing! Are you just going to stand there and watch?!”
Grand Duke Vince shouted desperately at the puppet standing behind him.
The puppet shrugged its shoulders as if troubled.
[This is unexpected. To think she would induce the blooming of her Authority. I never imagined it.]
The puppet wore a mischievous smile.
[But—how about this, then?]
Snap—the moment the puppet flicked its fingers, a disturbance occurred.
Fwoooosh.
From beneath the altar, deep black flames erupted.
With a presence so ominous it was suffocating.
[I’ve summoned the Flames of Gehenna. They’ll strengthen the effects of the dark magic.]
Sure enough, the souls that were about to be freed were once again engulfed in the flames, letting out cries of agony.
The puppet smiled as if watching an amusing show.
[Now then, what will you do? With an Authority that’s only just bloomed, you won’t be able to save souls consumed by the Flames of Gehenna, will you?]
Olivia grit her teeth.
Paaah. The light radiating from her body intensified even further.
Fwaaaah!
But the Flames of Gehenna also surged with greater fury.
It was a power that overwhelmed her Authority.
‘Those Flames of Gehenna are a 6-star-level cursed dark magic. As things are now, there's no chance of victory.’
She needed a plan.
After some thought, Chris reached out his hand.
“Take my hand.”
“…Huh? What?”
“I’ll help you wield your Authority. Hurry!”
Olivia was flustered.
The Authority of the Thrones was a power that belonged solely to her. The idea that someone else could assist her was absurd.
Tap.
Olivia took Chris’s hand.
“…Can you really help?”
“Yes. But—you must trust me. Don’t resist my energy.”
From their joined hands, a faint energy flowed into her.
It was demonic energy.
“!!”
Olivia instinctively tried to pull her hand back, but barely managed to hold herself back.
Chris’s demonic energy seeped into her bloodstream. Incredibly, it didn’t cause any clash with Olivia’s divine energy.
To any onlooker, it would have been an unbelievable sight.
‘Demonic energy and divine light usually trigger a neutralization reaction. But if I use the domination property of dark demonic energy to precisely manipulate the opposing energy’s reaction and suppress the neutralization temporarily—’
In other words—
It was something only Chris could pull off.
And then something even more unbelievable happened.
Chris’s demonic energy spread through Olivia’s veins, subtly interacting with her energy.
Then—
Paaaaaaah!!
The noble stream of divine energy suddenly formed a different pattern of flow, and something miraculous occurred.
“?!”
The power of Olivia’s currently active Soul Requiem Authority began to amplify.
‘H-how?!’
Olivia stared in shock.
Chris answered inwardly.
‘Even the Authority of Holy Blood ultimately comes down to technique. Its power depends on how efficiently you use the skill.’
Olivia was the sole awakened bearer of the Holy Blood.
Therefore, she had never been taught how to properly refine her Authority, so she was bound to have technical limitations.
Of course, Chris himself had never used the Holy Blood Authority either.
‘But I’ve helped Olivia manipulate her divine power many times before.’
And more than that—
During the Age of Ruin, he had seen Celestials use the Authority of the Thrones many times.
Based on that, he devised a method to enhance its power.
This, too, was a crazy feat only Chris could accomplish.
Paaaah!!
The empowered and solemn Authority began to suppress the Flames of Gehenna.
Once again, the souls began to be liberated, and as Grand Duke Vince’s power faltered, he began to stagger.
[Ahahaha!! Insane! You modeled the Celestials’ method to amplify the Authority of the Thrones?! Are you even human?! Truly fascinating! Ahaha!]
The puppet burst into a grotesque laugh.
[I can’t go down like this either. Descend—Despair and Malice!]
The Flames of Gehenna surged even more violently.
As if to push back against the Authority Chris had reinforced.
As Olivia’s face paled—
Chris made his next move.
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                    First, to keep Olivia from wavering, Chris spoke with a firm gaze.
“Remember the essence of Soul Requiem. Never forget the heart that cherishes the souls.”
“!!”
Was it because the situation was so urgent?
Chris didn’t think to use honorifics, and Olivia didn’t find it strange.
“Don’t think about anything else. Just focus on those souls. Leave the rest to me.”
Olivia firmly nodded and closed her eyes.
As if praying for those pitiful souls.
Chris moved as well.
‘The dominating property of dark demonic energy.’
His dark demonic energy possessed the ability to dominate other energies.
This dominance extended not only to energies of darkness but also worked to some extent on energies of light.
Because his dark demonic energy was a pure form superior to all others.
Using that dominance, he succeeded in drawing a portion of Olivia’s Starlight Energy to himself.
Then, he dispersed that starlight energy into the air.
Tung. Paah.
Like a droplet falling onto the surface of a still lake.
The ripple of starlight energy resonated through the air.
At the same time, a sound echoed.
It was a sound created by the ripple of the starlight energy.
A single pulse of noise.
Chris didn’t stop there.
In a split second, he repeated the same action countless times.
With rhythm.
Introducing slight variations.
The repeated ripples formed a pattern, and the variations in the pattern became a rhythm.
The starlight pulses that were once mere noise now formed a flowing melody, becoming one grand musical score.
A requiem for the dead.
A performance for the departed, created through the ripples of starlight energy.
An astounding feat born from Chris’s insane energy manipulation skills and his musical ability that had reached the level of a master.
A performance imbued with a purer force than any sound in the world bathed the souls.
[Ahh!!]
And so—
Olivia’s heart for the souls, and the comforting melody expressed through starlight energy, came together to create a miracle.
Paaaah!
As if the heavens opened, radiant light poured down upon the altar.
As a result—
Crack.
The sphere that had imprisoned the souls on the altar cracked and then shattered completely into pieces.
They did it!
“Guhah!!!”
The souls wept tears as they were freed, and Grand Duke Vince coughed up a mouthful of blood.
Having lost his power, Grand Duke Vince stumbled back in fear.
“Ah, no.”
Evan and Jupien stepped forward.
Grand Duke Vince desperately shouted at the puppet.
“S-Spare me!! With your power, you could eliminate all of them…!!”
The puppet curled a smile atop its mask, and Chris felt a chilling sense of dread.
“No, stop him!!”
Evan leapt forward, but it was too late.
[Why should I help a loser like you?]
With a spine-chilling murmur, the puppet snapped its fingers.
Splurt.
Grand Duke Vince’s head burst apart.
His now-headless body swayed unsteadily, then collapsed to the ground with a thud.
“……”
A tense silence filled the hall.
Everyone stared at the puppet with wary eyes.
[Now, now. There’s no need to glare at me like that. As I said before, I don’t particularly feel like fighting.]
“…And how are we supposed to believe that? Isn’t your master, Märchen, the kind who wants to spill blood the moment she sees an opening?”
Chris asked coldly.
To Märchen—infamous for her capricious and brutal nature—the earlier promise meant nothing.
[Ah, of course, but my master is very interested in you, Prince Christian.]
“…What?”
The puppet’s single eye atop the mask stared straight at Chris, as if locking onto him.
[Prince Christian, have you ever considered coming to the Castle of the Four Kings?]
* * *
“……”
Everyone went silent for a moment.
An entirely unexpected statement.
“…I don’t know what kind of madness you’re spouting. If that’s a joke, it’s a terrible one.”
[It’s no joke. I meant it. And I don’t think it’s such a bad offer.]
The puppet twirled its eerie smile.
[Surely you already know, don’t you? That there’s no future for the Dark Demonic House.]
“……”
[The head of Nordian, the final bastion of the Dark Demonic House, has little time left. And more than anything, once the internal conflict within the Castle of the Four Kings ends, the Dark Demonic House will be utterly crushed.]
Chris couldn’t deny it.
‘He’s right.’
It wasn’t just the Dark Demonic House.
Even the other houses of the Southern Magic Nation—the Venomous Demonic House and the Destructive Demonic House—would all be trampled by the Castle of the Four Kings.
They might barely escape annihilation, but only by becoming dogs leashed by the Castle of the Four Kings.
That’s how overwhelming their power was.
[If you come to the Castle of the Four Kings, once we conquer the Dark Demonic House, I will grant you the position of house head. Of course, by then, the Dark Demonic House will be no more than a servant of the castle.]
When Chris didn’t answer, the puppet rubbed its chin.
[If that’s still not enough… hmm. What sort of reward would please you? Ah, how about this? I’ll give you the Grand Duchess Idrinne of the Blood Sword Demonic House.]
“…What?”
Chris’s face hardened at the sudden mention of the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
[Ah, Idrinne is the most beautiful woman in the Castle of the Four Kings. We were planning to kill her anyway, but it seems like a waste to just dispose of her, so wouldn’t it be more efficient to use her like this? I’ll give her to you as a special gift, Prince.]
“…You’re insane.”
Chris’s expression twisted with disgust.
To offer the Blood-Drenched Demon King as a gift?
It was beyond revolting—it was simply absurd.
‘…So Idrinne hasn’t secured victory yet in the Castle’s power struggle?’
Just like everywhere else in the Magus Empire, the Castle of the Four Kings was also a chaotic mess internally.
If the Crusade Alliance rotted from within, the Magus Empire was plagued by constant infighting.
‘Didn’t they say Idrinne seized dominance over the Castle of the Four Kings after an ocean of blood?’
Regardless, it wasn’t even worth considering.
“Shut up.”
[Kukuku. You really are fascinating. Ah, what should I do? The more I look at you, the more I desire you.]
The puppet muttered quietly.
[Should I just kill you now and turn you into a puppet?]
“!!”
At that moment—
Evan launched an Aura Blade.
A sudden strike like lightning.
But the puppet didn’t panic—its lips twisted into a wide grin.
[Heh. From a renowned swordsmanship family, are you? You’d make a fine puppet too. Prepare yourse—]
But just then—
The puppet’s body flinched.
In an instant, it froze completely.
As if its string had been cut.
It was a split-second pause—but against a knight like Evan, it was an eternity.
Slice.
The puppet’s neck was severed.
And that wasn’t all.
Flash.
Evan’s sword whipped up a storm.
Wrist, arms, legs, torso—the puppet’s body was slashed into countless pieces.
Done purposefully to prevent regeneration.
[W-What?! How?!]
Thud thud.
The puppet’s severed head rolled across the floor, voicing disbelief.
“You saw it, didn’t you? That I’m a genius.”
Chris stepped forward and placed the heel of his shoe atop the puppet’s mask.
Right on the single eye—where its ‘core’ was located.
“You really thought it’d be fine to keep your ‘thread’ exposed this long against a genius like me? You underestimated me way too much.”
[!!]
Thread.
The core of puppetry magic — it refers to the dark magical link that connects the master to the puppet.
That’s why, if you cut the thread, the puppet is rendered powerless. From the moment Chris first saw the puppet, he’d been focusing on locating that thread.
Of course, normally the existence of the thread is hidden with utmost care, and protective measures are taken to ensure it can’t be severed.
‘No matter how powerful a 7-star dark magician Märchen is, controlling a puppet from such a long distance while perfectly hiding the thread is unrealistic. The distance from the Castle of the Four Kings to here is over 2,000 kilometers.’
Even so, what Chris targeted was just a minuscule gap — something no ordinary person would have even dared to exploit. But Chris succeeded in momentarily disabling the puppet by aiming at that faint vulnerability.
‘Next time, Märchen will surely prepare countermeasures, so using the same method again will be difficult.’
Smash!
As the mask shattered, the puppet’s dismembered body dissolved into a thick black liquid like a slain monster's corpse and vanished.
“…It’s over.”
Evan said.
Chris shook his head.
“No. It’s just beginning.”
“!!”
Chris looked down at the altar, still saturated with traces and residues of dark magic.
“It’s time to uncover the truth.”
Time to face the true mastermind behind this horrific incident.
* * *
They cleaned up the aftermath first.
Since the battle had taken place in secrecy, there was no public unrest even though Grand Duke Vinz had disappeared.
Count Roy and Olivia gave a vague explanation to cover for the Grand Duke’s absence, and in the meantime, Chris began verifying the evidence.
‘As expected, not easy. Definitely the work of those cursed Devil Contractors.’
The true mastermind behind this incident wasn’t Grand Duke Vinz.
He had merely been a pawn.
Chris searched for any trace of the true culprit in the black magic-related artifacts — but there was nothing.
Only remnants of Grand Duke Vinz’s involvement remained.
‘Still, there’s always a way.’
Chris didn’t limit himself to just the magical evidence. He thoroughly combed through every last one of the Grand Duke’s administrative documents.
Normally, an outsider wouldn’t have access to such files, but given the current circumstances, that didn’t matter.
Of course, there was no way Grand Duke Vinz would leave behind direct evidence in official records.
“Bingo.”
“…Did you find something?”
Olivia asked, her expression stiff.
“There’s definitely something suspicious in these documents.”
“……”
“I believe I can identify the one behind all this.”
Olivia swallowed hard.
Her sapphire eyes shimmered with tension.
Chris held out the documents.
“These are records of the past year’s material exports and budget flows from the Vinz Territory. If you examine them carefully, you’ll see how the materials used for the curse were smuggled in under false pretenses.”
“……”
“The curse was massive in scale, so a large quantity of items was used. Most of them are forbidden materials, so they were disguised and brought in through various channels. This couldn’t have been done with Grand Duke Vinz’s power alone. He had help — but the question is, who could’ve pulled this off?”
Given the fractured structure of the Gold Cross, there were very few who could make this happen.
Even monarchs of each nation could only exercise authority within their own territories.
— You should hear the full story directly from the Holy Pope.
The words spoken by Grand Duke Vinz flashed through Olivia’s mind, and her face turned deathly pale.
Still, she forced herself to shake her head.
“…B-but this is still just conjecture, isn’t it?”
“That’s true. But take a look at this as well.”
It was a letter from Ruina.
“Do you know the Dear Merchant Guild?”
“…Yes. They were accused of being behind the recent Black Death incident.”
“They were framed. But who…”
“……”
There were very few people within the Gold Cross capable of such deeds.
Chris unfolded the letter.
“Fortunately, Guildmaster Ruina is resourceful and acquainted with several key figures within the Gold Cross. According to them, the downfall of the Dear Guild was influenced by the will of someone very high up.”
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                    Olivia’s body began to tremble.
But Chris didn’t stop.
Even if it hurt.
She had to face the truth.
“And lastly. The glass flower from the Sky Island, the meteorite shard submerged in the Dead Sea, and the eye of the ancient dragon. Materials that Duke Vinz acquired at astronomical cost. Do you know what these materials are used for?”
“…What are they?”
Chris spoke slowly.
“The Emerald Tablet.”
“!!”
“A relic slumbering in the Holy Kingdom. Do you know if the materials I just mentioned have any effect on the Emerald Tablet?”
She did.
There was no way she didn’t know.
In the end, tears streamed down from Olivia’s eyes.
“When combined with countless sacrifices, they serve to complete the Emerald Tablet. And if a blood descendant of the Constellation possesses the completed Emerald Tablet, they can wield authority equal to that of a Constellation.”
“…….”
A bloodline that carries the blood of the Constellation.
It refers to the Arhen royal family of the Holy Kingdom.
“All of this points to one thing.”
Eventually—
“The one behind this incident is Pope Pentagel III.”
Chris revealed the entire truth.
“Pope Pentagel III seeks to complete the Emerald Tablet and become a god himself.”
* * *
Yes.
This was the full story behind the ‘Fall of the Star’ incident.
A horrifying incident caused by the pope, who is revered as the most sacred figure in the world.
“All because of greed.”
Chris sneered.
What Pentagel III desired was to rule over the Gold Cross.
Not as a mere symbolic spiritual leader as he is now, but as its true master.
“And he nearly achieved it.”
But his dream didn’t last long.
It was because of the Four Demon Kings’ Court.
The Court had cooperated in this matter to make the pope their pawn.
As long as the Court held the secrets of the pope’s sins, he could never defy them.
The pope knew this, but blinded by greed, he chose to endure it.
Because of a pope controlled by the Court, the Gold Cross slowly rotted from within, and in the final moment, the Court struck the decisive blow.
Right before war broke out, they revealed the truth of the pope’s sins.
Naturally, the entire Gold Cross was thrown into chaos, and it collapsed from internal conflict before even engaging in battle.
Amidst all this, Olivia’s fate met its ruin.
‘I have to stop this, no matter what.’
The problem was Olivia.
Right now, she was alone in a state of shock.
‘To Olivia, the Pope was, in his own way, not a bad father.’
So it was only natural that she was shaken, but there wasn’t much time to give her.
‘The Pope will soon sense that something is wrong. If we delay any longer, it’ll get more difficult.’
No later than today.
They had to move to confront the Pope within that time.
While Chris was deliberating, there was a knock at the door.
“May I come in?”
“!!”
It was Olivia.
Surprisingly calm voice.
Her face as she entered the room was the same.
Chris had expected her to be in tears, but she was simply quiet and composed.
“Are you alright?”
“I’m not.”
“…….”
“But the shock isn’t as bad as I expected. I… might’ve already suspected it.”
Olivia wore a bitter expression.
“I already knew that my father, behind his outward appearance, had a vile side.”
She knew the rot within the Holy Kingdom better than anyone.
So it wouldn’t make sense for her to be completely unaware of the Pope’s true nature.
“In truth, what shocked me was something else.”
“What was it?”
“Before that, I have something to ask. The talk about forming a ‘Pact’ with me. Is that still valid?”
It was something brought up when Chris first met Olivia.
“Of course. As I said then, I want to continue working with you, Princess. You could call it an alliance. We won’t betray each other, and we’ll give our full support in each other’s affairs.”
Using the formal structure of a Pact was for the sake of trust.
Once bound by a ‘Pact’, betrayal became impossible, and it allowed for far deeper cooperation.
“I see. Then, what is your goal? Please state it truthfully under the Pact.”
If one made a false statement while under a Pact, the Pact would be nullified.
“To reach the peak of the Magus Empire.”
“!!”
“And to stop the coming catastrophe. That is, to prevent the war that will erupt between the Magus Empire and the forces of light. To that end, I intend to intervene in the Union’s matters as well. When that time comes, I hope you will lend me your strength, Princess.”
Was Chris’s answer unexpected?
Olivia fell silent for a moment.
“Do you not believe me?”
“No, I believe you. You seem different from the others.”
He was unpleasant and cold-hearted at times.
But judging by what Chris had done in Duke Vinz’s domain, he was certainly no villain.
Compared to the hypocrites of the Holy Kingdom who gild their faces with the title of Saint, he was far more righteous.
“Then, I have something I want as well.”
“What is it?”
“Help me bring judgment upon my father.”
“!!”
Olivia spoke to Chris with eyes heavy and sunken.
“This is the condition I ask of you.”
A brief silence followed.
Of course, judging the Pope was the rightful course of action.
But it was unexpected that Olivia would bring it up first herself.
“…It’s because of my brother.”
Olivia bit her lip hard.
“I found out while investigating Duke Vinz’s laboratory. That Duke Vinz framed my brother’s mother.”
Duke Vinz, a manipulator-type mage and a highly skilled alchemist, fabricated evidence claiming that Chris’s mother had colluded with demons.
“…But no matter how cleverly it was disguised, there’s no way Father— the Pope— wouldn’t have seen through it. He made that judgment deliberately. In other words, it was Father who labeled Chris’s brother as the spawn of a demon.”
“…….”
Olivia’s voice trembled precariously.
“I… I… Why didn’t I realize it? Even though I knew Father was, in truth, a dreadful person. Why did I turn away and ignore it?”
If Olivia hadn’t turned away from the horror of the Pope under the excuse of her own helplessness…
If she hadn’t…
She might have realized that the one who framed Chris was the Pope himself.
But while she was looking away, Chris died.
That thought surfaced in her mind, and Olivia could no longer endure it.
Clenching her fist tightly, Olivia spoke in a trembling voice.
“As the Saintess who must take responsibility for the Holy Kingdom— and for my brother as well… I will bring judgment upon my father.”
Chris nodded heavily.
“Understood. I will help you bring judgment to the Pope. After all, my goal was to bring down Pope Pentagel III as well. But— there is one condition.”
“…What is it?”
“After the Pope is judged, I want you to let go of the thoughts about your brother.”
“……!!”
Chris spoke firmly.
“I understand your longing for him. But it will only continue to eat away at you.”
Olivia bit down on her lip hard.
“That has nothing to do with you, does it?”
“Why wouldn’t it?”
Chris replied.
“You’re going to be my ally now. I won’t allow you to fall apart from misguided emotions.”
Just as Olivia was about to shout something—
Tap.
His hand rested on Olivia’s head.
She instinctively tried to brush his hand away, but couldn’t.
Strangely enough.
As if—
Like in the past, when Chris used to gently pat her head.
It felt warm.
“You can grieve for now. I’ll help you take revenge. But once it’s done, let it all go.”
“I… I…”
“Your brother wouldn’t want to see you like this either.”
“!!”
Olivia couldn’t say a word.
He was right.
Chris wouldn’t have wanted to see her fall apart like this.
No— more than that.
In a way she couldn’t even understand—
The way his hand stroked her hair reminded her so vividly of Chris, that she couldn't speak at all. She simply closed her eyes.
Just like when she had been with her brother before.
* * *
They immediately set out for the Pope.
There was no time to waste.
Suddenly, urgent news came in.
“B-Bad news!! The White Lion Knights of the Kingdom of Luxen have mobilized! They say they’re investigating the disturbance in Duke Vinz’s territory!”
Count Roy shouted, his face pale.
‘So the Pope is making his move.’
Chris narrowed his eyes sharply.
The Pope must have noticed something had happened in Vinz’s territory and took action.
“W-What should we do? The Kingdom of Luxen is right next to Duke Vinz’s domain. And the commander of the White Lion Knights is a six-star Master-Class knight…”
Alros stammered, face equally pale. Count Roy, too, looked completely drained of color.
Chris glanced at the two panicked men and casually said,
“What do you mean, ‘what should we do’? You two will handle it.”
“…Excuse me?”
“Zuphien, Princess Olivia, and I are going after the Pope. Alros, you’ll be in charge of holding off the White Lion Knights. Count Roy will assist you.”
“W-Wait, me?!”
Alros and Count Roy both turned ghostly white, while Chris gave a slight grin and mounted his horse.
“Do your best. If you leverage the reputation of the Dark Demonic House and the background of the Neutral Nation of Burssen, you should be able to stall them for at least a day.”
“W-Wait! H-Hold on—!”
“I’m counting on you.”
Taat!
He kicked his heels, and the horse neighed loudly as it dashed forward.
Zuphien, Olivia, and Evan followed behind. Left behind, Alros and Count Roy stood dazed, muttering blankly.
“…What a bastard.”
“…Demonic bastard.”
Muttering near-identical words, the two flinched and looked at each other.
A faint kinship flickered in their eyes.
“…Stay strong, Sir Alros.”
“…You too, Sir Roy.”
Because of the shared ‘demon’ that was Chris, the two—one from the faction of demons, the other from the faction of light—bonded across enemy lines with the camaraderie of comrades-in-arms.
* * *
As they were riding hard, Evan spoke.
“We’re heading to the Holy Kingdom? The border will be heavily guarded. The four of us won’t be able to break through alone.”
Even though the Holy Kingdom's military strength wasn’t the greatest, the four of them alone couldn’t take it on directly.
“Wouldn’t it be better to pull back and seek reinforcements?”
“Reinforcements? From whom? We don’t have anyone to help us.”
Chris was right.
They were in Gold Cross.
Getting help from the Dark Demonic House was impossible here.
And none of the other nations in Gold Cross would lift a finger to strike at the Pope.
Unless there was undeniable proof that the Pope was behind everything…
No, even if there were solid proof, they wouldn’t step forward easily.
Dragging this out would only give the Pope more time to prepare.
They had to strike while the Pope was still unaware and unguarded.
This was their only chance—just the four of them—to take him down.
“Fortunately, we won’t need to go all the way into the Holy Kingdom. Uh…”
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                    The Holy Pope’s goal was the completion of the Emerald Tablet.
The Holy Kingdom was too far from the Grand Duchy of Vinz, where the ritual had been held, making it unsuitable as the place to complete the Emerald Tablet.
He must have prepared a base near the Grand Duchy of Vinz to complete the Emerald Tablet.
‘He’s probably over there by now. Since the ritual was interrupted, there must’ve been a problem with completing the Emerald Tablet.’
Chris had a general idea of where the place might be.
To confirm, he asked Olivia.
“Is there a place the Holy Pope frequently visited outside the Holy Kingdom? Within the last year.”
After forming a covenant, Chris had casually started speaking informally to Olivia.
“…Yes. He often went to a sacred place called the ‘Moon Garden.’”
The Moon Garden.
A sacred land said to be imbued with the energy of the constellations, melting like moonlight.
Because it was a sanctuary, it didn’t belong to any nation within the Gold Cross and was a place only the Holy Pope was permitted to set foot in.
“He claimed he went there to receive revelations from the constellations, but I never imagined he would commit such horrific acts in a sacred place.”
Olivia bit her lip hard.
“Let’s go quickly. There’s no time.”
The Moon Garden wasn’t far.
As they rode nonstop, a forest came into view. Entering deeper into the forest, they began to see a garden bathed in radiant moonlight.
It was a dreamlike sight, as if a waterfall of moonlight had taken shape and was pouring down.
But something felt off.
“…Why does the moon’s energy feel like this?”
Olivia’s face hardened.
Evan seemed to have noticed the same thing.
“…This doesn’t feel like a sacred place. The moon’s energy is mixed with a dreadful miasma.”
Though it looked endlessly beautiful.
It wasn’t a sublime beauty befitting the name of a sacred place.
A foreboding, swirling aura—similar to the miasma of Gehenna—was flowing through it.
Chris explained the reason.
“The sacred energy has been tainted as the Emerald Tablet was being completed.”
“Is it already complete?”
“No, not yet. Since we interrupted the ritual, they should be short on sacrifices.”
If the Emerald Tablet had been fully completed, the four of them would not have stood a chance.
The Holy Pope would truly gain powers akin to the constellations.
“…Even incomplete, the aura is overwhelmingly strong.”
As they drew closer, the group’s expressions became increasingly grim.
The energy leaking from the Emerald Tablet began to prick at their skin.
It was a disturbing energy, at once sacred—imbued with the power of the constellations—and filled with a dreadful demonic miasma.
As they approached further, the Moon Garden came into view.
It was, as the name implied, a garden.
But it was no ordinary garden.
It was a ruin designed to gather the energy of the constellations.
Its interior and exterior were completely sealed by a barrier.
“It’s not a particularly high-level barrier, so getting inside won’t be difficult. The problem is the soldiers guarding the garden from the outside.”
There weren’t many of them.
Roughly 200?
Most were ordinary soldiers.
Under normal circumstances, Evan alone could’ve subdued them.
But the group didn’t relax their expressions.
They sensed something unusual.
“What is this aura I’m feeling from those soldiers?”
Each and every soldier was emanating a powerful energy.
To compare, it was roughly on par with a 3-star knight.
Unbelievable.
“It’s the power of the Emerald Tablet. It can grant others strength like the blessing of the constellations.”
“That much, even when it’s incomplete?”
“It’s that much because it’s incomplete.”
In his previous life, Pope Pentagel III completed the Emerald Tablet by sacrificing no less than thirty thousand lives through the Black Death, unleashing a power akin to a calamity.
To the point where every nation in the Gold Cross bowed before Pentagel III.
‘Well, even that had its limits.’
The weakness of the Emerald Tablet—
The powers it granted weren’t infinite.
In other words, it was consumptive.
Every time its power was used, new sacrifices had to be offered to the Tablet.
As time passed, the power of the Tablet diminished, forcing Pentagel III to seek more and more sacrifices, committing every kind of horrific atrocity.
‘For that reason, there was always controversy about the origin of the Emerald Tablet. It was far too horrifying to believe it came from the Constellation of “Justice.”’
There were even theories that a devil had meticulously mimicked the power of the constellations and designed the Tablet to corrupt humans into monstrosities.
‘Though in truth, it wasn’t made by a constellation or a devil.’
In any case, that wasn’t important right now.
“It’s impossible to confront them all head-on. We have to steal the Emerald Tablet.”
“Is that even possible? It doesn’t look easy.”
Evan said, scanning the garden with a hardened gaze.
The inside was hidden by the barrier and couldn’t be seen.
“Leaving the soldiers outside aside, the inside is surely guarded by knights.”
Given that the Holy Kingdom was known for having a weak knight force, it was unlikely that they had any high-ranking knights above 5-star. But the real problem was the Emerald Tablet’s power.
If even ordinary soldiers had strength equivalent to 3-stars, they couldn’t imagine how much the knights’ power had been amplified.
“It’s possible. I have an idea.”
“What kind?”
“We’ll use Saint Olivia’s power.”
“…But isn’t it too little?”
Olivia also possessed the ability to wield the power of the constellations.
But compared to the overwhelming output of the Emerald Tablet, it would likely fall short.
“It’s fine. I’ve accounted for that too.”
Chris looked at Olivia.
“You remember what I told you, right?”
“…Yes.”
Olivia nodded, tightly clutching the wooden carving in her hand.
“Don’t worry. I’ll do my best. For you, Oppa.”
Was it because of the tension before the decisive battle?
The last part—“For you, Oppa”—was something she meant to say internally, but it slipped out.
Olivia’s face turned bright red, and Chris wore a slightly awkward expression.
Hearing something like that said directly in front of him, even someone as thick-skinned as Chris felt embarrassed.
At that moment, Jupien, who had been silently standing by, spoke with a sulky tone.
“What a cute little sister.”
“…Huh?”
“My little sister’s just annoying and not cute at all.”
Saying that, Jupien glared at Chris.
The kind of look one gives a pesky sibling they want to hit.
“…Why do you keep insisting I’m your sibling?”
Chris shook his head.
“Anyway, let’s move.”
Just as he took a step forward—
A chilling voice suddenly seized his ankle.
[Stop.]
A voice as if it had come from the abyss.
It was Mefina, the devil of Gehenna!
‘What’s going on?’
Chris frowned.
Mefina hadn’t particularly caused him harm before, but as someone who loathed devils, he felt an instinctive aversion whenever he heard her voice.
[I came to give you a warning.]
‘A warning?’
[Yes. If you go in there, there’s a high chance you’ll die.]
It was a chilling warning, but Chris responded coldly.
‘I’ve already prepared a countermeasure for the Emerald Tablet.’
But Mefina said something completely unexpected.
[The Emerald Tablet’s power doesn’t end at just manifesting the constellations’ authority.]
‘…What?’
[I can’t go into detail because of Gehenna’s causal laws. But you may find yourself in a situation where resistance is impossible.]
Chris’s chest turned cold.
Mefina was a devil.
It wasn’t a warning he could dismiss lightly.
‘It doesn’t end at the power’s manifestation? What does that mean?’
In that instant, a chilling hypothesis surfaced in Chris’s mind.
‘There is one… the worst-case scenario that could arise because of the Emerald Tablet.’
Chris bit his lip in hesitation.
‘The likelihood of that happening isn’t high. It’s an extremely low-probability event. But if it does happen…?’
There would be no surviving it.
Just as Mefina said, the expression “irresistible” was accurate.
‘What should I do?’
Retreating might have been the wise choice.
But—
‘If I miss this chance now, there won’t be another opportunity to bring judgment upon the Pontiff.’
Given time, the Pontiff would completely cover up this incident.
Then he would try something else to fully complete the Emerald Tablet.
A situation where retreat was no option, yet moving forward was equally dangerous.
At that moment, Mefina whispered in a soft voice.
[If you so desire, I will lend you my aid.]
Chris let out a dry laugh.
So that was it. He wondered why she was giving him such a warning—turns out her goal was to tempt him.
[With my power, I could prevent the worst-case scenario before it happens.]
But then—
The moment he heard those words—
A flash of realization sparked in Chris’s mind.
Come to think of it, there was one way.
A method to prevent the worst-case scenario using only his own power—without Mefina’s help.
And if it succeeded, he could gain something great from it.
‘If what I suspect really does happen… I might be able to partially unseal Andril.’
The condition to unseal Andril wasn’t just reaching 9-star.
There was one requirement even more difficult than attaining 9-star—and maybe, just maybe, this incident could fulfill it.
Having gathered his thoughts, Chris said to Mefina,
‘Shut up.’
[…What?]
‘I don’t need your damned help.’
[You’ll regret this.]
‘We’ll see.’
Chris smirked faintly.
‘I’ve got a trump card of my own.’
More than anything—
‘I’d rather die than join hands with a repulsive Devil like you. So get lost!’
From beyond the unseen veil, Chris could sense Mefina’s presence stir.
[…Arrogant little brat.]
Her voice bristled with wounded pride at the repeated rejection.
A chill ran down his spine.
His soul instinctively tensed in response to the immense wrath directed at him.
But—
‘So what if you’re angry?’
Chris thought flatly.
No matter how furious a Devil from the other side of Gehenna became, there was no real harm she could do to him—there was nothing to fear.
‘Unless the boundaries of the Three Realms begin to collapse… but that’s a long way off.’
Was it because Chris’s composure was so unexpected?
Mefina spoke in a strange tone.
[You’re arrogant… but that only makes you more desirable.]
“……”
[I’ll be watching. I’m curious to see what you’ll do when faced with overwhelming despair. If it gets too much for you, don’t hesitate to reach out to me.]
Chris could feel Mefina curling into a pitch-black smile.
[I’ll gladly help you.]
With that, Mefina’s presence vanished.
She must have decided to silently observe from beyond Gehenna to see what Chris would accomplish.
‘…Creeps me out, so quit watching me.’
Chris scowled sharply.
But this wasn’t a gaze he could shake off just because he wanted to.
It was likely that countless Devils besides Mefina were watching Christian’s every move.
He had no choice but to ignore them.
“What are you doing? Should we keep waiting?”
“Ah, just had some damned bug buzzing in my head.”
Chris shook his head and pulled out a sword.
It was the cursed sword Predator, given to him by Nordian.
“Princess Olivia and I will enter the garden. Evan, you follow and protect her. Jupien, you block the soldiers from the rear.”
The sword’s eerie blood-red gleam reflected in the moonlight.
“Let’s go.”
The final battle had begun.

                
Chapter 142

                    The group charged in head-on.
Fwoosh!
Blood splattered.
“Gaaah!!”
“What is this?! Stop them!!”
Even if they had attained the power of a 3-star, at the core, they were still just ordinary soldiers.
To compare, it was like their raw striking power had increased, but nothing more.
Naturally, they were no match for the group.
The problem was the numbers.
Even if their strength had merely increased, there were nearly 200 of them—it couldn’t be ignored.
As time passed, they’d eventually become overwhelmed.
“I’ll clear a path.”
Evan stepped forward.
Flash!
A brilliant aura blade radiated light, and the formation of soldiers blocking the way collapsed.
The group seized the opening and stormed inside, quickly reaching the entrance to the garden.
“It’s a barrier. Think you can break through?”
“Of course.”
Chris reached out his hand to the barrier.
The barrier’s purpose was to isolate the garden from the outside and gather the energy of the constellations within—its security technique itself wasn’t particularly advanced.
Chris instantly dismantled the barrier’s security and opened a path.
“Stop them!!”
Soldiers came rushing in, too late.
Chris glanced at Jupien.
Jupien was the one designated to hold them off.
“Can you handle it?”
“Yeah.”
Jupien replied briefly.
Her voice carried the determination to get it done.
“Here, take this too. It’s a summoning stone containing a 4-star rank beast—Shell Turtle.”
Just like the name implied, the Shell Turtle moved slowly but possessed immense physical defense.
It was perfect for supporting Jupien.
“Marie, you go around too and make some noise.”
[Ohoho, leave it to me.]
Of course, Marie wouldn’t directly join the battle.
But just by the banshee flitting around, the soldiers would lose their wits.
Chris handed her something else as well.
“Take this too.”
It was a gem filled with a strange, hazy energy.
Jupien’s eyes widened when she recognized it.
“The Phantasmal Core? How did you get your hands on this artifact?”
It was an artifact that enhanced illusion magic.
“It was just lying in a corner of the family treasure vault. I swiped it.”
“…Well done. I’ll give you some praise.”
Jupien nodded approvingly, as if she were proud.
For highly accomplished knights or mages, illusion magic holds relatively little effect.
But those soldiers had only gained brute strength, making them inevitably vulnerable to illusions.
The Shell Turtle to act as a shield, the Phantasmal Core, and Mari’s banshee wail that could sap their souls—
With all that, she would be able to hold out just fine.
Jupien held the magic stone in one hand and a sword in the other as she looked straight ahead and said,
“Go quickly. Don’t die.”
Chris grinned.
“Is that concern I hear?”
“Shut up and get lost. If you die, I’ll kick your ass.”
“Alright. You be careful too.”
Chris leapt into the inner part of the garden.
Fwoosh!
Once he entered inside the barrier, the entire scenery changed.
It was a lavish garden, like a vision of paradise made real.
And the energy of moonlight, materialized and floating in the air.
It was beautiful to the point of being dreamlike—but at the same time, a bizarre, ominous aura could be felt.
A chilling killing intent flowed from the small manor at the center of the garden.
“So the Emerald Tablet must be inside there.”
“Most likely.”
The Hierophant would be in there, too.
The moment Chris thought about facing his “father,” his chest sank with a heavy weight.
He was the one who had dragged Chris’s childhood in his previous life into the depths of ruin.
Chris had never lived obsessed with revenge, but it would be a lie to say his heart wasn’t trembling.
And then—
“Stop.”
“!!”
A group blocked his path.
They were knights.
And there were many.
Twenty of them.
Their level was high.
The weakest among them was at the 3-star level, and nearly half were 4-star and above.
But above all, the one at the front—
It was a familiar face.
“I was about to come find you, and you came walking right to me. How thoughtful. I’ll tear you to shreds and kill you.”
It was Mieck, the 5-star Elder Knight who had previously lost to Chris!
Back then, Mieck’s legs had been severed, but whether healed by the Emerald Tablet’s power or some other means, they were now fully restored.
And that wasn’t all.
‘An overwhelming aura.’
All of the knights radiated a storm-like energy.
Their power seemed amplified by several levels compared to what it had originally been.
The worst part was that they weren’t just mindlessly empowered like the soldiers outside.
These were already highly skilled knights who could wield mana as easily as their own limbs, so they would be far more adept at handling their amplified power.
From each and every knight radiated a powerful sense of pressure.
The most overwhelming was Mieck, who had originally been a 5-star knight.
A chilling aura flickered from Mieck’s hand.
It was a whirlwind of power far beyond what he had shown in his previous duel with Chris.
In terms of sheer aura, it wasn’t lacking even when compared to a 6-star master class.
“It is the blessing His Holiness the Hierophant has granted us. Prepare yourself. I’ll give you the most horrifying death you could ever experience.”
Mieck’s eyes glinted with cruelty.
Behind him, Olivia grit her teeth and stepped forward.
“Stop! Don’t you realize how terrifying that power really is?”
Mieck glanced at Olivia.
“I do. But what does it matter?”
“!!”
“For the sake of the great cause, the sacrifice of others is inevitable. Your Highness, you’re far too naive. That will be your downfall.”
As Olivia clenched her teeth at the ridiculous nonsense being spouted—
“There’s no need for pointless chatter. You’re all going to die anyway.”
“What?”
At Chris’s words, Mieck and the other knights stared at him in disbelief.
No matter how anyone looked at it, Chris was the one at a disadvantage.
The difference in power was beyond comparison—a hopeless situation.
Yet Chris didn’t show the slightest hint of fear.
“Evan, you take Mieck, that mutt. You don’t need to finish him off, just bind him. You can handle that, right?”
“I can, but what about the rest?”
Even with Evan taking Mieck, nearly twenty knights would remain.
All of them radiating a terrifying aura enhanced by the blessing of the Emerald Tablet.
“I’ll take care of the rest. It won’t take long. Just hold out until then.”
Everyone stared in disbelief at that insane claim.
“There’s nothing more to talk about. All of you, strike! Ah, don’t kill him. We’ll torture him slowly and make him pay for his insolence.”
Mieck’s eyes gleamed viciously.
Three knights slowly approached Chris.
Their confident eyes showed not even the slightest doubt that they would crush him with their enhanced power.
At that moment, Chris spoke to Olivia.
“Princess Olivia, the thing I mentioned.”
“…Are you sure this is going to work?”
“Yes. Trust me and do it.”
Olivia hesitated briefly, then released her power.
Wings of light unfurled from her back, and brilliant flames of holy light flared up.
It was the power of her authority, Sacred Flame.
The flames headed straight toward Chris.
In an instant, Chris’s body was engulfed in the holy fire.
Everyone wore an expression that said they couldn’t comprehend what they were seeing.
“…What kind of insane stunt is that? Was he trying to kill himself?”
Sacred Flame was a blessing-type authority similar to the one the Hierophant had used through the Emerald Tablet, but its effects were entirely different.
It amplified the subject’s holy energy.
Only Holy Knights and Holy Mages could benefit from the effects of the Sacred Flame authority.
‘For someone with demonic energy, it should be no different from poison, right?’
Mieck let out a dry laugh and gave an order.
“He shouldn’t be dead. Bring him here! He needs to pay for daring to act out of line!”
But then—
Shuk.
A chilling sound rang out.
The three knights who had been approaching Chris froze in place.
No one understood what had just happened.
Then, with a spray of blood, the knights’ bodies collapsed.
And a radiant light was revealed.
“Ah, this was supposed to be a secret.”
From the broken holy sword, a pillar of light shot upward.
A pillar of light far more intense than anything Mieck had shown before.
It was none other than a mid-tier 5-star.
An Aura Blade of the Elder Middle Class.
“I’m actually pretty good at handling light energy too.”
Chris said with a wide grin.
* * *
A deathly silence fell over the hall.
Everyone stared at Chris with eyes wide open.
“W-what kind of nonsense is this? How could a demon wield mana infused with light?”
And it wasn’t just ordinary mana.
The mana was shining brilliantly.
It was Radiant Mana, said to be granted only to Heroes.
Even more exalted than the White Mana of Holy Knights.
Both Olivia and Evan wore expressions of disbelief.
‘Well, I guess it’s fine if those two find out.’
Evan was a contracted follower. Olivia was bound by a pact, so neither could reveal the secret.
“Ah, it’s because I’m a genius. I got bored of just using demonic energy, so I picked this up too. It wasn’t that hard.”
It wasn’t a lie.
“W-what kind of nonsense are you spouting…?!”
“But it looks like you’ve got time to chatter.”
Chris spoke in a low voice.
“Because I’m planning to kill every last one of you.”
“!!”
The moment he finished speaking—
Fwish!
Blood spurted as another knight dropped.
Mieck, startled by the speed too fast to track with the eye, shouted in alarm.
“E-Everyone, attack!!”
But they were no match for him.
Chris's Sacred Radiance attainment was a full 5-star — and even at the Middle level among them.
From the Elder Class upward, the difference between Upper, Middle, and Lower was significant, and these knights were no match for Chris.
Of course, they had enhanced their power using the authority of the Emerald Tablet, so their strength was far beyond that of regular knights, but Chris had also amplified his power.
“J-Just hold on a little longer! The Sacred Flame authority consumes stamina rapidly, so it won’t last long! Their situation is different from ours!”
That was absolutely correct.
The Emerald Tablet’s nearly semi-permanent power amplification was an exceptional case; in general, these kinds of blessing-type authorities couldn’t last very long.
Especially with the Sacred Flame, the burst of power it granted caused it to burn out that much quicker.
“Ah, but I planned for that. Just because I can handle Light Mana doesn’t mean I forgot I’m a demon, right?”
This time, Chris drew the demonic sword, Devourer.
Then, he stabbed the neck of a knight writhing on the ground after being slashed.
With a sickening sound, the demonic sword absorbed the knight’s life force.
The absorbed life force was converted into demonic energy and flowed into Chris’s Outer Core, and Chris, through the Vampiric Ring, reconverted that demonic energy into Light Mana.
“With so many energy tanks to absorb from, there’s no reason for me to collapse from exhaustion, right?”
The grotesque sight made the knights flinch, and Mieck clenched his teeth.
“Grr…!”
Among all the knights present, the only one who could possibly stand against Chris was the 5-star knight Mieck.
He stepped up to stop Chris, but Evan blocked his way.
“Grr, move aside!! How dare you!!”
But Evan wasn’t someone Mieck had any right to say “how dare” to.
The future Hero.
Even now, he was considered the strongest among the next generation of swordsmanship houses.
Even though both were at the Lower tier of 5-star, the gap in their swordsmanship proficiency was overwhelming.
Mieck seemed superior in raw strength due to the authority of the Emerald Tablet, but he couldn’t easily push Evan aside.
And in that time, Chris’s sword mercilessly cut down the knights.
Paaah!!
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                    It was a one-sided battle.
Chris had the help of the Sacred Flame, but even so, the fight was excessively one-sided.
It was all thanks to Devourer.
‘What an incredible demonic sword.’
Chris fought by first incapacitating his enemies with the sacred sword Grunade, then finishing them off with Devourer.
Since he was absorbing life force from his opponents, he had no need to worry about exhausting his strength. Chris poured his full power into every single moment.
As a result, the knights were completely overpowered, unable to offer any resistance, and crushed in a thoroughly one-sided slaughter.
‘It especially pairs perfectly with the Emerald Tablet.’
Ordinarily, no matter how powerful Devourer was, it shouldn’t have been able to absorb such massive amounts of life force indefinitely.
The amount of life force that Devourer could drain depended on the opponent’s energy level.
Cutting down ordinary soldiers would barely provide enough to slightly recover stamina.
But now, these knights’ energy had been massively amplified by the Emerald Tablet.
Which meant Devourer could absorb an enormous amount of life force from them.
In effect, the Emerald Tablet’s energy was feeding Chris even more power.
‘Well, there’s no reason to feel guilty about it.’
Maybe if they were different people. But the knights before him had accepted the Emerald Tablet’s power even after learning its horrifying secret.
They weren’t worthy of any sympathy.
“Mo-Monster… Guaaah!!”
After the final knight collapsed, Chris let out a long breath.
He was about to move on to finish off Mieck when he was met with an unexpected sight.
“It’s finished over here, too.”
Mieck’s eyes were wide open as his neck was severed.
It was Evan’s victory!
‘…Evan really is a monster too.’
Chris shook his head with a weary expression.
Mieck’s raw energy alone exceeded 6-star level, but Evan had defeated him purely through swordsmanship.
‘He’s received the Sword Saint’s blessing, so he’ll only grow stronger from here on. When it comes to pure swordplay, I can’t confidently say I’ll win against that guy.’
Well, as his master, it was a good thing to see his servant grow stronger.
Meanwhile, now that things had settled, Evan and Olivia came to their senses and stared at Chris in disbelief.
“Just now, that mana…?”
“I told you, I’m a genius, so I know how to handle it. Mana was just something I picked up as a hobby. I’m still a demon, of course. That’s a secret, though.”
“…Alright.”
The two nodded, still a little dazed.
“So now we just have to head inside?”
“Yeah.”
It was time to bring the final showdown to a close.
The moment they turned their eyes toward the mansion within the garden—
Shwaaa—
Suddenly, a chilling sensation swept past their souls.
‘…What is this?’
It was a faint sensation.
But it wasn’t a mistake.
Once again, that same eerie feeling swept past.
This time, a little clearer.
“!!”
Olivia and Evan seemed to feel it as well.
“Something unusual seems to be happening inside.”
“We need to move in quickly. Let’s hurry.”
But then, Chris said something unexpected.
“…Both of you, fall back.”
“What?”
“Hurry up and run outside!!”
“!!”
Chris swallowed hard.
He recognized this sensation.
He knew exactly what this strange, chilling feeling was.
There was no way he could forget.
In the past, Chris had felt this exact same presence.
Back in the Age of Ruins—during a horrific event that took the lives of over a hundred thousand.
‘Damn it, don’t tell me they’re really doing something this insane? Lunatics.’
Chris gritted his teeth.
“What are you doing? Hurry, go!! If you stay here, you’ll die!!”
The ominous presence was growing stronger and stronger.
Now, just standing still made his skin tremble uncontrollably.
Everyone could feel it instinctively.
A dreadful catastrophe was descending.
But Evan and Olivia did not back down.
“Christian, what about you?”
“…I’m going to stop the Holy Emperor.”
“Stop him? By yourself? What nonsense are you spouting?”
Olivia stepped forward too.
“That’s right. Aren’t you my pact partner now? There’s no way I’ll let you die alone.”
“No, I can stop him. I have a way.”
“What kind of nonsense is that!”
Evan lowered his voice.
“…Are you planning to sacrifice yourself alone?”
Olivia bit her lip hard.
Her voice trembled, perhaps from some misunderstanding.
“That’s right! You’re saying you’ll stay behind alone. I won’t accept that. Stop acting all noble and just run with us! If you’re a demon, then act like one!”
Meanwhile, Chris looked completely baffled by their reactions.
‘That’s not what I meant at all?’
Staying behind alone.
It wasn’t about sacrifice at all.
“Seems like you’ve both got the wrong idea.”
Chris spoke in a crooked tone.
“I told you to disappear because you’d get in the way if you stayed.”
“!!”
“Didn’t I say it? I have a way. I will definitely resolve this situation. So stop worrying about useless things.”
Yes.
Chris had a way.
But the aftermath couldn’t be calculated.
If things went badly, the resulting shockwave could kill everyone nearby.
‘They’re all useful tools who need to work for me in the future. I can’t let anything happen to them.’
They were once comrades, and one was his sister—but setting aside any personal feelings, even professionally, they were valuable assets to him.
Ones he needed to make use of for as long as possible.
That’s why he was trying to protect them.
‘That heart again.’
Evan grit his teeth.
Evan possessed the Mind’s Eye.
He couldn’t read thoughts completely, but he could sense the general intent.
And right now, despite Christian’s annoying face, the Mind’s Eye was clearly showing just how much he genuinely cared for and was concerned about them.
‘Why is this bastard always like this?’
This wasn’t the first time.
From their first meeting until now, Christian had consistently shown a selfless concern for others.
Despite being a demon, he was a true virtuous man, the kind Evan had never even seen among the so-called righteous swordsmen families.
Perhaps sensing the same, Olivia clenched her fist tightly.
Just as she was about to say something—
“As your master, I’m giving you a ‘command.’ Leave. Now.”
“!!”
Evan’s body froze in place.
It was black magic, activated based on the servant relationship.
‘I can’t control him completely at will, but…’
Still, Chris’s black magic had grown strong enough to temporarily enforce simple commands.
“Princess Olivia, you too. As your pact partner, I order you to prioritize your safety. Leave immediately.”
“!!”
Of course, Olivia and Chris were not in a master-servant relationship, but black magic didn’t always require that dynamic to compel someone.
He invoked the magic under the justification of protecting her as her pact partner.
Crack.
The two began moving against their will.
“Urgh…!!”
“No, don’t!”
As the two tried to resist the black magic, Chris spoke flatly.
“Don’t even think about resisting. This black magic is linked to my spirit, so if you forcefully resist, I’ll be the one seriously hurt.”
With no other choice, the two’s movements came to a halt.
“W-Wait a moment. There’s something I have to do before I leave.”
“??”
Olivia hurriedly approached Chris, grabbed both his hands, and pulled them toward her chest.
More precisely, toward her heart.
In that moment, Chris realized what Olivia was trying to do, and his eyes widened.
Fwaaash!!
A brilliant light burst from Olivia’s clasped hands and infused itself into Chris’s body.
“It’s a [Blessing] Authority.”
Chris’s expression stiffened.
It was literally a power that protected the target with holy energy.
“…This isn’t just an ordinary blessing, is it? Why would you give me the [Blessing of the Heart]?”
If a normal [Blessing] simply enhanced defense, the [Blessing of the Heart] was on an entirely different level.
It granted overwhelming defense beyond comparison with any normal blessing, and it allowed recovery from any injury.
It was essentially the equivalent of granting an extra life, and it was the ultimate blessing Olivia could bestow.
However, this blessing also came with a heavy penalty for Olivia.
As long as the blessing holds, there’s no problem.
But if it’s shattered by a force that exceeds its limit, the backlash would fall on Olivia, who cast it.
She would suffer a severe shock to her heart, and in the worst-case scenario, she could die along with it.
That’s why it’s called the Blessing of the “Heart.”
“You said you could do it, right? You sounded so confident, so I believe you won’t die. As long as you don’t die and the blessing doesn’t shatter, I won’t take much damage either.”
Chris nodded.
He had no intention of dying, of course.
As he turned and took a step forward, Evan spoke heavily.
“Don’t die.”
Chris gave a faint smirk.
“Got it, so quit whining and get lost already. As far away as possible. That’s an order.”
The black magic command once again forced the two into motion, and soon, their figures disappeared.
Feeling their presence move further away along with Jupien outside, Chris let out a long sigh.
His expression hardened as he faced the mansion.
Fear?
No.
He had already prepared countermeasures.
The reason he appeared so tense was for something else.
Creak—
The door opened.
What appeared inside was nothing like an ordinary mansion.
There wasn’t a single piece of furniture, not even any rooms.
Though it was indoors, a vast, colorless, and empty space stretched out without any decoration.
One figure stood in the center of it all.
Chris’s gaze grew icily cold.
A man surrounded by a holy, radiant light.
Pope Pentagel III.
He had finally come face to face with the father from his previous life.
* * *
“…….”
Surprisingly, no anger welled up within him.
His heart simply sank endlessly.
‘Disgusting.’
The Pope was surrounded by radiant light.
That sight overlapped with his hypocritical self from the past.
At that moment, the Pope turned to Chris with an indifferent gaze.
“Are you the prince from the Dark Demonic House? I should’ve dealt with you earlier. To think a single worm could ruin the sacred feast.”
“…….”
“But it doesn’t matter. Perhaps this is for the better. Thanks to this, I was able to make a grand decision.”
The Pope’s eyes were dyed with a black glow.
His pupils, devoured entirely by darkness without even the whites, were horrifying to behold.
Chris realized—the “Descent” had already begun.
A mysterious crystal floated before the Pope, radiating a dazzling light, and that same eerie chill he felt outside crawled up his spine once again.
The Pope spoke of the purpose behind his actions.
“As of today, I shall be reborn as a greater being. One with the Celestial Throne sealed within this Emerald Tablet.”
That’s right.
The Emerald Tablet was not merely a relic to manifest the powers of the Celestial Thrones.
It was a seal that imprisoned a Celestial Throne itself.
More precisely, it was used to seal a Fallen Celestial Star (陀天星)—a celestial being tainted by sin and cast down.
‘In the original history, the Pope also broke the seal of the Emerald Tablet in his final moments and accepted the Fallen Star into his body.’
It was a horrific event.
The Fallen Star was practically no different from a demon.
Eventually, the Pope’s soul was consumed by the Fallen Star, and in its rampage, the Holy Kingdom was turned into hell.
The death toll from the disaster back then had far exceeded a hundred thousand.
It was also the first incident that cracked the boundary between the Middle Realm, Gehenna, and the Celestial Realm.
‘His soul is already completely tainted by the Fallen Star’s power.’
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                    Chris looked at the light radiating from the Emerald Tablet and thought.
On the surface, it appeared radiant, but vile malice churned within it.
Malice no less intense than that of the beings from Gehenna he had seen in his previous life.
For such dense malice to be seeping out through the seal of the Emerald Tablet—it meant the Pope’s soul was already inseparable from the Fallen Star.
The only fate left for the Pope was destruction.
‘How could someone remain so consistently vile and foolish?’
A scoff escaped his lips as he lifted the corner of his mouth in a mocking grin.
“You’ve really done something magnificent. The so-called ‘sublime’ Pope, revered as holiness itself.”
At that taunt, the Pope’s brows furrowed.
“You’re just a lowly insect, but I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to share my grand vision. It’s for the good of all.”
“…For the good of all?”
“Yes. The Gold Cross is hopelessly rotten. I shall gain power and eradicate its corruption, ushering in a new world.”
Hearing that absurd nonsense, Chris couldn’t help but burst out laughing.
“Shut up. It’s all just greed.”
“!!”
“You’re the most wretched and vile creature, filled with nothing but greed, spewing nonsense that not even a dog would believe.”
Hypocrisy? The Pope was far beyond what that word could describe.
The greed roiling in the Pope’s heart was so revolting that even demons would recoil.
Worse, the speech he just spouted was the same excuse he had once used to justify his crimes in the past.
“So, was it for the world’s sake that you framed the former Papal Queen as a servant of demons?”
“…What?”
“What did you say back then? That it was heartbreaking, but for the greater good, you had no choice but to execute the former Papal Queen? And not even a month later, you made your concubine the new Papal Queen?”
Chris remembered everything the Pope had said, even though it had happened when he was just a child.
The Pope’s face stiffened.
Chris smirked and asked coldly.
“Just answer me one thing. Did you ever feel sorry for the former Papal Queen—Princess Sistania?”
“…What nonsense are you suddenly spouting?”
The Pope replied with a deeply displeased expression.
“I don’t know why a demon like you is bringing that up. Eliminating a servant of demons was simply my duty as Pope.”
His voice made it clear that he felt no guilt whatsoever.
“Hah.”
Chris let out a laugh.
Seeing such unwavering vileness actually brought him a strange sense of relief.
‘It’s over now.’
“Alright. There’s nothing left to talk about. Continuing this conversation would only disgust me further—let’s end this quickly.”
“…I don’t know what nonsense you’re spouting. You’re the one who’s going to die.”
The Pope gestured with a look like he was about to squash an insect.
“Die.”
Fwoooosh.
A black mist rose before the Emerald Tablet.
A chilling malice emanated from the mist, yet strangely, clouds of radiant light swirled around it.
It was a sight that held both sanctity and horrific malice at once.
The energy of the Fallen Star had manifested into reality.
‘Is it something like an incarnation? The seal hasn’t been fully broken, so it couldn’t form a true avatar—only the energy has descended.’
Chris analyzed the nature of the energy.
It was swaying unstably, clearly lacking solidity, yet it was still the energy of a Celestial Throne made manifest.
Something that, at his current level, he absolutely could not confront.
Yet Chris made a strange move.
He pulled out something wrapped in cloth from his subspace pouch and said—
“Eat.”
A single word that felt entirely out of place in the current situation.
The moment the Pope’s face showed a flicker of confusion—
An unbelievable event unfolded.
—KIIIIIAAAAAAAHHH!!!
With a blood-curdling shriek, the mansion shook violently, both above and below.
Like an earthquake had struck, a thunderous roar and tremor echoed through the space.
The black mist was sucked toward Chris—no, toward the object in Chris’s hand—and vanished without a trace.
It had been completely annihilated.
“W-What…?!”
“Ah, you see… you weren’t the only one holding a joker.”
Rustle.
The cloth unraveled, revealing a single sword.
A plain iron blade, now infused with the energy of the Celestial Throne it had just consumed.
As if devouring it, the energy of the Celestial Throne surged wildly inside the sword, then completely vanished.
A chilling sight.
“This one’s favorite food just happens to be the souls of the Celestial Thrones.”
Andril.
It was the first time the Star-Slaying Sword, the blade that kills Celestial Thrones, revealed itself to the world.
* * *
Andril was the sword once wielded by the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
During the Age of Ruins, the Andril in his hands was tantamount to the descent of despair itself.
But why had the Dark Demonic House left such a supreme demonic sword to rot, without realizing its value?
Because the conditions to unseal it were near impossible.
‘The wielder must reach 9-star level. And there’s an additional condition.’
At least one Celestial Throne had to be sacrificed to Andril.
Only by devouring the soul of a Celestial Throne would Andril be reborn perfectly as the Star-Slaying Sword.
It was only possible because it had been wielded by the Blood-Drenched Demon King—otherwise, it was virtually unachievable.
‘But now… a perfect offering is right in front of me.’
To offer a Celestial Throne to Andril, its power first had to be weakened and sealed.
Just like the Fallen Star sealed within the Emerald Tablet.
‘If the seal on the Emerald Tablet had been in perfect condition, turning it into a sacrifice would’ve been nearly impossible.’
But thanks to the Pope’s meddling, the seal on the Emerald Tablet was already half-open.
That didn’t mean the power of the Fallen Star had fully returned—so from Andril’s perspective, it was nothing more than a conveniently unwrapped meal.
[Gwooooooh.]
Andril let out a low growl. It sounded like it was urging to be fed already.
Chris felt his soul tremble. He was merely holding it, yet his insides churned violently.
Andril was still not something he could control.
‘Just wait. I’ll finish this soon.’
Chris clenched his teeth and stepped forward.
“W-What trick did you pull?!”
The Pope belatedly raised his guard, but it was pointless.
He manifested the energy of the Celestial Throne again, but the result was the same.
That incomplete, leftover power was nothing more than a snack for Andril.
[Krrrrrrrr.]
Andril began to growl savagely.
As if to say such paltry energy would never satisfy it.
The pressure that crushed souls turned toward the Emerald Tablet and the Pope’s soul, where the Fallen Star had begun descending, and the Pope’s face paled under Andril’s killing intent.
Tremble.
The Pope’s hand began to shake like a leaf.
A pitiful sight, unbefitting the man once revered as the spiritual pillar of the Gold Cross.
But this wasn’t because his will was weak.
Andril’s killing aura, which crushed souls, was something no human could endure.
Besides, without the power of the Emerald Tablet, the Pope himself was completely powerless.
The closer Chris drew, the more the Pope backed away—until he stumbled and fell backward.
A dark shadow loomed overhead.
With a cold gaze, Christian looked down at the Pope.
It was time to end it.
This vile incident.
And the filthy connection between him and the Pope.
Perhaps because he thought this was the final moment—
These unexpected words slipped out.
“Should I spare you?”
“…W-What?”
“Bow your head and apologize to Princess Sistania, the former Papess. Then I’ll let you live.”
The Pope’s pupils trembled like waves crashing into a shore.
“W-What… why, all of a sudden?”
“To give you a chance to atone.”
Chris shrugged casually.
“Don’t want to? Then just die. By the way, you know if you die like this, you’re headed straight for Gehenna, right? Guess you could atone there instead. I’ll count to three, so do what you want.”
He didn’t even need to count to two.
The Pope hastily bowed his head.
“I-I will apologize to her.”
“……”
“I-I mean it… so p-please…”
Chris looked down at the Pope with a blank expression.
“That was a lie.”
“…W-What?”
“I’m a demon, remember? Lying’s practically a virtue for us. Besides, didn’t you lie too, when you promised the former Papess you'd spare her?”
Chris tilted his head.
“What was it you said back then? That if she just confessed her sins, you’d use your authority as Pope to make sure she could live with the child? You didn’t even blink when you said it—liar.”
The Pope’s eyes widened to the point of tearing.
“H-How do you know that?”
What Chris had just said was a secret deal known only to the Pope and the former Papess.
Tricked by the Pope, the Papess confessed and was easily dragged to the stake.
But how could he possibly know?
“Oh, how do I know about that? Good question. How do I know?”
Suddenly—
A ridiculous thought flashed through the Pope’s mind.
It wasn’t just the Pope and the Papess who heard that conversation.
There had also been a child in her arms who heard it.
Only then did the Pope recall Chris’s strange words and actions today.
“N-No way… You, you’re—?”
Chris asked quietly.
“Let me ask again. Are you really sorry?”
“…Are you really Chris? I-I’m sorry…!! I mean it! I-I—!!”
“Yeah. Got it. I heard you loud and clear, so the rest… you can atone for in Gehenna.”
Chris raised Andril.
“W-Wait…!! No!!”
“I did make a promise, so I won’t kill you myself. Not that it’ll make any difference.”
If the Fallen Star was destroyed, the Pope, whose soul had been devoured, wouldn’t survive either.
And finally—
“I’m not your son.”
Chris stabbed the Emerald Tablet.
The iron blade pierced the transparent monument.
At the same time—
Gwoooooooooh.
A tremor shook the world as a terrible scream rang out from the abyss.
It was the scream of the Fallen Star being devoured by Andril.
‘The backlash is even worse than I expected.’
Chris swallowed the blood that surged up from the recoil of devouring a Celestial Throne.
‘I have to endure this.’
He gritted his teeth and defended himself with every means at his disposal.
He unleashed both the power of holy radiance and the power of a devil simultaneously. Normally, drawing on one side would suppress the other due to the strain on his bloodline, but this wasn’t the time to care.
Just as he finished preparing—
Light burst out, flashing and exploding.
A blinding light that seemed to annihilate everything around it.
The mansion where Chris had stood crumbled to dust, and Chris clenched his jaw.
The only relief was that he was safer than the surroundings being swept away, thanks to holding Andril.
While Andril devoured the Celestial Throne, it activated a protective function to shield Chris.
Even in its sealed state, Andril was displaying such power for one simple reason.
‘If I die and collapse, the process of devouring the Throne would stop midway. When the Blood-Drenched Demon King first offered a Celestial Throne as a sacrifice, this reaction reportedly occurred too.’
So it was to protect its feast—not to protect its wielder, Chris.
‘Still hurts though.’
His insides churned, and he swallowed a mouthful of blood.
Even with Andril’s protection, it was nearly unbearable.
As he barely held on to consciousness, a chilling voice whispered in his ear.
[Interesting…]
“!!”
[Are you… ■■■…?]
Chris realized the voice had come from Andril.
He couldn’t make out the word in the middle.
Strangely, he had clearly heard it, but it dissolved in his mind as though erased.
“What did you just say?”
But Andril didn’t respond.
Instead, it spoke again.
An even more cryptic message.
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                    [How… intriguing. I shall look forward… to seeing whether your fate truly defies the heavens.]
Those were the final words.
Once again, the light flickered.
Far more intensely than before.
A sphere of darkness extended from Andril and enveloped Chris, as if to protect him, and Chris’s consciousness faded.
* * *
What happened that day shook not just Gold Cross, but the entire continent.
It had been an extraordinary incident.
“They say a Fallen Star almost descended?”
“Yeah, apparently during the Pope’s ritual to receive the divine revelations from the constellations in order to resolve the plague, something went wrong, and a Fallen Star began to descend. Prince Christian of the Magus Empire and Saintess Olivia swiftly intervened and prevented it.”
Olivia spread the truth—but with some alterations, just as she and Chris had discussed beforehand.
In truth, Olivia had intended to reveal everything honestly as a way of atoning for her sins, but Chris had opposed it.
If the full truth of the Pope’s horrific actions were made public, the prestige of the Papal State would be utterly destroyed.
Considering Olivia was destined to become the next Pope and would be the one to reform Gold Cross’s corruption, that wouldn’t have been wise.
‘Eventually, the Papal State must become my pawn—so I can’t allow that to happen.’
So they presented a version of the truth mixed with lies.
The plague was framed as something orchestrated by Archduke Vinz in collusion with the House of Curses.
And the descent of the Fallen Star was attributed to the Pope’s mistake.
‘Honestly, given the Pope’s crimes, exposing everything would’ve felt cathartic. But he’ll pay the price even without that.’
Thanks to the power of the Emerald Tablet, the Pope miraculously survived the aftermath of the incident.
Or rather—strictly speaking, it could hardly be called survival.
He had fallen into a vegetative state.
His body continued to breathe, but he was effectively dead.
‘When the Fallen Star was annihilated, the Pope’s soul—being its contractor—was dragged down to Gehenna.’
Now, the Pope would writhe in agony for eternity within the torments of Gehenna, as befitting his sins.
‘Still… my body aches all over. How much longer do I have to stay stuck in bed like this?’
There had been many twists and turns, but in the end, everything had been resolved well.
However, Chris was still unable to return to the Magus Empire.
Having borne the brunt of the backlash from the Fallen Star’s destruction, his body was left in ruins.
He had been bedridden for a full week.
‘If it weren’t for the blessing Olivia placed on me, I would’ve been in serious trouble. I might never have even regained consciousness.’
Chris sighed and sat up from his bed.
After lying down for an entire week, he had recovered enough to walk around a bit.
‘Even if it’s just a little at a time, moving around will help me heal faster.’
With that thought, he stepped outside, but the reactions of the people he encountered were strange.
Servants, knights, even ordinary commoners—everyone flinched and then deeply bowed their heads to Christian.
And not just a shallow bow—deep and low.
‘What the… why are they acting like this?’
At some point, Viscount Roy appeared and offered an explanation.
“Ahem, that’s because of what you accomplished recently, my lord.”
“You mean what I did?”
“Yes, my lord. Word has spread about what you accomplished. You’re now the hero of Gold Cross.”
It was an unexpected statement.
“…Me? A demon, the hero of Gold Cross? That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Does it matter that you’re a demon? If it weren’t for you, Gold Cross would’ve been reduced to rubble.”
Without Chris, neither the plague nor the descent of the Fallen Star could’ve been stopped.
“More than anything, Princess Olivia herself went out of her way to publicize your achievements. She claimed she did nothing and that it was all your doing.”
“……”
“Also, word got out that you were the one who miraculously saved all the patients in Archduke Vinz’s territory.”
“…How did that leak?”
“It seems one of the patients recognized you, my lord.”
At the time, Chris had been wearing a crow mask that covered his face, so he hadn’t bothered to disguise himself further. Besides the patients, he hadn’t met anyone else anyway.
That’s how someone had managed to recognize him.
“To heal every single patient! If only you weren’t a demon, that alone would be enough to have you worshipped as a saint. In fact, the people of Archduke Vinz’s territory are already calling you the ‘Saint of Darkness.’”
“……”
Saint of Darkness.
It was a nickname that felt embarrassingly childish.
It sounded like he should have a black flame dragon wrapped around his hand.
“That name doesn’t sit well with me.”
“Haha. Actually, more people refer to you by a different nickname.”
“What is it?”
“Mahwi.”
Chris’s expression became subtly complicated.
It meant “Demonic Radiance.”
Because he was a demon, they couldn’t outright praise him as a hero, so they had come up with a name like that.
“In any case, my lord, you saved Gold Cross. On behalf of the Kingdom of Burssen and Gold Cross, I offer my sincere gratitude.”
Viscount Roy bowed deeply, and Chris looked at him blankly as he replied,
“Flatter me all you want, I’m not letting you go. You’re my slave forever.”
Viscount Roy, still bent at the waist, furrowed his brows in frustration.
‘Damn it! After all this sucking up, can’t you just let me off? I went through hell because of you! I really thought I was going to die at the end!’
In the final moments, when the White Lion Knights of the Luxen Kingdom stormed in, Roy and Alros had blocked their path… and nearly died for it.
‘Ugh, you bastard! Demon! Everyone must be blind to call a guy like you “Saint of Darkness” or “Mahwi”!’
But cursing him was pointless.
Just then, a familiar face appeared in the distance.
He looked somewhat like Christian, only a hundred times more timid.
It was Alros.
Roy waved at him with a delighted expression, and Alros was about to greet him in kind—until he noticed Christian standing beside him and reflexively shrank back.
Perhaps because they had both suffered under the same demon, the two had formed a true friendship that transcended borders and ideology.
“W-well, I’ll take my leave. I have some pressing matters to discuss with Sir Alros.”
Chris let Viscount Roy go, and then strolled alone a bit longer through the rear gardens of the royal palace of the Papal State.
‘Come to think of it, has Evan gone into hiding? Well, not like he has a reason to show himself anyway.’
After walking for a while, a familiar sight came into view.
It was the tower he had been imprisoned in as a child.
“……”
Chris silently stared at the tower for a moment.
He felt nothing.
‘Guess I’ve let it go.’
Of course, he had never really been shaken by the past to begin with.
But whereas before it felt like he had simply buried the wound deep within a scar, now he truly felt clean and indifferent.
Thanks to having settled things with the Pope, in whatever form that took, he felt a sense of closure.
‘Time to focus on something else.’
Chris moved to another location and took out Andril from his subspace pouch.
There was something he wanted to check.
‘Has anything changed?’
He had offered a constellar as a sacrifice, so he’d fulfilled one of the conditions for unsealing.
At a glance, it didn’t look any different.
It still looked like a worn-out iron sword, but Chris noticed subtle differences with his eyes.
‘The seal’s weakened slightly. If I’m lucky, I might be able to draw out a portion of its power.’
Of course, it was still too soon.
Andril’s power demanded an enormous toll on its wielder’s strength.
With his current power, even tapping into a fragment of it would likely knock him out instantly.
‘Still, in a desperate moment, it could be a trump card.’
After checking Andril’s condition, another question came to mind.
‘Come to think of it, what was that at the end? It felt like Andril was talking to me.’
He couldn’t remember clearly.
Strange.
Chris had something akin to perfect memory—he never forgot anything he heard.
It was odd.
He had a gut feeling that it was something he needed to figure out.
“Hey. You’ve got an ego, right? What was it you said to me back then?”
Naturally, no reply came.
‘Is it asleep, or just pretending to be? If I threw it into a furnace or a volcano, maybe I could torture it awake. Where’s the hottest place near the Dark Demonic House again?’
As he was pondering, he unexpectedly ran into someone.
It was Jupien.
She seemed to be doing some training, jogging around.
Wiping away her sweat, Jupien tilted her head and asked,
“What are you doing?”
“Oh, just wandering.”
“Your body holding up okay?”
“Still not great.”
“Wanna spar?”
“…Didn’t you just hear me say I’m not doing great?”
“If you’re a demon, you should be able to fight no matter your condition. I’m still hurting too.”
Jupien pulled up her sleeves and pant legs, showing her arms and legs covered in wounds.
They were injuries sustained from facing off alone against 200 enhanced soldiers.
In some ways, her condition was worse than Chris’s, but she had already gotten back on her feet after just a few days and was training despite not being fully healed.
‘What is she, some hot-blooded idiot demon?’
Chris shook his head, but Jupien kept pestering him.
“Let’s spar. Taking a few hits might actually help your body recover.”
Of course, Chris had no intention of accepting the duel.
He was about to refuse when suddenly a sharp voice rang out.
“What do you think you’re doing right now?”
It was Olivia.
She was glaring at the two of them with an expression far more upset than usual.
While they were still confused, Olivia marched over to them.
“Lady Jupien? You’re raising your sword at a patient? What do you think you’re doing?”
“…Sparring is good for recovery.”
“Don’t say something even an idiot wouldn’t say.”
“……”
“Do you have any idea how bad Christian’s condition is, and you’re asking him for a sparring match? What are you thinking? I told you already—he needs complete bed rest, especially because of the internal injuries….”
Jupien slowly started to back away.
Hot-blooded idiot demon Jupien turned out to be surprisingly weak against nagging.
This time, Olivia turned to Chris.
Her pretty forehead was creased in a frown.
“You’re no different. Why didn’t you refuse her?”
“…No, I mean…”
He had been about to refuse, but Olivia showed up before he could.
Still, Olivia didn’t stop scolding.
“And didn’t I tell you to stay in bed?”
“…I’ve recovered a lot.”
“Recovered? You’re still suffering from internal injuries. What do you think will happen if they worsen again? Go back and lie down immediately.”
Chris looked a bit dazed.
After the final battle—
Olivia had been acting strange.
‘She didn’t fall into despair like I was worried she might, but…’
Her attitude toward Christian had changed.
Specifically, ever since he collapsed and ended up bedridden… she had been nagging more.
‘This is just like the way she used to nag me before.’
In his previous life, back when Olivia was like a little sister to him—
She had always been a bit naggy. Especially when he was sick or injured, she reacted very sensitively.
The way she was acting now was incredibly similar to how she’d been back then.
“Well, no matter what condition I’m in, it has nothing to do with you.”
“And why wouldn’t it?”
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                    Olivia placed both hands on her hips and looked at him with a slight pout.
“We’re bound by a pact, so if you don’t take care of yourself and something happens to your body, won’t that affect our contract too? Neglecting yourself like this is just…”
As she raised her voice, Olivia suddenly paused and went, “Ah.”
She seemed to realize that she had gone overboard.
Her cheeks flushed slightly.
“O-Of course, I’m saying this out of concern for my pact partner’s well-being, not because of anything else, so don’t misunderstand.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
“H-Hurry up and go inside. I told them to prepare medicinal dishes that are good for recovery.”
“…You really didn’t have to go that far.”
“I-I already said it. You’re not only my pact partner, but also the benefactor of our Holy Kingdom. I can’t let anything happen to you.”
Chris chuckled and nodded.
“Alright, then. I’ll graciously accept the kindness—as your pact partner and benefactor.”
As Chris turned his back and walked away, Olivia bit her lower lip tightly.
Truthfully, she had been feeling confused about her emotions toward Christian lately.
Every time she saw him, her heart stirred.
She even wondered if it might be romantic affection.
After all, Christian—aside from being a demon—was clearly a charming person.
And after everything he’d done for her recently, it wouldn’t be strange to fall for him.
But Olivia firmly rejected that possibility.
‘This isn’t love.’
Rather, this was—
“…Oppa.”
Strangely, in that demon’s figure, Olivia saw her older brother.
* * *
While recovering his body, he took on additional tasks.
More precisely, he helped Olivia, the newly appointed Pope, take control of the Holy Kingdom.
To be even more exact, he lent a hand in purging the rotten elements festering in the Holy Kingdom.
‘This is my specialty, after all.’
Chris’s mind was filled with detailed records of the sins committed by the corrupted officials of the Holy Kingdom.
Just like in Miek’s case, many of them had committed crimes severe enough to bring down Gold Cross itself in the future.
He gathered evidence and handed it over to Olivia.
Later, Olivia would use that evidence to excise the rotten parts of the Holy Kingdom.
He was slightly worried, but believed she would handle it well.
‘She’s no longer the powerless Olivia from before.’
She was no longer just an heir.
Olivia was now the Pope, the highest authority in the Holy Kingdom.
Moreover, thanks to her role in preventing the spread of the Black Plague and the descent of the Fallen Star, she had become a hero among the people and earned overwhelming support.
She also possessed a strong resolve to reform the Holy Kingdom from within, so both the Holy Kingdom and Gold Cross would change going forward.
Chris also provided further assistance to ensure Olivia wouldn’t get caught up in the schemes of other powerful nations in Gold Cross.
‘The Holy Kingdom isn’t the only one with weaknesses.’
He made sure to seize the fatal weaknesses of each nation.
They would become weapons Olivia could wield.
But Olivia wasn’t just on the receiving end—she gave Chris an unexpected gift in return.
“What’s this?”
“…Open it.”
Chris unwrapped the cloth and was visibly surprised.
It was a Holy Sword!
Unlike Grunade, it wasn’t defective—it was a proper one.
“It was stored in the Holy Kingdom’s restricted vault. It’s called ‘Ernhilt.’”
“Are you sure it’s okay to hand something like this over?”
“Of course it’s not. But it was in a vault only I, the Pope, can open, so no one will find out. And it’s been left unused for a long time anyway.”
It wasn’t a top-tier Holy Sword.
Those are treated as important national symbols within the Holy Kingdom, so they can’t be taken out.
Still, it was an immensely helpful item for Chris.
“Thanks. I’ll make good use of it.”
Aside from that, Olivia gave one more gift.
Strictly speaking, it wasn’t meant for Chris—but in the end, it was a gift for him as well.
She revealed the truth behind the false accusations against the cursed prince Chris.
Without a single lie, she exposed the truth.
That former Pope Pentagel III had conspired against Princess Sistania and Chris, and that neither of them had committed any crime.
“I want to restore my brother’s honor.”
‘…It’s meaningless now.’ No—it wasn’t meaningless.
Though everything had already passed, the false accusations that had haunted him in his previous life were now completely cleared.
More importantly, his mother’s honor had also been restored.
“……”
The public response to the truth of the cursed prince was bigger than expected.
The imperial family of the Karn Empire reacted immediately.
His mother, Princess Sistania, had been the most beloved daughter of the former emperor of Karn, and was the current emperor’s close sister.
Sistania, who had been expelled from the royal genealogy, was instantly reinstated, and Chris was acknowledged as a legitimate member of the Karn imperial bloodline.
He was already dead, so it was all meaningless—but still, Chris was now counted among the heirs to the throne of the Karn Empire.
‘It’s about time I left.’
Recovery had taken longer than expected, forcing him to stay.
His body wasn’t fully healed yet, but he couldn’t delay any further—it was time to go.
But before that—
There was one last place he needed to visit.
Late at night, Chris stepped out of his room.
He headed to a remote cemetery on the outskirts of the Holy Kingdom.
A place where sinners were buried.
Where his mother lay.
‘A greeting is the least I can do.’
Though they had been separated when he was young, Chris never forgot, no matter how long ago it was.
He vividly remembered how his mother held him in her arms back then.
He placed the anemones he had brought in front of the grave.
‘Now that it’s all over, may you rest in peace.’
Just as he was about to turn away—
“Anemones were Princess Sistania’s most beloved flower, weren’t they?”
“!!”
A soft voice.
A chill ran down Chris’s spine.
‘…I didn’t sense anyone approaching?’
He slowly turned his head to find a slender woman in light armor standing there.
Her outward appearance placed her in her late twenties, maybe.
The aura she gave off wasn’t strong—
—but that was only because it was being completely suppressed.
Chris knew exactly who she was.
He swallowed dryly.
‘That’s Aslan, the Lightblade, Vice-Captain of the Karn Empire’s Imperial Guard.’
A knight of seven stars!
One of the Karn Empire’s elite had shown up.
Her youthful appearance was only due to powerful mana suppressing aging—her real age was much older.
‘Why is she here?’
Tension began to rise, but Chris quickly shook his head.
She hadn’t come to target him.
More than anything, he knew Aslan well.
She wasn’t someone who would treat a demon with immediate hostility.
She was one of the few lights left in the corrupt, crumbling Union.
“It seems you know who I am. I didn’t expect the young lord of the Dark Demonic House to recognize me.”
“If a demon doesn’t know the Lightblade of the Karn Empire, then he has no right to call himself one.”
But that wasn’t the real reason.
In his previous life, Chris and Aslan had shared a deep connection.
‘She was my loyal retainer during the Age of Ruin.’
A retainer.
It sounded awkward, but it was true.
Before he had joined the Hero’s party, Chris had briefly led a major power on the brink of collapse.
Of course, he had taken on the role secretly, concealing his identity—openly revealing himself as the leader would have only made him a target for assassination.
‘That’s why the Hero’s party never knew I was once the leader of that faction. I kept it a secret.’
At the time, the one who had supported him was Aslan.
She even gave her life for him.
When the major power Chris led was utterly destroyed—
If Aslan hadn’t bought time with her life, Chris would never have survived.
Though the connection from his previous life stirred a sense of nostalgia, Chris kept his emotions hidden.
‘She must’ve come to see my mother. I heard she and my mother were close. She used to be my mother’s bodyguard, didn’t she?’
As if confirming his assumption, Aslan turned her gaze away from Chris and placed a single flower at the grave.
It was an anemone as well.
After a brief moment of silence, Aslan did something unexpected.
She bowed her head to Chris.
“Thank you.”
“!!”
“I heard that you revealed the truth. Thanks to you, I can finally bring peace to the one who was most precious to me.”
Even so, for a seven-star knight of the Union to bow her head to a demon...
Aslan’s surprising behavior didn’t end there.
“If there’s anything you wish for, I will repay you in any way I can within reason.”
“…Are you serious? I’m a demon.”
“Of course, others may criticize me for it. But I believe it’s far worse to ignore a debt of gratitude. That said, I hope you’ll understand that due to my position, I may not be able to grant any unreasonable request.”
It was a startling statement.
But this was just how Aslan was.
The Lightblade who judged others fairly without prejudice.
‘That’s why, despite her strength, her standing within the Karn Empire isn’t great.’
Chris thought for a moment.
‘A request, huh… What should I ask for?’
It was too good a chance to let pass.
‘The best would be to make her my ally.’
Not now, perhaps—
—but the time would come when he would have to act within the Karn Empire as well.
The Karn Empire was one of the two most influential powers in the Union alongside the Holy Empire.
‘Still, I can’t just bluntly ask her to become my ally. She wouldn’t accept it.’
Chris quickly came up with a good idea.
‘Ah, this could work. I just need to do something that earns her trust.’
Any relationship of cooperation is built on trust.
If he could get Aslan to trust him, she would naturally become his ally.
And conveniently, there was something just right for that.
“When you return to the Karn Empire, please keep a close eye on the Crown Prince.”
“!!”
Aslan’s expression stiffened.
“What do you mean by that?”
“I can’t go into detail, but our Dark Demonic House received a troubling piece of intel. I’ve been wondering what to do about it, and since I happened to run into you, I decided to pass it on.”
Chris added casually,
“Even if I’m a demon, I can’t just ignore a disaster I see coming.”
He wasn’t lying when he said disaster.
A major incident would soon erupt in the Karn Empire.
He had no way of intervening, so he had left it be—but if he could borrow Aslan’s strength, things might change.
“……”
Aslan fell silent.
She looked conflicted, not knowing how to take it.
Chris shrugged nonchalantly.
“It’s not an unreasonable request, is it? As a member of the royal guard, watching over the Crown Prince should be part of your duties anyway.”
“…That’s true.”
“You’d simply be doing your job. And if you were to ‘coincidentally’ discover something troubling, then you’d be acting in accordance with your duty.”
Aslan shook her head.
“You really are different from other demons, Lord Chris.”
“……”
“In any case, understood. I’ll keep an eye on him as you said.”
Good.
Given Aslan’s capabilities, she should be able to prevent the worst-case scenario.
And in the process, he’d be able to earn her trust as well.
“Well then, I’ll take my leave.”
Chris could feel Aslan’s gaze following his back, but he didn’t look back and simply returned to his lodgings.
‘Ugh, I’m dying. I only walked back and forth a bit, so why does it feel this bad?’
His condition was worse than expected.
‘Well, I did endure the backlash from the destruction of a Celestial Seat with my body. If this keeps up, I might be suffering from internal injuries for months. That’s serious.’
Chris looked grim.
To others, just a few months might not seem long.
But it was different for him.
For Chris, a few months was enough time to perform countless miracles.
‘More importantly, once I return to the Dark Demonic House, the second trial will begin right away. If I’m in this condition, it’ll definitely be a problem.’
Chris recalled the contents of the second trial.
Since the succession trials had a long-standing tradition, their format was already set.
The second trial, by nature, was significantly easier than the first.
To the extent that those who passed the first trial almost never failed the second.
‘But that’s only for normal successors. I’m different.’
Typically, those who challenged the Dark Demonic House’s succession trials had already reached at least 6-star.
Chris, on the other hand, had just barely reached 5-star. In terms of pure achievement as a demon, he was only at high 4-star.
For reference, it would be a mistake to think, “He’s still only high 4-star?” His progress had come in just about a year and a half since his regression.
Considering how even prodigies were praised for reaching 4-star before turning twenty after training from infancy, it was clear just how fast Chris had grown.
‘Still, compared to previous successors who’ve taken the trials, my level is far lower.’
That meant the relative difficulty of the second trial, compared to others before him, would naturally feel much higher.
‘Given my current state, the second trial might even feel harder than the first.’
And now his physical condition was poor on top of that—an obvious disadvantage.
‘Once I return, I need to prioritize recovery as quickly as possible.’
Thankfully, he had the secret techniques of the renowned House of Medical Saint.
If he brewed a few elixirs, he should be able to shorten the recovery time.
‘Now, which elixir would be the most… effec…’
While lost in thought, he slowly drifted off to sleep.
His poor condition had drained his stamina too quickly.
Silence settled in, and a calm moonlight lit the room.
Something unexpected happened.
Sss—
A faint mist spread across the room, and a figure began to take shape.
It was unbelievable.
Normally, Chris’s senses were so keen that no matter how deeply asleep he was from exhaustion, he would always notice someone approaching.
Even if the person completely concealed their presence, it would be the same.
But the figure who appeared now wasn’t even making an effort to hide her presence—yet Chris didn’t sense a thing.
There was a reason.
Just then, the moonlight slipped through the clouds and illuminated the figure’s face.
It was a girl with a stunning appearance.
She looked just shy of adulthood, still carrying the youthful features of a girl, but her beauty was so breathtaking it seemed to still the very air around her.
Her pale white skin and delicate facial features gave her the impression of an exquisite sculpture carved by the heavens themselves—elegant and noble beyond compare.
Her shoulder-length blood-red hair shimmered as it swayed, and her violet eyes were captivating beyond words.
The slightly parted red lips revealed sharp fangs within, making it clear the girl was a vampire.
But she wasn’t just any vampire.
Etched on her forehead was the Blood Cross.
It was the mark of royalty among the Truebloods, the highest caste of vampires—a symbol of dominion.
The Vampire Princess.
The Grand Duchess of the Bloodsword Demonic House, Idrinne, had appeared.
She would later come to be known as the Blood-Drenched Demon King.

                
Chapter 147

                    Why did he appear?
Idrinne stared at Christian with a calm, subdued gaze.
Soon after, another figure entered the room.
He seemed to be a subordinate serving Idrinne, and also a true-blooded vampire like her.
“He’s completely asleep. As expected, your Ladyship’s authority is impressive.”
If it had been anyone else, no matter how high their level was, Chris would not have failed to sense their presence like this.
This situation was possible only because of Idrinne's authority as the next Vampire Lord.
“But why did you go this far?”
“…Because I had to see for myself.”
Idrinne spoke.
Her voice was graceful yet cold.
“To see whether Lord Christian would be an asset to us or not.”
It was an unexpected statement.
Leaving aside Chris’s past life, the Bloodsword Demonic House was hostile to the Dark Demonic House—how could they speak of help?
“For our Bloodsword Demonic House to stand against the Anax faction, which is centered around the Cursed Necromancers, we’ll need the help of the Dark Demonic House.”
“…But isn’t that nearly impossible?”
The Bloodsword Demonic House was currently cornered.
So much so that they were hoping for help from their long-time enemy, the Dark Demonic House.
But the chances of the Dark Demonic House helping the Bloodsword House were nonexistent.
However.
“You never know. If it’s Lord Christian here, it might be different. He seems completely unlike other typical demonic beings.”
Idrinne, the grand lady of the Bloodsword Demonic House, had come all the way to Gold Cross to stop the plot of the Four Kings Star that had been set in motion in the Holy Nation.
Though she herself was part of the Four Kings Star, she belonged to a faction opposing the Anax group responsible for the current incident in the Holy Nation.
However, upon arriving at Gold Cross, she found everything already resolved.
Thanks to the unbelievable miracle performed by the boy before her—Christian.
Having heard what Christian had done, Idrinne became convinced.
That he was fundamentally different from other demonic beings.
“Our relations may be poor, but wouldn’t it still be beneficial for the Dark Demonic House to ally with us? If our Bloodsword House falls, the next target will be the Dark House.”
“…That’s true, but still.”
The subordinate woman nodded hesitantly.
She still looked unconvinced.
“Unless your Ladyship enters a marriage pact with Lord Christian, an alliance between the two Houses would be impossible.”
“If it’s necessary, I will.”
“…Pardon?”
The subordinate woman widened her eyes in shock, but Idrinne spoke with a blank expression.
“I already sold my soul to a demon for the sake of the House. What’s a marriage compared to that? Political marriages between noble magic houses aren’t uncommon.”
“…Still, that’s a bit much. Of course, if it’s Lord Christian, there’s nothing lacking for him to be your partner… and if we convert your Ladyship’s age into human terms, the difference wouldn’t be all that great.”
The subordinate woman murmured uneasily.
For reference, Idrinne was barely of adult age in terms of vampire true-blood standards.
“What, I didn’t mean it seriously. Even if I brought up talk of marriage, there’s no way Lord Christian would accept it. We’re enemies, after all.”
If they truly wished to form an alliance with the Dark Demonic House.
They would first have to slowly seek ways to improve relations between the two Houses.
“But the real question is, how long do you think Lord Christian can survive? He looks like he’s about to die any day now.”
“…What do you mean by that?”
“Lord Christian is currently undergoing the succession trials, right? According to the traditions of the Dark Demonic House, the next trial would be an assignment to the ‘Dark Demon Army,’ correct?”
Dark Demon Army.
The elite corps the Dark Demonic House prided itself on.
The very embodiment of the power of the Dark Demonic House.
“That would make sense. But what’s the problem?”
Idrinne tilted her head slightly.
“Of course, judging by Lord Christian’s current achievements, passing the second trial might be difficult, but it’s not necessarily dangerous, is it?”
“That would be true—if our Four Kings Star didn’t get involved. The primary enemy of the Dark Demon Army is our Four Kings Star.”
“…What are you saying?”
“I heard the Anax faction is planning to interfere with the Dark Demon Army’s command structure in a few months. Right around the time Lord Christian will be undergoing his trial.”
Idrinne’s face hardened.
But she soon shook her head.
“The Dark Demon Army’s leadership isn’t exactly weak, you know? The commander, Marquis Shupen, is a 7-star high-ranking demon. Unless the Anax faction is planning a full-scale war, they wouldn’t recklessly attempt something like that…”
“Normally, yes. But surely you’re not unaware of who the Anax faction is dealing with?”
Idrinne’s expression froze.
“You don’t mean… ‘them’ are getting involved?”
“Most likely. With a high probability.”
“……”
The girl fell silent.
‘“They” are like natural disasters. If they’re really getting involved, there’s no way Lord Christian will survive with his current strength.’
The subordinate woman spoke with concern.
“It’s impossible to stop what’s coming. Once it starts, he’ll have to flee just to survive—but from the looks of it, his condition isn’t great either. I wonder if he can recover in a few months… unless he takes the highest-grade elixir from the Healing Arts Noble House…”
Idrinne examined Christian’s physical state.
‘His internal injuries are serious. I heard he stopped the descent of a Fallen Star… is this the aftereffect?’
He would recover with a few months of rest, but the problem was time.
Christian would face the worst-case scenario before his body could fully heal.
After some deep thought, Idrinne brought up something unexpected.
“…Let me ask you something. Lord Christian is our benefactor, isn’t he?”
“What do you mean, benefactor?”
“Didn’t he stop that bastard from Märchen here in Gold Cross? If it weren’t for Lord Christian, the Anax faction would’ve gained more ground, and we’d be in even deeper trouble.”
“…Well, if you put it that way, I suppose we did receive a favor. But why ask all of a sudden? Don’t tell me, my Lady…”
Idrinne nodded firmly.
“As a proud bloodline of the Great Bloodsword Demonic House, I must repay the favor I’ve received.”
“Don’t tell me, my Lady…?”
Idrinne approached Christian.
The woman’s eyes widened, and Idrinne raised her finger and brought it to Christian’s forehead.
Then, something astonishing happened.
Flash.
A murky, blood-colored energy rose from Christian and flowed toward Idrinne.
At the same time—
“Cough.”
Idrinne coughed. Blood trickled down.
“My Lady?! What are you doing? Why are you using the Power of Self-Sacrifice?!”
The subordinate woman scolded her, her face pale.
It was the unique power of the Vampire Princess.
A power that directly transferred the subject’s poor physical condition onto herself.
And indeed, Christian’s complexion looked far healthier than before, while Idrinne’s face had turned deathly pale, as if she had suddenly caught a grave illness.
“Didn’t I say? As a descendant of the Bloodsword Demonic House, I wanted to repay a debt.”
“What in the world…”
The subordinate woman shook her head in disbelief, but Idrinne looked entirely unconcerned.
“It’s fine. My body’s strong. Now then, let’s go. The power’s effect won’t last much longer.”
“Y-Yes, My Lady.”
Just like that, the two disappeared as suddenly as they had appeared.
* * * 
The day of departure arrived.
‘…Why does my body feel so much better?’
Chris tilted his head.
After waking up that morning, the internal injuries that had tormented him had vanished completely.
‘This isn’t natural. Someone clearly intervened. But who?’
Chris’s expression grew serious.
While it was fortunate that his body had recovered, it was strange that someone had come and gone without him noticing anything at all.
‘Even if someone of a high level had been here, for me not to have sensed anything at all is… absurd.’
Of course, there were those capable of such feats.
‘For example, the Blood Demon King… no, she’s the Grand Princess of the Bloodsword Demonic House now. If it were her—the next Vampire Lord—with that kind of power, it would be possible to avoid my senses and do something like this… but that’s ridiculous.’
That person had healed him.
It couldn’t be her. Definitely not.
For now, he decided to focus on the matter at hand.
“Are you leaving now?”
“…Yeah. But why did you come all this way?”
Chris looked at Olivia in confusion.
Right now, Chris and his group were at a warp gate—one connected to near the borders of the Magus Empire.
On the way here, they had to ride on horseback due to security restrictions, but now, with Olivia newly appointed as the Holy Pope, permission had been granted.
‘But still, why did she come all the way here? The warp gate isn’t exactly close to the Papal Kingdom.’
He looked at Olivia with a puzzled gaze.
Conveniently, the two of them were alone.
“Did you perhaps have something you wanted to tell me in private?”
“……”
"Say whatever it is. Anything’s fine."
Olivia bit her lip.
"…We’ll see each other again, right?"
"…Is that really why you came all this way? Of course we’ll meet again."
Chris tilted his head, slightly puzzled.
"If there’s nothing else, I’ll be going now. Take care of yourself."
Truthfully, Chris also felt a bit of regret parting with Olivia, but lingering would only make the feeling worse.
‘It’s not like this is the last time anyway.’
He turned his back—when suddenly, he heard something that made his chest lurch.
"…Oppa."
"!!"
Chris’s face froze.
He hadn’t misheard. She had clearly called him Oppa.
‘…How?’
But then Olivia’s weak voice followed.
"…I’m sorry. When I see you, I strangely keep thinking of my brother. If that made you uncomfortable, I apologize."
"…No, it didn’t make me uncomfortable."
Chris shook his head, steadying his startled heart.
‘She instinctively sensed a similarity? Blood really is scary. There shouldn’t be any resemblance between who I was in my past life and who I am now.’
That was the last thing he exchanged with Olivia.
It was time to go.
Just before stepping into the warp gate, he turned his head—and saw Olivia staring at him with an expression frozen like stone.
Chris looked into her eyes and suddenly felt a question arise.
‘…What happens if Olivia discovers my identity on her own?’
Due to the law of causality, he couldn’t reveal his identity himself.
But if Olivia figured it out on her own?
Before he could follow that thought further, his vision shifted. The warp gate had activated.
And then—
"Your Holiness, let us return now."
"Please wait. I’d like to be alone for a moment. Have the knights fall back."
Olivia stared blankly at the spot where Chris had stood.
For some reason, it felt like a hollow had opened in her chest.
Inexplicably.
More than anything—
—Young Lord Christian seemed to know about Princess Sistania. Did Your Holiness tell him?
She recalled what Sir Aslan of the Karn Empire had told her.
That Christian had visited Princess Sistania’s grave, and even offered her favorite flower.
‘But I never told him. In fact, I didn’t even know that the former Papal Queen, Princess Sistania, liked anemones.’
How had Christian known that?
No—why had he even gone to Princess Sistania’s grave in the first place?
The pieces didn’t fit.
‘…No way.’
At that moment, a sudden thought pierced Olivia’s heart like a lightning bolt.
She recalled the time back in Duke Vinz’s territory, during the battle—when that Archfiend had shown her an illusion of “Chris.”
It had been far too lifelike to have merely come from her subconscious.
Especially the final whistle—it had sounded exactly like Chris.
She forcefully shook her head.
‘That’s impossible.’
It couldn’t be. Absolutely impossible.
More than anything, she was terrified of the fragile hope born from such a reckless guess. If it wasn’t true, the disappointment would crush her.
But still—
…Is it really not?
“Ah.”
Suddenly, tears streamed down from her eyes.
She reached out belatedly—but Christian had already vanished beyond the warp gate.
Olivia stood still, staring endlessly at the space where Christian had disappeared.
* * *
Chris and his group passed through the warp gate.
As they crossed the border and entered the territory of the Magus Empire, they were greeted by a scene none of them had expected.
“Wh-What is that?”
Alros let out a startled voice.
Countless fiends stood lined in formation.
As Chris approached, a thunderous roar rose into the air, shaking the sky.
“Glory to the Young Lord!!”
“We honor the Young Lord’s heroic deeds!!”
Up ahead, he saw the officer he had spoken with before leaving.
Chris grinned.
“So? I think I kept my promise fairly well. Is it as impressive as you’d hoped?”
Before leaving, Chris had made a promise to that officer.
That he’d return with shocking news.
“This is far beyond that.”
The officer lowered his head.
With deep respect and reverence.
“Look at these gathered troops. No one forced them to come—they all gathered voluntarily to pay their respects to you. Considering the merits you achieved against those Gold Cross bastards, even this welcome might be lacking.”
Christian turned his gaze toward the assembled fiends.
True to their reputation as a fiendish legion, they were a diverse and motley group, yet they all had one thing in common.
Reverence and awe for Christian.
Even before, many common fiends had supported Christian.
Because, as a collateral bloodline, he had risen to become a successor purely by his own power.
And now, having returned with an impossible achievement against the Gold Cross, even more fiends stood behind him.
‘I should respond.’
Chris raised his hand.
It was a simple gesture—but it was more than enough.
“Waaaaaaah!!!”
“Long live Young Lord Christian!!!”
While receiving such enthusiastic cheers, Chris moved forward—only to find an unexpected figure waiting for him.
“!!”
It was his father, Count Khazar.
Count Khazar firmly grasped Christian’s hand.
“Well done.”
A brief greeting.
But Chris could clearly feel how much deep worry and unspoken denial were hidden within those words.
“Thank you.”
Feeling something was missing, Chris added a word.
“Father.”
The moment he said it, the disgust he had once felt toward his father in his previous life seemed to melt away.
Standing beside him was Teren.
Teren was glancing off to the side with a sullen expression.
“…Brother.”
“Honorific.”
“…Respected King Emperor Majesty, Brother.”
“Right. So, why are you here?”
“I-I just came along with Father! It’s not like I came because I was worried about you or anything!”
“…Really? Your eyes are all red, like you were crying while staring at the moon outside the window, worrying about your dear brother.”
“T-There’s no way! Absolutely not! W-Who said I cried while worrying about you!”
“…Don’t react so seriously, will you? The way you’re acting makes it sound real.”
Chris thought to himself in mild amusement.
‘This guy has his own kind of charm, I guess. Totally different from Olivia, though.’
After meeting the Holy Emperor, he felt like he’d come to appreciate the value of family.
Chris decided he’d be a bit more affectionate toward his younger brother from now on.
“It’s been a while—how about a good sparring match?”
“N-No thanks, okay?”
“Why not? You love getting beaten up by your big brother. I’ll go all out just for you.”
“Ugh, seriously! Go away!”
Chris chuckled and ruffled Teren’s hair.
“I’m back.”
“……”
With a grumpy face and pouting lips, Teren mumbled,
“What you did this time… was a little… no, honestly, really cool.”
Chris smirked.
“This is just the beginning.”
“!!”
That’s right.
What happened with the Gold Cross was merely the prelude to what Chris was about to face.
Soon, a storm would sweep through the Southern Magus Kingdom where Chris resided.
The conflict with the Venomous Demonic House.
The Incident of the Jade Suppression.
The catastrophe caused by the Destruction Demonic House.
And—
The downfall of the “Demon King of Azure Flow,” the one behind it all.
Countless events were waiting for him.
‘Before all that, I need to become the Grand Duke first.’
Chris turned to look north—toward the main house of the Dark Demonic House.
The content of his second trial: to subjugate the Dark Demon Legion.
More precisely, he had to bring down their commander—Marquis Shupen, the highest-ranking fiend among the 7-star  level.
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                    They returned to the main house using warp gates in succession.
The atmosphere among the main house’s Magi was similar.
“All hail Lord Christian!”
“Loyalty!!”
Though they couldn’t openly express excitement due to the main house’s strict atmosphere, every Magus who encountered Christian looked at him with eyes full of reverence.
It was only natural.
The merit Christian achieved this time was no ordinary feat.
He exposed the truth behind the plague and dealt a blow to the Gold Cross bastards who tried to frame the Dark Demonic House, and not only that, he even prevented the descent of the Fallen Star, earning the Gold Cross a massive favor.
Olivia, who had newly become the Holy Pope, sent a diplomatic delegation to the Dark Demonic House expressing apology and gratitude for the above matters.
An apology and gratitude from the Holy Pope.
It was an unprecedented achievement that no previous family head had ever accomplished.
Moreover, he even thwarted the schemes of the Fourth Throne, who had been plotting behind the scenes — that alone was a tremendous merit.
“Amazing. What other heir could accomplish such feats?”
“Exactly. No one but Lord Christian could even dream of it.”
“‘Our’? Since when was Lord Christian part of your ‘our’? Weren’t you the one who said a branch family member could never be acknowledged as a prince?”
“W-When did I ever say that? Someone as distinguished as him — does it matter now whether he's from the main or branch family? Someone like Lord Christian must become the Grand Heir!”
“Right. Who else but Lord Christian could be fit for the position of Grand Heir?”
As expected, the Magi were simple and straightforward.
Now that he had achieved merits, respect and support toward Christian surged.
Of course, not everyone felt the same.
‘It’s not over yet. Marquis Langham is still backing Lady Yulian.’
Naturally, just having the support of ordinary Magi wasn’t enough to become the successor.
While it was well-known that Nordian, the current family head, cherished Christian, unfortunately, Nordian did not have much time left to live.
In the end, the scales of power within the Dark Demonic House were bound to tip toward Marquis Langham.
‘Even the next succession trial is a problem. Will Lord Christian be able to pass with his current standing?’
The second trial was much easier than the first one, which was “Prove your worthiness as head of the house by achieving suitable merit.”
But for Christian, it was different.
Because of his lacking accomplishments and standing within the family.
‘The content of the trial will be announced at tonight’s banquet.’
A grand banquet was scheduled.
It was to celebrate Christian’s achievement and to announce the second trial.
Why announce the trial during a banquet?
There was a reason.
That night.
Before the eyes of the many gathered in the banquet hall, Chris stepped forward toward Marquis Langham.
Marquis Langham looked at Christian with cold eyes for a moment, then opened his mouth.
“…Kneel.”
“I accept your command.”
Marquis Langham drew the Dark Sword — the symbol of the family head’s authority — and rested it on Christian’s shoulder.
“By the authority vested in me by Duke Baron, I hereby recognize your merit and declare the elevation of Christian van Baron Khazar to the honorary rank of Viscount.”
It was a declaration that he had passed the first trial.
What mattered was what came next.
“In accordance with tradition, the second succession trial shall now begin. From this moment, you are ordered to be stationed with the Dark Demon Army.”
Marquis Langham continued in a cold tone.
“The duration is six months. Within that time, become the Deputy Commander of the Dark Demon Army and earn their loyalty. This is the content of your second succession trial.”
* * *
Earn the loyalty of the Dark Demon Army!
At first glance, it doesn’t sound all that difficult.
In fact, very few heirs have ever failed the second trial.
‘But for me, it’s an entirely different story.’
Chris thought with a sunken gaze.
From the start, other candidates had already achieved at least a 6-star level and solidified their foundation within the family before attempting this trial.
So, for them, it was merely a formality and naturally easy.
In contrast, Chris’s situation was completely different.
‘First of all, just becoming the Deputy Commander of the Dark Demon Army is already an obstacle.’
Look closely at the wording of the trial.
It didn’t state that he would be appointed Deputy Commander.
He had to prove himself and attain the position on his own.
‘My current achievements are far from enough to qualify as Deputy Commander of the Dark Demon Army.’
Setting aside the Commander, Marquis Shupen, even just the five generals beneath him — the “Five Commanders” — were all 6-star high-ranking Magi.
At best, Chris’s level was that of a deputy officer serving under the Five Commanders.
No matter how much he was the main house’s prince, there was no way he could surpass them and become Deputy Commander.
‘To become Deputy Commander, I’ll need to prove my strength to the Five Commanders.’
And that wasn’t the only obstacle.
‘Earning the loyalty of the Dark Demon Army is another immense challenge for me.’
This task obviously didn’t refer to gaining the loyalty of ordinary Demon Soldiers.
Marquis Shupen.
The Commander of the Dark Demon Army, a top-level 7-star Magus, and the third strongest figure in the Dark Demonic House — it meant Chris had to subdue him and earn his loyalty.
‘Traditionally, the Commander of the Dark Demon Army has always been the current Marquis Shupen.’
Thus, fully subjugating Marquis Shupen was an expected condition for the heir.
‘…The problem is, Marquis Shupen is not someone to be taken lightly.’
It wasn’t simply a matter of strength.
A man of iron discipline with no weaknesses.
That was Marquis Shupen.
‘The worst part is that he’s known to lean toward Marquis Langham’s side.’
Strictly speaking, Marquis Shupen was considered neutral.
The Shupen family, which led the Dark Demon Army, was supposed to avoid getting entangled in the main house’s politics and offer loyalty only to the family head.
‘But that’s only in public matters — things are different in private.’
Chris narrowed his eyes.
He spotted Marquis Shupen in the distance.
Normally, he rarely visited the main house, but on this rare occasion, he had attended the banquet.
A presence like a blade, fiercely honed.
‘As expected, the two seem close.’
Marquis Shupen was casually conversing with Marquis Langham at the head table.
Since they were the second and third most powerful figures in the Dark Demonic House, it was only natural for them to talk, but what mattered was the atmosphere.
It wasn’t exactly a warm or friendly one.
Given their personalities, neither Marquis Langham nor Marquis Shupen seemed like the type.
Still, despite the stiffness, there was a sense of familiarity. It was clear they had known each other for a long time.
‘They must have grown up together as peers from the same bloodline, so they’re practically like old friends.’
Of course, Chris didn’t think Marquis Shupen would act pettily or antagonize him just because of his friendship with Marquis Langham.
According to what he’d heard, Shupen was a man who strictly separated public duty from personal matters.
Even so—
‘He definitely won’t be favorable toward me.’
It was obvious just how overwhelmingly difficult it would be to win over someone like Marquis Shupen.
‘Still, I have to do it.’
Just as Chris lowered his gaze with firm resolve—
Something unexpected happened.
Marquis Shupen, who had been speaking with Marquis Langham, suddenly raised his head and looked directly at Christian.
“!!”
Chris drew in a sharp breath.
They were standing at opposite ends of the banquet hall.
It was a considerable distance, yet a chilling tension gripped him.
Because of Marquis Shupen’s gaze.
Like the rest of the Dark Demonic House, Shupen had jet-black hair and blood-red eyes.
But his eyes weren’t just red.
They flickered with the traces of bloodshed from countless battlefields.
In that instant, Chris instinctively understood.
Marquis Shupen was a true warrior.
‘He’s no less than those I faced during the Age of Ruins.’
Truly a man worthy of guarding the walls of the Dark Demonic House—Chris admired him internally, even as worry crept in.
Winning the loyalty of someone like that would be no easy task.
‘But I can do it. I have a plan.’
Just as Chris steeled his resolve and downed his glass of ginger ale—
Another surprising event occurred.
Marquis Shupen began walking toward Christian.
“!!”
With each heavy step of the giant, the banquet hall fell silent.
All eyes turned to Marquis Shupen and Christian. A breathless, high-tension silence filled the air.
And then—
“Ginger ale? How childish.”
“!!”
Marquis Shupen opened with an unexpected remark.
Chris was momentarily caught off guard but bowed his head without showing it.
“I greet Your Excellency, Marquis Shupen. I’m currently abstaining from alcohol, as I have yet to reach the legal drinking age under the laws of the Magus Empire.”
“You’re saying you’re drinking ginger juice because you’re not of age?”
Chris flared up for a moment at the genuinely scornful look Shupen gave him.
‘I mean, it’s not like I even like ginger ale.’
“I’m simply following the laws His Majesty the Demon Emperor has set for the Empire.”
Marquis Shupen frowned, clearly unimpressed, then spoke.
“Are you going to cling to such rules even on the battlefield? You’re just like the Alliance bastards.”
“!!”
“I’ve heard so much about you that I was curious to see how great you were, but you’re just a soft little brat raised in comfort.”
Christian’s brow twitched.
‘What kind of nonsense is that?’
Even so, since this was their first meeting, he tried to suppress his irritation—but then a different thought crossed his mind.
‘No... do I really need to hold back?’
Christian looked into Marquis Shupen’s eyes.
Cold, sharply focused eyes.
A gaze that was testing him.
‘He’s not provoking me for no reason. He’s trying to see how I’ll react to his jabs.’
This was an important moment.
How he responded here would drastically affect his future relationship with Shupen.
‘Just bowing meekly definitely isn’t the right answer.’
Chris finished his mental calculations.
“I wasn’t aware that following the regulations His Majesty the Demon Emperor has decreed is something to be criticized. Or perhaps Your Excellency believes your own judgment stands above His Majesty’s laws?”
“!!”
Unlike his initial polite tone, his words now carried a sharp edge.
Those around them collectively held their breath.
Chris continued firmly.
“Besides, I don’t see how drinking or not drinking alcohol is such an important matter. Isn’t what matters as a Magian something entirely different?”
It was a veiled rebuke toward Marquis Shupen for nitpicking over something so trivial.
The air around them instantly froze—but Shupen responded in an unexpected way.
Instead of displeasure, a faint look of approval flashed in his eyes.
Chris hadn’t seen it wrong.
It was clear that Shupen hadn’t disliked what he’d just said.
But only for a moment.
Then Shupen said something completely unexpected.
“You speak well. Since you’ve said so much, I suppose I have no choice. I was going to offer you a drink in celebration of your appointment to the Dark Magic Corps.”
“!!”
Chris’s eyes widened.
‘What did he just say? A drink? Did I hear that right?’
He had definitely said he’d offer him a drink!
‘What is going on? A chance to drink has actually come to me?!’
Suddenly, Shupen looked like an angel in his eyes.
Of course, there was probably some hidden motive behind Shupen offering him a drink—but who cared?
He was going to get to drink!
“Well then, I’ll be off.”
Chris quickly stopped Marquis Shupen.
“Please wait just a moment!”
And he began to work his silver tongue.
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                    “…What’s going on?”
“…Although it’s a regulation set by His Majesty the Demon Emperor, surely it can be applied differently depending on the situation.”
Chris continued.
“Especially since, as of today, I’ve been assigned to the Dark Demon Army, I will be under your command, sir. It’s said that in the battlefield, a commander’s orders take precedence over even the monarch’s, so accepting a drink from you wouldn’t be a crime.”
“…You’ve got a silver tongue. I don’t like men who only talk big.”
“Don’t worry. I don’t just talk well—I perform well too.”
Marquis Shupen scowled and then clapped his hands.
“Fine. Bring out the prepared liquor!”
Next to Marquis Shupen, a demon who appeared to be his adjutant asked cautiously.
“…All of it, sir?”
“That’s right.”
The adjutant stepped outside and soon returned.
Carrying a large earthen jar.
“Wait, isn’t that Black Star Demon Liquor?”
“They brought out that rare drink? And that much of it?”
Chris’s eyes widened.
It was a drink he had heard of before.
‘The treasured liquor of the Dark Demonic House!’
Prominent houses often had their own traditional liquors, and since they weren’t distributed externally, it was nearly impossible for outsiders to taste them.
‘Even cheap booze would’ve been more than enough, but this? I can’t be more grateful.’
To Chris, it was as though a divine light was shining behind Marquis Shupen.
Of course, it wasn’t as if the marquis had prepared such a drink especially for Chris.
True to his hardcore demonic nature, he probably just wanted to get Chris drunk to see his true colors.
But the intent didn’t matter.
There was liquor in front of him.
That was all Chris cared about.
‘Liquor! Booze! Alcohol! How many years has it been?’
With superhuman patience, Chris held back his excitement as he waited for Marquis Shupen to pour the drink.
“Take it. It’s a long-standing tradition in the Dark Demon Army for the commander to offer a drink to welcome a newly appointed demon.”
Finally, Marquis Shupen poured the liquor.
Unexpectedly, it wasn’t into a glass—but a bowl.
“Tonight, the two of us are going to empty this entire jar.”
“!!”
“Can you do it?”
It was clearly a huge jar.
Chris swallowed hard.
Nervous? No. He was thrilled.
‘I was worried he’d give me just one drink and stop.’
“Thank you. I’ll gladly accept.”
Chris, with a pounding heart and trembling hand, brought the bowl to his lips.
He could see Marquis Shupen staring coldly at him.
‘Is he telling me to down it in one go? How old-fashioned.’
But actually, that made it better.
The maddening aroma pierced his nose.
Even if it had smelled like cheap alcohol, he would’ve been fine, but this—this was the scent of fine demonic liquor. He couldn’t hold back any longer.
Gulp—he drained the bowl in one go.
Was it because he had longed for this so much? From the flavor on his tongue to the smoothness as it went down, everything was exquisite.
‘Khh! This is the stuff. One more!’
Just as he was about to blurt that out unconsciously—
Something went wrong.
‘Huh? What the—?’
Marquis Shupen’s face split into two.
No, that wasn’t all.
The world looked warped. More precisely, it spun around in circles.
‘…Could there be poison in the drink?’
Startled, he checked his body, but couldn’t sense any signs of poison.
‘…What is this?’
That was the last thing he remembered.
Chris collapsed forward like a puppet with its strings cut, his head smacking the table in front of him with a thud.
“…….”
“…….”
Silence fell over the room.
A demon cautiously spoke.
“…He’s drunk? Off just one drink?”
“…No way? Black Star Demon Liquor doesn’t even have that high of an alcohol content.”
But then came the light snore, kuuu.
He really had passed out from drinking!
“…What kind of tolerance is that, a sparrow’s eyelash?”
“…Maybe it’s because he’s still underage?”
“Even the perfect Young Lord Christian has something he can’t handle.”
Meanwhile, Marquis Shupen casually drained his own drink, then clicked his tongue as he looked at Christian.
“As expected, just a brat.”
* * *
“!!”
Chris’s eyes shot open—and he immediately grabbed his head.
‘Ughhh. Why does my head hurt so much? Don’t tell me… is this a hangover?’
Chris made a face of complete disbelief.
‘I only had one drink, though?’
It wasn’t even a high-proof liquor.
Chris looked as if he had just received devastating news.
‘Don’t tell me… I have a low alcohol tolerance?’
It sure seemed that way!
Drinking capacity was heavily influenced by constitution, after all.
‘But I even underwent total bodily reconstruction—how can I still be weak to alcohol? That makes no sense!’
But on second thought, just because he had a reconstructed body didn’t necessarily mean he’d have a strong tolerance.
If you're genetically lacking in alcohol-decomposing enzymes, then even with a reconstructed body, the result would be the same.
‘N-No way. That can’t be true. It’s just because my body hasn’t fully matured yet. Things will definitely be different once I’m an adult.’
Chris stubbornly denied his low alcohol tolerance.
At that moment, a pure-looking ghost girl, Marie, appeared from the wall.
[You’re awake. A hangover, my young lord? How adorable. You were so lovely while drunk, I could barely stop myself from kissing the sleeping prince to wake him up.]
“…My head hurts, so don’t joke around like that.”
[Ohoho. Shall I prepare some virgin’s blood juice for your hangover? Or perhaps, some forbidden bachelor’s blood juice to boost your energy?]
“No thanks. Anyway, did anything happen while I was out?”
Marie tilted her head.
[Ah, one guest did drop by in the middle.]
“Who?”
[An ill-tempered, gruff-looking middle-aged man… I think he said he was Marquis Shupen.]
Chris tilted his head.
‘Marquis Shupen? Why would he…?’
He must’ve had some business.
[He said he’d depart for the barrier first, and to follow him immediately once you woke up.]
“!!”
Chris’s expression hardened.
It was a test.
“How long has it been since Marquis Shupen left?”
[About half a day. I actually tried waking you up several times, but you just wouldn’t get up.]
Chris swallowed a curse.
Come to think of it, he did recall Marie whispering at him like some kind of paranormal phenomenon trying to wake him.
‘Why the hell is my alcohol tolerance so bad?’
Regardless, this was bad.
In half a day, the distance would’ve grown considerable.
‘Damn that old fossil. Why does he keep testing me like this?’
But it couldn’t be helped.
Right now, he was undergoing the second succession trial, and Marquis Shupen was essentially the examiner.
Tests like this would keep coming until the succession trial ended.
“Anyway, I’ll go on ahead. Tell Alros and Melin to follow behind! Oh, and bring the item I mentioned earlier.”
[The item?]
“Yeah, I’ll write it down now. Make sure they get it.”
Chris mounted his horse and kicked off.
Suppressing the nausea from the hangover, he thought—
‘Marquis Shupen, you damned old fossil. I’ll make sure you bow before me!’
* * *
It took him a full half day of riding at full speed to catch up to Marquis Shupen.
His stomach was on the verge of turning from the grueling forced march.
‘Damn it, this kind of endurance-heavy stuff really isn’t my specialty.’
It had only been about a year and a half since Chris returned to the past.
He’d made rapid progress thanks to his genius talent, but when it came to stamina and endurance, he was still lacking in many areas.
There simply wasn’t enough total training time, so it couldn’t be helped.
But since he couldn’t show weakness, Chris kept his expression composed and approached Marquis Shupen.
“I’ve followed your orders and arrived.”
Marquis Shupen was sitting by a campfire with his adjutant, grilling meat.
Alongside the same Black Star Demon Liquor that had knocked Chris out after just one drink.
‘Tsk. Looks delicious. If only I’d had another glass.’
Marquis Shupen glanced up at Christian and spoke.
“Sit down. Dicks, bring this brat a cup—no, he’s just a fledgling. Better get him some ginger ale instead.”
Chris felt a surge of irritation, but given the fact he’d passed out after just one drink earlier, he couldn’t argue back.
‘Damn it, once I’m an adult, my alcohol tolerance will increase. Just wait. I’ll chug an entire bottle in front of you then.’
Marquis Shupen drank alone for a bit, then suddenly spoke.
“If you’d arrived any later, I would’ve canceled your appointment.”
“!!”
Chris felt his heart sink.
He wasn’t bluffing.
“Are you serious?”
“Do I look like the kind of man who jokes? Of course I’m serious. Regardless of any succession trial, the authority over appointments in the Dark Demon Army rests entirely with me.”
Marquis Shupen took another swig.
“This won’t be the last time. I’ll keep looking for excuses to kick you out, and the moment I find a valid one, you’re gone.”
“That’s hard to accept. Aren’t you being excessively hostile toward me?”
He expected not to be welcomed warmly, but this was beyond what he imagined.
Then Marquis Shupen shook his head and said something unexpected.
“Hostile? Not at all. I’m doing this for the opposite reason.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m doing this because I actually think you’re a decent guy.”
It didn’t make any sense.
Marquis Shupen continued in a low voice.
“If you become Archduke as you are now, you’ll die a meaningless death.”
“!!”
“I could tell right away that you were an exceptional talent. But you’re still too green to become Archduke. If you ascend now, you won’t survive the coming chaos—you’ll just die in vain.”
Chris understood what Marquis Shupen meant.
‘So even Marquis Shupen suspects the turmoil that will hit the Dark Demonic House.’
Soon.
The Southern Magic Nation would be swept into a violent storm.
The Dark, Venomous, and Destruction Houses would all be hit, without exception, and left in ruins.
‘It’ll happen within the next one or two years. Because of that, when the war against the Four Kings breaks out afterward, the Southern Magic Nation won’t even be able to put up a proper fight and will collapse.’
If Chris became Archduke now, he’d have to face that catastrophe head-on.
It was almost guaranteed to cost him his life.
“The political climate is turning grim. A fledgling like you becoming Archduke now would just mean you’re a sacrificial lamb.”
Marquis Shupen, seemingly done with his meal, pulled out a cigar from his coat and lit it.
“What’s about to happen is for grown men like us to handle—not greenhorns like you.”
Chris shook his head.
He knew it wasn’t said with ill intent.
Contrary to his fierce and gruff demeanor, the way he showed concern for a younger member of the family was even surprising.
‘Honestly, I should be grateful for it.’
But it didn’t apply to Chris.
Because he had to become the Archduke no matter what.
Especially because of the coming calamity.
No—if it wasn’t Chris, there was no one else who could stop it.
Even Marquis Shupen, who was now acting like he had all the answers, would soon meet his death.
With that thought, Chris opened his mouth.
“You sound like a stubborn old man.”
“What does age have to do with fighting enemies as a Demon? Isn’t that the kind of logic those Union bastards would use?”
At that arrogant statement, the adjutant next to them gasped.
But surprisingly, Marquis Shupen didn’t look offended in the slightest.
As expected, he didn’t seem to be the type to care about trivial formalities.
“That’s quite the Demon-like thing to say.”
“……”
“But saying things like that without the strength to back them up means nothing. As you are now, you're of no use to the Dark Demonic House.”
Chris's current strength was close to 5-star, and yet he was told he was of no help.
Still, it wasn’t entirely wrong.
A 5-star Demon typically leads a small combat unit or holds an executive position in a knight order.
In the Dark Demon Army, that’s about the rank of a deputy commander.
An essential force, no doubt, but not one capable of influencing the larger picture.
To take on a truly vital role that could make a real difference for the Dark Demonic House, he had to be at least 6-star Master Class.
“Someone like you, whether you’re here or not, means nothing…”
“Do you really believe that?”
“What?”
“I don’t see it that way.”
In that moment—
An unbelievable phenomenon occurred.
For a split second, a strange sensation brushed across Marquis Shupen’s perception.
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                    Chzzik.
The cigarette that Marquis Shupen had only been holding in his mouth lit up.
Chris had used his powers while no one noticed to light the cigarette.
“Y-Your Excellency!”
The adjutant cried out in shock.
“…Stay calm. It’s nothing serious.”
He responded nonchalantly, but Marquis Shupen had to work hard to hide his surprise.
‘In that fleeting moment, did he cast an illusion to subtly disrupt my perception while using the dominative nature of Dark Mana to apply physical force and ignite the tip of the cigarette?’
Of course, this was also because Marquis Shupen had allowed a certain amount of leeway. Judging that it posed no threat to him, he hadn’t reacted when he first sensed the irregularity.
Even so, it was hard to believe.
Even if it was just for an instant, the fact that Chris had managed to disturb the perception of a 7-star high-rank Demon like him—even partially—was extraordinary.
It showed that Chris's mastery over illusion techniques was on a whole different level beyond mere attainment.
And the fire itself.
The flame that had just ignited was not from dark magic.
If it had been, Marquis Shupen would’ve blocked it immediately.
Amazingly, it had been a pure natural ignition caused by physical force.
To be precise, Chris had used the dominative nature of Dark Mana to interfere with physical force and trigger combustion.
It was unimaginable how insane one’s mana control had to be to interfere with the physical properties of an untouchable space and cause combustion like that.
“As you can see, I’m not an ordinary Demon.”
“……”
Chris continued calmly.
“More than anything, wouldn’t I be more useful to the Dark Demonic House than Marquis Langham?”
“!!”
“I’m sure Your Excellency suspects it as well. What kind of dark intentions Langham is hiding.”
Marquis Shupen’s face hardened.
“That’s none of my concern. No matter what Langham’s intentions are.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes. The House of Shupen is nothing more than a watchdog that obeys the head of the family’s orders and protects the family from outside threats. We are strictly forbidden from getting involved in internal matters of the main house.”
The House of Shupen had been with the Dark Demonic House since its founding.
While countless branch families rose and fell, it had never wavered and had always stood tall as the foremost among them.
There was only one secret to their longevity.
The House of Shupen only fulfilled their duty. They never interfered in the politics of the main family.
No matter how filthy or horrific the chaos within the main house, they never looked at it, never got involved—remaining solely focused on defending the Dark Demonic House from external enemies.
It was the correct, respectable stance to take.
“But can turning a blind eye to obvious wrongdoing really be called an act of loyalty to the Dark Demonic House?”
“!!”
Marquis Shupen’s face stiffened.
“Of course, I understand. Everyone has their own duty to fulfill. The House of Shupen’s duty is to defend the Dark Demonic House from outside threats. The faults of the main house should be corrected by someone from the main house.”
“……”
Chris looked straight at Marquis Shupen.
“Then at least, please watch me properly. I won’t just become the Grand Duke—I will set the Dark Demonic House on the right path. No, beyond that, I will make sure the Dark Demonic House stands tall in the coming calamity.”
“…You think that’s possible with your strength?”
Chris grinned.
“You’ll see soon enough.”
“!!”
“I’ll prove that I’m worthy of being the master of the Dark Demonic House. No, more than that—I’ll prove that I’m the one who will transform it. Under my rule, the Dark Demonic House will be reborn.”
Marquis Shupen frowned.
Absurd. Nonsensical words.
And yet, why?
Why didn’t those words sound like mere bravado?
Yes.
Just like the one he saw in his youth.
As if he were looking at Lord Nordian in his prime.
Overflowing with ambition and confidence for the sake of the Dark Demonic House.
“You’re all talk. And yet, you’re not even qualified to be the Deputy Commander.”
Marquis Shupen sneered.
“By the rules of the Dark Demon Army, you must be able to overpower at least one of the Five Generals to become Deputy Commander.”
He was referring to the five generals who led the Dark Demon Army.
All of them were at the 6-star level.
With Chris’s current level, he couldn’t possibly compete with them.
“I’ll give it a try.”
“…What?”
“Just give me two months. Within that time, I’ll defeat one of the Five Generals.”
Marquis Shupen looked dumbfounded.
“Aren’t you just at the upper 4-star level? And you’re saying you’ll defeat one of the Five Generals in two months? There’s a limit to how much nonsense one can speak.”
It was the natural response.
More than that, Marquis Shupen felt a cold chill in his chest.
Chris’s earlier declaration now felt like empty boasting from a fool.
But—
“It’s not nonsense.”
“!!”
“If I can’t defeat one of the Five Generals in two months, you can expel me.”
There was no bravado or resolve in Christian’s gaze—just calm certainty.
As if he were talking about something inevitable.
“…What the hell are you thinking?”
“It’s nothing much.”
Chris replied nonchalantly.
“Two months is a long time. Especially for a genius like me.”
“!!”
“Like I said—watch me. See what kind of person I become in two months.”
Marquis Shupen frowned.
That strange feeling again.
It was an absurd story, and yet it didn’t sound like mere bravado.
In the end, Marquis Shupen scoffed and brought the conversation to a close.
“Fine, I’ll be watching. Let’s hope the outcome is at least half of what you claim.”
With that, silence fell over the surroundings.
Before going to bed, Christian thought to himself.
‘Marquis Shupen. He’s someone I can’t underestimate in many ways.’
They’d exchanged sharp words, but he was a man worthy of respect in his own way.
Only one thing lingered in Chris’s mind.
‘Just who is it that kills Marquis Shupen?’
Marquis Shupen would soon meet his death.
‘My memory’s not perfect, but it happens before this year ends. Not right away, but not far off either. Probably about three months from now. The problem is—I don’t know who kills him.’
Chris recalled what the Chatterbox of the Dark once said.
—Marquis Shupen’s death was full of questions. He went on a solo mission and ended up murdered. How could a high-level magus like him be killed without anyone noticing? Everyone suspected the Four Kings Star, but there wasn’t a single trace of them on his body.
It was an unsolved case—the killer never revealed until the end.
‘In any case, I have to stop it.’
Chris closed his eyes, deep in thought.
He didn’t know exactly what would happen, but in order to prevent it, he had to become Deputy Commander without fail.
The time remaining: two months.
It was time to grow stronger.
Meanwhile, at the main house, someone was watching the northern direction where Christian and Marquis Shupen had departed.
It was Marquis Langham.
In the dim room lit only by a lantern, his eyes gleamed coldly.
Just then, someone emerged from the darkness and spoke to him.
[Everything is proceeding according to your plan, Your Excellency.]
A flat, mechanical voice.
A figure wearing a single-eye mask that completely covered its face—it looked exactly like the “Execution Doll” Christian had encountered in Gold Cross.
Marquis Langham glanced sideways.
“You’ve come.”
[Yes, I greet the acting head of the Dark Demonic House. I am the ninth doll of Lord Märchen, serving as a ‘Messenger.’]
A shocking scene.
Marquis Langham was truly colluding with the Four Kings Star.
“No need to act like a clown every time we meet. This isn’t the first.”
[Hehe. Quite right. Since my presence here can only bring trouble, I’ll speak plainly.]
The lower part of the doll’s mask twisted into the shape of a smirk.
[Preparations are going smoothly. As scheduled, Marquis Shupen will meet his end. Just as you wished.]
A horrifying revelation.
Marquis Langham had commissioned the Four Kings Star to assassinate Marquis Shupen.
The reason was simple.
‘He’ll become an obstacle to my plans.’
Marquis Langham’s eyes glinted coldly as he thought.
In truth, Marquis Shupen wasn’t his enemy. Rather, they were close enough to be called “friends.”
But Marquis Shupen pledged loyalty solely to the Head of the House.
He would become an obstacle to Marquis Langham’s “plan,” so Langham intended to remove him preemptively.
“You’ve made the proper preparations, I trust? Not a single trace of your Four Kings Star must remain.”
[Heh heh, don’t worry. We’ve no intention of provoking a war with the Southern Magic Nation by carelessly tossing sparks while we haven’t yet subdued the Bloodsword Demonic House. The one to handle Marquis Shupen will be a tool provided by ‘them.’]
‘Them.’
Those same unidentified figures that Lady Idrinne of the Bloodsword Demonic House had once spoken of now came from the doll’s mouth.
[They’re jokers—no, more like natural disasters. Marquis Shupen will not escape death.]
If they got involved, there was truly nothing to worry about.
But then Marquis Langham added something chilling.
“When you deal with Marquis Shupen, could I ask you to take care of one more person?”
[Hmm?]
“Kill Christian as well.”
The doll’s mouth split wide into a grotesque grin.
[Kikiki, now that’s an interesting request. We’re quite intrigued by Young Lord Christian ourselves.]
“……”
[Apologies. But I can’t grant that request.]
Marquis Langham frowned.
“Why not? It shouldn’t be difficult.”
[Of course, it would be simple. However, this particular operation is entirely commissioned to ‘them.’ If you want to designate an additional target, you’ll have to offer another tribute.]
Marquis Langham understood what the doll meant.
“You mean we’d have to pay additional commission from our side as well?”
[Kukuk, as expected of a wise man. You catch on quickly. Yes, placing another request with ‘them’ is extremely costly. It’s not something that can be done for just any compensation.]
The doll chuckled as if amused.
[Offer your son, Ashid, to my master, Lord Märchen.]
“!!”
Marquis Langham’s eyes hardened.
“What are you talking about?”
[Ah, no offense intended. It’s just that my master, Lord Märchen’s cherished third doll, was ruined by Young Lord Christian, and now we must craft a new one.]
“……”
[We thought the body of Ashid, once a highly promising scion of the Dark Demonic House, would be quite suitable as the base for a new doll.]
A horrifying proposition.
No matter how heartless Marquis Langham was, he was still a father—yet here he was, being asked to turn his own son into a doll.
[Besides, Ashid is now a total wreck, an irrecoverable shell. So I believed it a reasonable offer…]
“Fine. Do it.”
Marquis Langham responded curtly.
“But in return, make sure you get rid of that bastard Christian.”
The doll blinked its single eye wide in momentary surprise at the unhesitating choice.
[Kukuk, no matter how I look at it, you seem far better suited for the Four Kings Star than the Dark Demonic House.]
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                    Marquis Langham didn’t offer any response.
“Do you have anything more to say?”
[Heh heh, nothing more. Then I’ll proceed as you instructed, so please await the good news.]
Just as it had appeared, the doll vanished into thin air.
Marquis Langham, now alone, had eyes that sank into a frigid stillness.
Unfathomably deep.
Like the bottomless pit of an abyss.
A voice tainted with madness spilled out.
“…It’s all Father’s fault that I became this kind of monster.”
* * * 
While Christian was arriving at Marquis Shupen’s domain, a strange-looking carriage was moving northward.
It was pulled by a headless ghost horse—a Phantom Steed.
An astonishing sight, for only necromancers from the ‘Necromancy Demonic House’ could control Phantom Steeds.
That meant the passengers of this carriage were from the Four Kings Star.
“This is tedious. That I’m stuck doing coachman work like this.”
[Heh heh, please endure it. Normally, I wouldn’t use such a shabby carriage either, but we need to transport the ‘cargo.’]
“‘Cargo,’ huh.”
The necromancer muttered in a strange tone.
[Yes, it’s a piece my master, Lord Märchen, is greatly looking forward to.]
Inside the carriage sat the same doll who had spoken earlier with Marquis Langham.
Even more shocking was the figure lying bound in front of the doll.
It was Ashid.
“Mmph, mmph!”
Ashid thrashed about with terrified eyes, but due to the black magic spells cast upon him, he couldn’t move at all.
[Shh. Be quiet and enjoy the little time you have left. This pure terror you’re feeling—it's something you can only experience while your ego remains intact. Once you become a doll, even that self of yours won’t belong to you anymore.]
“…Honestly, you curse sorcerers really are a vile bunch.”
[That’s not something I’d expect to hear from a necromancer who cherishes evil spirits and corpses like lovers.]
The necromancer in the black robe who was handling the Phantom Steed let out a cackling laugh.
“Well, true enough. Even now, I’m looking at this brat and thinking I’d love to turn him into a Death Knight.”
[Heh heh, don’t even think about it. He’s a rare material we went through a lot of trouble to get.]
“Wasn’t he originally a candidate to be the heir of the Dark Demonic House? How tragic. But really, the fate of those who lose in high-born rivalries tends to be the same. Makes you wonder if being born into a prestigious bloodline is worth it at all.”
[Even more so when you look at the descendants of the Bloodsword Demonic House. The fate left for the bloodlines of houses that become prey is nothing short of brutal.]
“Kukuk, now that I think about it, one of our clan’s elders recently turned a direct-blooded member of the Bloodsword Demonic House into an undead. If we could use Grand Duchess Idrinne as material, we might be able to create the ultimate undying undead—neither dead nor alive.”
[Grand Duchess Idrinne is scheduled to be used as material by our Curse Demonic House, so I’d advise you to lose interest.]
“We’ll see about that. Our necromancy doesn’t plan to give up on a specimen like Idrinne so easily either. From Idrinne’s point of view, going to either your Curse House or our Necromancy House would be hellish enough that death might be preferable.”
They were exchanging idle chatter and yawning lightly when it happened.
Whoosh! Thwack!
Suddenly, an arrow flew in and pierced through the body of the Phantom Steed.
The Phantom Steed’s spirit body turned to smoke and scattered from the arrow imbued with powerful demonic energy.
“!!”
[!!]
At the sudden and unexpected ambush, the man in the black robe and the doll both stepped out of the carriage.
A strikingly beautiful woman with black hair stood before them, aiming her bow.
[Oh my. And who might this be? Quite the unexpected welcome party.]
“Do you know her?”
The necromancer tilted his head and asked the doll.
[She’s the first princess of the Dark Demonic House. Her name was quite lovely… was it Yulian?]
Just as the doll said, the one who had appeared was unexpectedly the First Princess, Yulian.
[Have you come to rescue Lord Ashid? How touching. What a tearful display of familial affection.]
The doll’s mask split wide, forming a grotesque smile.
[But what now? You came alone, didn’t you? Isn’t that a bit too reckless?]
“……”
[We don’t really have any reason to treat you like a princess. You must have come prepared to face a terrible fate.]
Though Märchen, the doll’s master, had a secret alliance with Marquis Langham, there was no need to extend that courtesy to Langham’s daughter, Yulian.
The necromancer of the Necromancy Demonic House standing beside him shared the same sentiment.
“Well, this is perfect. Let’s hand that bitch over to our Necromancy House. I’ll use her as material for an experiment. I’ve been curious about what would happen if we made an undead using someone with dark demonic energy.”
[Heh heh, that would be a problem. With a body like hers, she’d be quite useful for us in the Curse Demonic House as well.]
“You lot already took one for yourselves. Hand this one over to us.”
Their conversation showed not the slightest concern that they might lose.
It was only natural.
On the surface, Yulian’s level appeared to be no more than upper 4-star.
In contrast, both from the Four Kings Star were 5-star level powerhouses.
To be precise, the necromancer was mid 5-star.
Märchen’s doll, though weaker than the third-numbered envoy whom Chris had encountered, was still around lower 5-star in strength.
For someone to pick a fight with such opponents—it was the same as willingly shoving her head into a tiger’s mouth.
Yet there was not the slightest trace of fear in Yulian’s gaze.
She simply looked at the two with indifferent eyes.
“Is Ashid still alive?”
[Heh heh, he is alive… but is that really what matters to you right now?]
“It matters.”
Yulian quietly nodded.
“Because I have to be the one to kill Ashid.”
[!!]
At her completely unexpected words, the two from the Four Kings Star frowned.
[Hmm. I’m not sure what you mean, but I suppose it doesn’t matter.]
“Let’s stop the chatter and get it over with. This is annoying.”
The necromancer yawned and waved his hand.
Wooong—
Multiple magic circles floated in the air, and evil spirits from Gehenna were summoned.
As befitting a 5-star-level black magician, the summoned spirits were powerful.
"She’s going to be used as experimental material, so don’t touch her body—just break her mind."
At that chilling command, the evil spirits rushed toward Yulian.
In that very moment, when it seemed she would be swallowed by the wave of spirits like a person swept away by a violent tide—
An unbelievable phenomenon occurred.
Paaat.
A flash of light burst from Yulian’s body.
At the same time—
Fwooooshhh!!
A fierce blaze exploded outward like a detonated inferno, engulfing the surroundings.
Astonishingly, the fire incinerated the incorporeal bodies of the spirits. Just like paper caught in flames, the spirits let out shrill screams as they burned away.
[!!]
“W-what is this?!”
When the flames died down, an even more unbelievable sight appeared.
Behind Yulian, a massive firebird spread its wings wide and soared upward.
Anyone trained in magic would instantly recognize it.
“A P-Phoenix? What?!”
It was the highest-ranking spirit of fire.
And that wasn’t all.
Wind began to stir.
Like the pressure of an approaching storm, an overwhelmingly heavy gale surged around the necromancer and the doll.
Then, beside Yulian, a wolf of wind revealed itself.
“T-the highest-ranking wind spirit, Aerial Wolf too?!”
The necromancer shouted in disbelief.
“H-how could a princess of the Dark Demonic House be using spirit arts, the power of the Union?!”
There was a reason for their reaction.
Spirit arts were a power only wielded by truly special individuals within the Crusade Union.
“This isn’t the power of light.”
“W-what?”
“Look closely at my spirits.”
The necromancer and the doll looked visibly shaken.
Now that they looked again, there was something off about the summoned spirits.
They didn’t consist of pure flame or wind—they held within them a pitch-black darkness.
Almost like spirits of the dark element.
“This is the power of Black Faeries? No… no, it’s different from the dark spirits those Black Faeries bastards summon. These spirits hold darkness, but they’re spirits of light.”
They were clearly spirits of light—yet they held darkness within.
An incomprehensible contradiction.
At that moment, the necromancer’s eyes widened as he realized the truth.
“D-don’t tell me… you’re… a fallen…?”
“That’s enough.”
Yulian cut him off.
“Not like it matters to you. You’re going to die soon anyway, right?”
“!!”
“Let’s end this quickly.”
At the same moment as those words—
Flames and wind surged wildly, crashing down upon the two.
* * *
The surroundings had turned to ruins.
The two from the Four Kings Star didn’t even leave behind proper corpses.
It was an overwhelming victory against not one but two 5-star-ranked enemies.
It meant that Yulian's power was on par with a 6-star.
After all, being able to summon two top-class spirits at the same time was something only a 6-star master-class spirit summoner could do, so it was to be expected.
‘There was the doll, but I already asked that person to take care of it, so I shouldn't need to worry about my identity being exposed to the Four Kings Star.’
An incomprehensible statement.
Any information confirmed by the doll would normally be immediately shared with its master, Märchen.
But for someone to be able to block that? Just who was this “that person” Yulian was referring to?
Yulian approached the carriage.
Inside, Ashid was tied up miserably.
“Y-Yulian… p-please… save me…”
Yulian looked down at him with an emotionless face.
The moment Ashid sensed something ominous in her demeanor, so unlike the Yulian he knew—
“I don’t actually have any personal resentment toward you, Ashid. You’re scum, sure, but honestly, there are plenty of people like you in the world.”
“Y-Yulian…?”
“But.”
Stab.
Yulian drove a dagger into Ashid’s chest.
“Guh… ugh…?”
Ashid’s eyes bulged open, and Yulian spoke quietly.
“So this is simply because you were born with the blood of the Dark Demonic House.”
Stab!
Yulian drove the dagger down again.
Even more forcefully.
She repeated the motion again.
Blood splattered, but she didn’t stop. She didn’t even try to avoid the spray of blood.
How much time passed?
Yulian’s white clothes were completely soaked in blood, and the light faded from Ashid’s eyes.
He was dead.
Clang.
The dagger dropped and rolled on the floor, and Yulian let out a hollow laugh.
“Ha… ha.”
Tears of unknown meaning streamed silently down Yulian’s cheeks.
As she bit her lip hard and turned her back, a voice suddenly echoed from the air.
[Are you all right… my poor child?]
“!!”
Yulian turned her head—and there, without her noticing when she appeared, stood a strange figure wrapped entirely in fine chains.
Looking closely, the chains weren’t merely coiling around the body—they pierced through skin and bone in countless places, entangling the figure.
A grotesque sight.
Inside the chains, the visible form was that of a woman with astonishing beauty.
An ethereal appearance, as if not of this world.
The pointed ears revealed that she wasn’t human.
A member of the fairy race—an elf.
And judging by the jewel embedded in her forehead, she was a ‘High Elf,’ one of the original elves.
A supreme race with lifespans exceeding a thousand years, comparable even to dragonkind.
A High Elf with her entire body pierced by chains—an utterly bizarre spectacle.
Most striking of all was the color of the jewel embedded in her forehead.
Not radiant light, but a darkness as black as pitch.
A clear sign that the woman was a fallen High Elf.
“I greet the great one.”
Yulian knelt before the woman.
“O Demon King of Clearstream.”
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                    An astonishing revelation.
The ruler of the Southern Magic Kingdom—the Demon King of Clearstream—was actually a fallen High Elf.
Once the queen of the Fairy race, she had long ago sold her soul to a devil, taken refuge in the Magus Empire, and earned the title Demon King of Clearstream.
But for the Demon King of Clearstream to come meet Yulian in person? Why?
[Didn’t you ask me? To use my authority to prevent your identity from being exposed to the Four Kings Star.]
“…But I didn’t expect you to come in person.”
[Hehe. It’s true, I could’ve exercised my power through you as a medium, so there was no need to come myself. I just came because I was worried. You're a child I care for deeply. Are you all right?]
Yulian quietly shook her head.
“I’m fine.”
[Truly?]
“……”
Yulian fell silent.
The Demon King of Clearstream slowly approached her.
Clatter. Each step echoed with the sound of metal chains dragging.
She raised her hand and gently stroked Yulian’s head.
[Poor child. Steady your heart.]
“…You don’t need to worry. I truly am fine.”
[Good. That’s how it should be. You have a rightful ‘reason’ to be angry at the Dark Demonic House, don’t you? One strong enough to sell your soul to a devil.]
“……”
Yulian bit her lip hard—hard enough for blood to seep out.
[Besides, I didn’t help you out of mere pity. Now then, will you truly be able to drench the Dark Demonic House in blood, just as you promised me?]
Yulian gave a resolute nod.
“Yes. I can do it. No—I will do it. Because that’s the only reason I’m still alive.”
The Demon King of Clearstream smiled with satisfaction.
[Good. I trust you. Ah, there’s something that might be helpful to you.]
“What is it?”
[A discreet message came from the Central Region. A calamity is soon to strike the Dark Demonic House.]
The “Central Region.”
It referred to the imperial domain under direct control of the Demon Emperor.
“A calamity?”
[It’s a code word used in the capital for arrogant, irreverent scoundrels who don’t obey even His Majesty the Demon Emperor. They’re such lunatics that even the Central Region has given up trying to control them and merely watches from a distance. At any rate, this won’t be a bad thing for you.]
The Demon King of Clearstream smiled slightly.
[The ones they're targeting are Marquis Shupen and Young Lord Christian. Both of them were major obstacles to your plans—so isn’t this fortunate? Neither of them will escape death.]
“……”
For a moment, Yulian felt her heart sink heavily.
[Or… would you prefer to exclude Christhian from their target list so that you can kill him with your own hands?]
“…No.”
Yulian shook her head.
She harbored a deep hatred toward the Dark Demonic House.
So much so that simply being born with their blood drove her to self-harm whenever she was alone.
Strangely, however, Christian didn’t evoke that same feeling of disgust.
They didn’t have any special relationship, so even she couldn’t understand why.
‘But even so, I have to kill him.’
Perhaps it would be better to let him die through this incident.
* * *
Christian arrived at the Marquisate of Shupen.
The Marquisate of Shupen was located in the northeastern region of the Dark Demonic House’s territory.
It sat adjacent to the “Wall,” the border with the Four Kings Star.
‘The real threat to the Dark Demonic House has never been Gold Cross, but the Four Kings Star.’
Most of the Dark Demon Army was also deployed to guard against the Four Kings Star.
‘The size of this fortress is incredible.’
Christian wore a faintly impressed expression.
If the Baren Castle of his main family resembled a splendid urban estate, then this place gave the impression of a massive fortress.
The discipline of the demonic soldiers standing guard was utterly impeccable.
‘So these are the Dark Demon Army.’
Christian surveyed the line of soldiers standing atop the ramparts.
‘Just like I’d heard—every single one of them has mastered dark mana. For a single house to command such a force…’
The Dark Demon Army numbered ten thousand.
An astonishing figure for a single noble house to command.
Even more shocking was the fact that this entire force consisted of soldiers who had mastered dark mana.
‘Even if it were just ten thousand ordinary soldiers, it’d be a formidable military force. But for every one of them to wield dark mana… Of course, most are only at 1-star, but still, that’s no small feat.’
Regular soldiers were 1-star.
Veterans were 2-star.
Squad leaders were 3-star.
Centurions were 4-star.
Deputy commanders were 5-star.
The five generals at the top were 6-star.
That was the hierarchy of the Dark Demon Army.
The greatest military force the Dark Demonic House prided itself on.
Compared to other prestigious mage houses, they severely lacked 7-star or higher elite demonic beings—but this army was the reason no one dared take the Dark Demonic House lightly.
“You’ve returned.”
Once inside the fortress, a man with sharp features, bearing a striking resemblance to Marquis Shupen, came out to greet them.
Not just his appearance—the force radiating from him was intense.
Christian instantly recognized who he was.
‘One of the Five Generals—and the eldest son of Marquis Shupen, Baron Sanin.’
Marquis Shupen had married far earlier than Marquis Langham.
So his children had long since reached adulthood.
His eldest son was in his mid-thirties and had recently broken through to the 6-star rank, becoming one of the proud Five Generals of the Dark Demon Army.
‘Reaching 6-star in his thirties… He’s no less talented than Ashid.’
Ashid had reached upper 4-star in his early twenties.
Had he continued to grow steadily, he likely would’ve reached 6-star by his thirties—meaning they were comparable in potential.
If he were a direct descendant, he would be more than qualified to aim for the title of Archduke.
Perhaps because of that, the way Sanin looked at Christian wasn’t exactly pleasant.
“Your Excellency, who is this boy?”
“This is Prince Christian of the main house. He has come for the succession trial. Sanin, guide him to the residence of the family estate.”
“Why the estate and not the barracks?”
He asked in a subtly sharp tone.
“I have not yet accepted Prince Christian into the Dark Demon Army.”
Until Christian was formally acknowledged, he would be treated not as a soldier but as a guest.
“Understood.”
“Then I’ll take my leave. I’m entrusting the Prince to you.”
Once the two of them were left alone, Baron Sanin spoke to Christian.
“Prince Christian, please wait a moment. I will have a carriage prepared.”
“There’s no need for a carriage. I can ride a horse.”
That would be an unnecessary courtesy.
However—
“We cannot treat an esteemed guest from the main house carelessly. Especially when the Prince is counted among the candidates for succession, no less. And this is a border region; unlike the main estate, the roads here are not well-maintained. It would be inconvenient for someone of your standing to travel on horseback, so I’ll escort you by carriage.”
“!!”
Christian slightly furrowed his brow.
‘Look at this guy.’
At a glance, his words might seem courteous.
But this was mockery.
As if Christian were some delicate flower who couldn’t even travel a road by himself.
And it wasn’t an overinterpretation.
You could see it in his eyes.
Baron Sanin’s gaze was laced with contempt toward Christian.
And he didn’t seem to care to hide it—his expression was outright.
‘It’s been a while since I’ve gotten a look like that. Well, he has enough talent to be that arrogant, I suppose.’
Becoming a 6-star in his thirties—while not enough to be called a “true” genius—was still talent that wouldn’t be looked down upon in any house.
He would almost certainly reach 7-star eventually, and perhaps even aim for 8-star.
‘To him, a brat who hasn’t even reached 5-star acting all proud as a Prince of the main house must be an eyesore. Especially since I was originally a collateral branch member like him—he probably holds an even deeper grudge.’
But that didn’t mean Christian was going to sympathize with him.
After all, he was someone who would eventually be forced to kneel before him.
“There’s no need for a carriage. I’ll go by horse.”
“That would be inappropriate.”
Christian’s tone changed.
“Didn’t I just say I’m fine with it?”
“!!”
Baron Sanin’s eyes hardened.
“Or are you saying you find my words laughable?”
“…That’s not what I meant.”
“Funny, because your attitude seems full of dissatisfaction with me.”
“……”
Christian let out a short scoff.
“Pick a side. If you’re going to treat me as the Prince of the main house, then show proper respect. If not, then bare your fangs properly. What is that half-hearted attitude? That’s not very demon-like of you. What, are you testing the waters like those Union bastards?”
“……”
Like those Union bastards.
That was an insult on par with cursing someone’s parents. Especially to a prideful demon like Sanin.
Christian could see Sanin clenching his fists until they turned white, but he didn’t stop talking.
“If you’re so reluctant, you don’t need to force yourself to treat me as the main house’s Prince. I’ve already been assigned to the Dark Demon Army anyway.”
“…That won’t do.”
“Oh yeah? You’ll regret that.”
Christian looked at Sanin with a crooked smirk.
“Once I become Deputy Commander, I fully intend to treat you like a subordinate. You’ll regret every bit of arrogance you’re showing me now.”
“!!”
Sanin’s crimson eyes were brimming with fury.
“The day you become Deputy Commander will never come. You do know the rules for attaining a position in the Dark Demon Army, don’t you?”
“Ah, of course I do. You mean how one must defeat at least one of the Five Generals in battle to qualify, right?”
Christian continued.
“How about a bet? Let’s say two months from now—I’ll see if I can take down one of the Five Generals.”
“!!”
Sanin looked dumbfounded.
“What kind of nonsense—?”
“I think it’s possible, though?”
Christian tilted his head with a crooked grin.
“Seeing you, the Five Generals don’t seem that impressive. I think two months is enough to beat one.”
“!!”
Sanin’s face flushed as if it were about to burst.
Now he was truly angry.
“You’ll regret saying that.”
“So you’re accepting the bet, right? Then let’s set the terms. You’ll put up your General’s title. I’ll wager my Prince’s title.”
“!!”
“If you lose, you hand over your position as General to me. If I lose, I’ll forfeit my title as Prince.”
Defeating one of the Five Generals didn’t automatically make one Deputy Commander.
That was just the minimum qualification.
Separate merits were needed to officially be appointed Deputy Commander.
Still, it wasn’t like he could start from the very bottom—beginning with the rank of General would be appropriate.
Of course, only if he could win.
“Forfeit the title of Prince? Are you joking?”
Sanin growled harshly.
“I’m not joking. Seems you forgot—I’m in the middle of the succession trial. If I can’t even manage this much, then I’m better off giving up the title altogether.”
“……”
Sanin shut his mouth.
His eyes were filled with mixed confusion.
But only for a moment.
“Don’t expect any leniency. You’ll regret today’s decision.”
“I won’t show you any mercy either. Just don’t cry when you lose your position. I’d be a bit uncomfortable watching a thirty-something-year-old big brother cry.”
“…You—!”
Christian shrugged and said,
“That’s enough talk. Weren’t you supposed to show me to my quarters? While we’re at it, guide me to the best room in the mansion. Oh, and for meals—premium-grade beef only. Preferably sirloin cuts.”
“……”
“What are you standing there for? Hurry up and lead the way.”
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                    Chris gave Sanin a few light taps on the shoulder, and Sanin, grinding her teeth, stormed ahead.
It seemed he had completely earned her hatred, but it didn’t matter.
‘She’ll kneel before me eventually, anyway.’
In truth, the position of one of the Five Generals had never interested him to begin with. Same with the Vice-Commander position.
Chris’s goal was to win the loyalty of Marquis Shupen.
‘And for that, I have to make sure Marquis Shupen doesn’t die first.’
He didn’t know what exactly was going to happen.
No, it was because he didn’t know.
He had to get as strong as possible over the next two months.
* * *
After being shown to his lodgings, Chris took a brief rest and loosened up his body before beginning his training in earnest. It was then that the group who had followed him arrived.
[Oh ho ho, I’ve missed you so terribly all this time. My heart ached so much from the longing. Would you grant me a kiss for this emotional reunion?]
“…What do you mean missed me. It’s only been a few days since we parted. And how did you get here so fast?”
Marie wasn’t the only one who had followed him.
Melin stepped forward.
“I hastened my steps to attend to you as soon as possible, my lord.”
“…Not because you just wanted to stick close to me as soon as you could?”
“Hoho, as expected of you, my lord. You know my heart so well. Come, let’s have a bout right away.”
Melin gave a ferocious smile.
He could feel that she had grown much stronger.
During their time apart, she had reached the level of 5-star.
Alros had come too.
“I-I…!! Khhk, I also came to loyally serve you, my lord…!!”
‘I didn’t want to come, so why did I end up here!’ He had been dragged along by Melin before he even realized it.
‘This Barrier Zone is dangerous! Khhk, what if I get caught by those Four Kings’ bastards and turned into an undead or something?’
With a wistful expression, Alros recalled his cross-border friend whom he had met at Gold Cross—Viscount Roy.
Before they parted, Viscount Roy had looked at Alros with eyes full of pity.
‘I hope you’re doing well, Lord Roy. As for me, today again I couldn’t escape from that demon… Khhk. Couldn’t I just defect to Gold Cross?’
Besides them, there was one more who had followed.
“…Why did you even come?”
“Me? I was bored.”
The eccentric doll-like pretty girl Jupien, who had been silently doing push-ups in a corner, replied flatly.
“This place seemed like fun.”
“…Right.”
Chris shook his head.
‘Well, since it’s come to this, it’d be good if we all got stronger together.’
Just then, Melin asked worriedly.
“But, my lord… Are you really alright? I heard about it. That you’re going to duel one of the Five Generals in two months.”
It had only been a day, but the rumor had already spread like wildfire.
Well, it didn’t matter.
“I’m fine.”
“But? All the Five Generals are 6-star level Devil-class warriors.”
Melin didn’t relax her expression.
Of course, she believed in Chris.
Given enough time, she was certain he would break through to 6-star.
But wasn’t it just two months?
“No matter how talented you are, my lord, there’s no way to reach 6-star in only two months.”
“That’s true.”
Even for Chris, the limit he could reach in two months was 5-star at best.
Of course, calling that "only" would be absurd. Reaching 5-star, a level classified as a High-grade Devil, in less than two years since regression.
It was an unprecedented pace, not just in the history of the family—but in the entire continent.
“Even if you reach 5-star, defeating a Five General is impossible.”
“Why’s that?”
“Pardon? That’s because 5-star and 6-star are different classes.”
Melin answered as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.
Just as the gap between 4-star and 5-star was like heaven and earth, the gap between 5-star and 6-star was no different.
If a 5-star could manifest their will into reality, a 6-star was someone who challenged the limits of reality itself through will.
The idea that a 5-star could defeat a 6-star wasn’t just impossible—it was common sense.
“So, who decided that?”
“!!”
“Looks like you’ve already forgotten. Why did you pledge your loyalty to me?”
Melin abruptly shut her mouth.
In the past, Chris, who had only been a 1-star, had defeated Melin, who was a 4-star.
“…You’re planning something ridiculous again, aren’t you?”
That’s right.
Chris already had something in mind.
‘All I need is the strength to overcome conceptual willpower.’
An absurd thought.
Conceptual willpower was power that had reached the limit of reality. How could one possibly overcome that?
But—
‘I can definitely do it.’
Chris grinned and stood up.
It was time to begin his real training.
“What kind of training will you be doing? Something outrageous again, like last time?”
Melin asked with excitement in her voice, recalling how Chris had once gone to the border of Gehenna to attain perfect will.
But—
“No, the training ground.”
“Oh? You must have something incredible planned, then. I’ll arrange a secret training field.”
“No need. I’m going to use the same training grounds the regular Majols use.”
“Pardon? The regular Majols?”
Seeing her baffled response, Chris nodded and explained his plan.
“Yeah, I’m going to do physical training.”
His trump card to gain power that could surpass conceptual willpower.
Was none other than physical training.
It was the beginning of endurance training.
* * *
The Dark Demon Army was an exceptional force.
A military unit of ten thousand soldiers, all of whom had mastered demonic energy and become Devils.
Of course, most of them were only 1-star Devils, but that didn’t mean they could be underestimated.
Even reaching 1-star or 2-star meant you could hold your head high wherever you went.
‘In the Union, even a 2-star is enough to be appointed as an official knight.’
In other words, for an ordinary person with no talent, reaching 1-star was no easy feat.
And yet, every soldier in the Dark Demon Army had at least achieved 1-star.
There was no way all ten thousand of them were gifted.
Which only meant that their training system was that outstanding.
So effective, it could raise even the untalented to at least 1-star.
‘Naturally, the training ground must be excellent as well.’
Chris made his way to the training grounds behind the territory of Marquis Shupen.
It was the place where the demon soldiers trained.
From equipment for physical conditioning, to basic weapon drills, to tools that helped with handling demonic energy.
The place was packed with all sorts of gear meant for beginners just starting to learn demonic energy.
But there was a problem—it was exclusively a training ground for beginners.
Completely unfitting for someone like Chris, who stood on the threshold of becoming a High-grade Devil.
“We greet you, Young Lord Christian. May I ask what brings you to this place?”
A training instructor cautiously asked.
“Ah, I came for physical training.”
“But this place is—”
“I know. It’s the basic training area for demon soldiers who are just beginning to learn demonic energy. I came because I was thinking of doing some basic training myself.”
“B-basic training, sir?”
“Yes. Isn’t the foundation of all things the most important?”
“O-of course, that’s true…”
“I’ll train quietly by myself in the corner, so you don’t need to worry about me.”
The training instructor looked flustered.
He wasn’t sure whether Chris was being serious.
But Chris walked off without paying any attention, as if he truly meant to do basic training.
First was long-distance running.
Chris strapped on a magic-sealing bracelet.
It was a Sealing Device that suppressed the movement of demonic energy.
He intended to train relying purely on his physical capabilities, without the help of magic.
‘This is exactly the kind of training I need most right now.’
To be honest—
He could have reached 5-star even today if he wanted to.
He had more than enough insight already.
But Chris was deliberately holding back from advancing.
‘Right now, I’m extremely unbalanced. More precisely, there are too many things I’m lacking.’
It sounded absurd.
How could someone who could overwhelm 5-stars even while at 4-star say he had so many shortcomings?
But it was the truth.
‘Stamina, physical conditioning, the vessel for demonic energy, the absolute quantity of demonic energy, the maturity of demonic energy—everything is lacking.’
Let’s compare him to Jupien, who was also 4-star.
If their physical abilities were broken down into numerical values, he would lose to her in every single category.
Strength, stamina, agility—everything.
‘Demonic energy is the only area that’s a bit better.’
But even his demonic energy wasn’t perfect.
Of course, his manipulation of demonic energy was nearly flawless. That fell into the realm of innate talent.
However, when it came to the robustness of his vessel, the absolute amount, and the solidity that comes from long training—those fundamentals were lacking.
It was inevitable.
The time he’d spent training was simply too short.
The only reason it hadn’t shown until now was thanks to Chris’s overwhelming genius.
‘Until now, it hadn’t been a big problem. Even with insufficient ability, I could produce results far more efficiently than others.’
But going forward, that would change.
This imbalance would eventually drag him down.
No—it was already affecting him.
‘According to the Alliance’s classification, I’ve already reached 5-star. But the power of my Aura Blade is lacking.’
It was an unexpected revelation.
His Aura Blade contained a perfect will and was far stronger than the combat energy wielded by typical Elder-class warriors.
But Chris shook his head in dissatisfaction.
‘Originally, it should be far more powerful than it is now. But my Aura Blade is stuck at just the “powerful” level.’
The reason was simple.
Combat energy is both a manifestation of one’s will and the vessel that carries that will.
While the will itself was perfect, the combat energy serving as the vessel was not.
‘It’s because of the imbalance I carry.’
The completeness of combat energy depends not only on will but on many other factors. Which meant there were deficiencies.
No—in truth, let’s be honest.
It wasn’t just a minor deficiency. By Chris’s standards, the vessel for his combat energy was utterly lacking.
Only because the will it contained was perfect was it able to display even this much power.
But that also meant—
‘If the vessel for my combat energy becomes perfect, then my combat energy itself will become perfect.’
Perfect will and a perfect vessel.
If he could achieve both, then his combat energy could truly be called absolute.
‘If I manage to acquire “absolute combat energy,” then even facing “Will Manifestation” wouldn’t be a mere pipe dream.’
That was Chris’s current goal.
‘I have to completely resolve the imbalance I possess.’
Simply balancing things to an “acceptable” degree wouldn’t be enough.
Especially since the purity of his dark demonic energy was at 100%. Far harder to control than other types of demonic energy.
To forge a perfect vessel for combat energy using such dark demonic energy would require a flawlessly stable balance.
‘The problem is time.’
Considering that others usually spend well over a decade building their foundational abilities, Chris was essentially over a decade behind.
And he had to catch up in just two months.
It was absurd.
‘But I can do it.’
As always, the reason was simple.
‘Because I’m a genius.’
And so, Chris began a genius’s physical training.
* * *
Chris’s physical training stirred quite the commotion in the Dark Demon Army.
Everyone was taken by surprise.
“You’re telling me that Young Lord Christian from the main house is fully focused on basic physical training? What the…?”
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                    “Seriously though. He's spending the entire day just doing physical training?”
“I can’t understand it. I heard he’s a once-in-a-millennium genius?”
“Maybe it’s because he’s a genius that he thinks differently?”
“…But he didn’t really seem all that impressive to me? I mean, I’m just a 3-star, so I shouldn’t be saying this, but he looked a bit lacking in the basics.”
“Come on, no way. That can’t be right, can it?”
“No, I mean it. You should go see for yourself.”
It was an attention-grabbing topic, so several officers of the Dark Demon Army had started peeking in on Chris’s training sessions.
The training ground was open to all magi to begin with.
But those who came to observe left with disappointment.
Contrary to the widespread reputation of the Dark Demonic Energy shaking the land, Christian’s training didn’t seem all that impressive.
Even now—
“Huff, huff.”
Chris was sprawled flat on the ground, gasping for breath.
‘Ah, goddamn it. I’m dying. This kind of exhausting physical effort just doesn’t suit me. I dreamed of luxury and comfort, so how the hell did I end up suffering like this, damn it.’
He wanted to drop this hellish routine right now and enjoy a fat grilled steak with a nice cold strawberry juice.
Marie leaned over with a worried look and whispered sweetly.
[Young master, are you all right? Should I bring you some “Blood Juice” brimming with the fiery spirit of a youthful lad? Or maybe something more refreshing—“Blood Juice of a Maiden”?]
“…No thanks.”
Next to him, Jupien tilted her head and asked.
“Already tired? It’s only the 57th lap. Weakling.”
“…That’s because you’re a stamina monster.”
They’d run the same laps, but Jupien didn’t even look winded.
It wasn’t just stamina.
As expected, Chris was inferior to her in every basic physical category.
He even tried arm wrestling her—couldn’t hold out for even 0.1 seconds.
Granted, Jupien was a training-addicted monster, so it made sense.
“Even that idiot Alros is still going strong.”
“…Damn it.”
Surprisingly, Alros had strong foundational physical ability.
He’d been raised in the strict Count Tyramin household and trained from a young age.
‘Mwahaha. So that devil bastard has something he’s bad at. Never expected him to have such weak stamina.’
Alros looked revitalized for the first time in a while and jeered smugly.
“Why don’t we have a spar, young lord? Just like now, without using demonic energy—pure physical prowess only.”
‘Time to let out all this frustration!’ Chris sighed deeply—
Wham!
—and knocked Alros flat with a single blow.
“W-Why…?”
Alros mumbled, sprawled on the floor in disbelief, while Melin clicked her tongue in pity.
“You idiot. That’s what makes the young lord so remarkable.”
For example—
Even with the same amount of strength behind a punch, depending on the timing, the target point, and the spot where it lands, the result can vary drastically.
Just like that, Chris always managed to produce the best outcome, even with lacking ability.
Melin spoke to Chris.
“Rather, seeing you now gives me chills, Young Lord. To think you’ve shown such overwhelming strength all this time with just this level of basic ability. Even if you were using magic energy.”
The reason Chris’s lack of fundamental physical ability hadn’t shown before was because of the support from his magic energy.
He had used it to enhance his physical abilities.
Of course, other magi did the same—reinforcing their bodies with magic.
But Chris’s body reinforcement was on a completely different level compared to the others.
With his natural talent for manipulating magic and perfect understanding of the human body, he was able to achieve maximum efficiency with minimal magic.
So while others might get 0.5 enhancement from using 1 unit of magic, Chris could achieve more than 10 from the same amount.
That’s why, on the surface, his physical stats didn’t seem significantly lower than others in his rank.
But now, with his magic completely sealed, he could no longer rely on that advantage, and his lacking fundamentals were on full display.
‘The Young Lord’s current physical ability is barely at the level of a 3-star. And yet he’s managed to display that level of prowess all this time with only that.’
Melin shook her head.
It made her wonder the opposite—if this was what he could do with so little, just how powerful could he become once his fundamentals were perfected?
‘The problem, as always, is time.’
Physical ability improves with training.
Given enough time, Chris’s fundamentals could grow to rival or even surpass others.
‘But it’s the lack of time that’s the real problem.’
Melin shook her head again.
“Ah, Young Lord. A letter has arrived.”
“A letter?”
“Yes, from Prince Kashmir of the Destruction Demon House and Lady Marisa of the Venomous Demonic House.”
Names he hadn’t heard in a while.
After parting ways in the underground garden, the two had occasionally sent him letters.
The first was from Prince Kashmir of the Destruction Demon House.
[I heard of your achievements with the Gold Cross. Truly worthy of a prince! I also heard you are undergoing the trial to become the Grand Heir. I’ve heard it’s a difficult one, but I believe in you. I, too, have not forgotten the debt I owe you, and I am striving not to bring shame upon myself in your eyes. I look forward to the day we meet again, and I hope your succession trial….]
The letter went on, mostly filled with heartfelt encouragement for Chris’s succession trial.
‘Why does he always have so much to say?’
With nothing of real substance, Chris skimmed through it and moved on.
Next was Lady Marisa of the Venomous Demonic House.
Her letter wasn’t much better in terms of value.
[Why didn’t you reply last time? I’m sending this letter to confirm our political cooperation, as we discussed before—so don’t misunderstand…. I heard you’re taking the Grand Heir exam. I’m cheering you on, so I hope you pass. Ah, of course, I mean this as part of our political alliance….]
‘…Why does she always send letters for such pointless reasons? I heard she’s busy overseeing the Ten Thousand Venoms Hall, but she sure seems to have a lot of free time.’ Chris tilted his head.
For reference, Chris had previously agreed to form a cooperative relationship with Marisa.
Many major events were going to unfold within the Venomous Demonic House from now on.
Starting with the conflict with the Dark Demonic House.
Then the incident at Jinrok, which would result in a horrifying number of casualties.
At that time, the plan was to use Marisa.
‘But… why did she even send a letter?’
With a puzzled expression, Chris looked at another letter that had arrived.
It wasn’t just Marisa and Kashmir who had sent letters.
…Olivia from the Gold Cross had also sent one.
Of course, since this couldn’t be exposed to the outside, she maintained absolute secrecy.
The sender was marked anonymous so no one could identify her, and neither her name nor Chris’s was mentioned anywhere in the contents.
To go further, the letter had been routed through several third countries, in what could only be described as an espionage-level operation.
But in the end, the content was rather plain.
[The reason I’m sending this letter is to check on your well-being as your Pact Partner….]
The letter, which began like that, was filled with nagging concerns about Chris’s safety as her Pact Partner.
Somehow, it felt different from Marisa’s letter… and yet somewhat similar.
‘…It kind of reminds me of the nagging I used to hear when I played the older brother back in the day.’
Chris cleared his throat awkwardly.
But there was one puzzling line.
[There’s something I must ask you. We need to meet in person, no matter what….]
‘But meeting won’t be easy anytime soon.’ Chris shook his head.
Unless there was a special circumstance, it was not easy for a magus like him to meet with someone like her, the Holy Pope.
‘I’ll probably only see her again if I have some business with the Crusade Union.’
He invoked dark magic and burned the letter Olivia had sent.
At any rate, this wasn’t the time to be getting caught up in letters.
Not wanting to completely ignore the letters from Kashmir and Marisa, Chris handed them over to Mari, who was loitering nearby.
“Mari, you know my handwriting, right? Write some fitting replies.”
[Ohoho. Understood. Leave it to me. Especially… for Lady Marisa, I think she deserves a particularly intense response.]
Marie gave off a chilly aura after reading the contents of Marisa’s letter, though Chris paid it no mind.
He got up from his seat and began jogging again.
Perhaps his stamina had been completely drained—he staggered at times mid-run.
It was a noticeable contrast from the flawless image he usually gave off.
Melin, watching Chris from the side, shook her head.
‘The direction he’s heading isn’t wrong, but… defeating the Five Generals within two months might just be impossible.’
That was what Melin thought to herself.
Even for a genius, there were limits.
She believed this might become the first real setback in Chris’s life.
However, there was one thing Melin hadn’t noticed.
Chris’s movements, as he trained his fundamentals, were steadily improving in real time.
Even though it had only been a few days since he started.
And it was… irrationally fast.
* * *
Between the Fortress of the Four Demon Kings and the Dark Demonic House lay a gray zone—a demon-infested region known as the Black Mountain Range.
Though not a tall mountain range, it was a place teeming with all sorts of magical beasts.
The “Barrier” was built at a strategic point in the Black Mountain Range.
The Marquisate of Shupen lay behind that Barrier, and there was a towering spire—magitech-engineered to overlook the Barrier's condition.
“The Four Kings’ bastards are being disturbingly quiet.”
Marquis Shupen muttered as he surveyed the Barrier through a black-magic-infused telescope from atop the spire.
“What is Young Lord Christian doing?”
His son, Baron Sanin, replied.
“He’s doing fundamental training.”
“Fundamental training?”
“Yes, at the training grounds used by the Magols.”
Marquis Shupen turned the telescope.
Toward the training grounds.
Through it, he saw Chris in the middle of training, looking utterly ragged and chaotic.
“Hmm.”
What did he see through it?
A strange light briefly flickered in Marquis Shupen’s eyes.
Meanwhile, misunderstanding his father’s silence, Sanin let out a scornful laugh.
“Training his fundamentals at this point? I can’t imagine what he’s thinking. People said he was a genius, but I suppose that was all nonsense.”
“Foolish.”
“…What?”
“You’ve reached 6-star level and still can’t grasp why Young Lord Christian is doing what he’s doing?”
At the cold rebuke, Sanin’s face stiffened.
“O-Of course, reinforcing your fundamentals is natural. But to focus on basic training now, that’s just… belated—”
“Shut your mouth.”
Marquis Shupen sighed and pulled out a cigarette.
“Sanin.”
“…Yes, sir. No—Father.”
When Marquis Shupen addressed him by name instead of title, it meant he was speaking to him as a father.
“You really have no idea. Just how absurd Young Lord Christian’s talent is.”
“!!”
“The talent Young Lord Christian possesses isn’t even on the same scale as yours.”
Sanin bit his lip.
Clearly, his pride was hurt.
But Marquis Shupen paid no mind to his son’s reaction and continued speaking.
“But when I first saw him, I was disappointed in Young Lord Christian.”
“…Why is that?”
“His talent was exceptional, but he was so focused on achieving results that his balance was completely shattered. His overwhelming talent had actually turned into a poison.”
Marquis Shupen once again peered through the telescope at Christian.
“But now, he seems to have fully realized his own shortcomings. No… perhaps this was his plan from the very beginning.”
At the admiring tone in his father’s voice, Sanin’s brow twitched.
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                    Marquis Shupen was a sharp-edged man who rarely spoke well of anyone.
Even to his own son, praise was almost nonexistent, so hearing him say something like that twisted Sanin’s mood.
“As I said before, it’s a realization that came far too late. No matter how much one trains basic abilities for two months—.”
“Is that so?”
Marquis Shupen cut him off.
“I see things a bit differently. Whatever method he used, his movements have clearly improved in just a few days. At this rate, perhaps in two months, something unexpected might happen.”
“!!”
He was saying Sanin might lose the bet.
“…That won’t happen.”
Sanin gritted his teeth.
“I’ll show you myself, Father. That I’m by no means inferior to those arrogant bastards from the main family.”
“…You.”
That was a dangerous statement.
It was a declaration that, as a collateral line, he didn’t acknowledge the main family.
Marquis Shupen spoke coldly.
“Watch your words.”
Sanin clenched his fists tightly.
“Forgive me for showing such disgrace. I’ll take my leave now.”
Before Marquis Shupen could say anything, Sanin turned sharply and vanished.
The Marquis let out a sigh and exhaled smoke from his cigarette.
“Raising a child is no easy task.”
In truth.
The reason the Marquis had said all this to Sanin was because he cared for him.
‘His arrogance is becoming a poison.’
Among both direct and collateral lines, Sanin stood at the forefront of the next generation of the Dark Demonic House.
A position that justified his pride.
However, that pride, fused with the inferiority complex of a collateral line, had become a silent poison gnawing away at Sanin.
‘Will the Young Lord Christian be the one to shatter Sanin’s arrogance?’
Of course, objectively speaking, it was unlikely.
As Sanin had said—how much could someone improve their basic abilities in just two months?
However.
—For someone like me, two months is a very long time.
He was curious to see what kind of person Christian would become after the promised time passed.
* * *
Time flew by quickly.
Chris continued with the same routine.
He spent most of the day wearing a restraint that sealed his demonic energy while training his body.
The rest of the time was spent training the basics of demonic energy.
‘This is rough. Damn it.’
Chris cursed inwardly.
He was grinding his way through it, but it clearly wasn’t his forte.
‘Why the hell do I have to suffer like this?! Damn it.’
He was doing it because he had to, but sudden bursts of rage would well up inside him, and Chris reminded himself of his ultimate goal.
‘Endure it while thinking about stopping the world's destruction and the riches and glory I’ll enjoy one day. Riches and glory! Riches and glory!’
Meanwhile, the demons of the Dark Demonic Army who watched Chris clicked their tongues.
“How many days has it been now? It's been over a month, right?”
“Impressive. To keep up such high-intensity training every single day for a whole month.”
The ridicule was gone.
A demon who made the effort was worthy of respect for that alone.
Of course, that was as far as it went.
“But even so. How’s he going to beat one of the Five Commanders with just basic training?”
“Exactly.”
“Challenging them was pure arrogance after all.”
Just as the demons were shaking their heads.
There were a few who tilted theirs, puzzled.
‘…Were Young Lord Christian’s movements always that good?’
‘I thought he was awful just a month ago?’
‘How many laps is that now? Isn’t it 120 laps? He couldn’t even do 50 before, right? Am I remembering wrong?’
The demons were confused.
It made no sense for someone’s basic abilities to improve so drastically in just a month.
There was a reason for it.
‘Of course there’s a secret. A genius like me wouldn’t be doing brute-force basic training.’
Chris spat on the ground and thought to himself.
‘I’m also using the secret art of the House of Euisun.’
That’s right.
Chris wasn’t just blindly doing basic training right now.
He was using the physical cultivation method from the famed martial House of Euisun.
‘Though even within the House of Euisun, it was only passed down as an incantation and forgotten over time.’
The reason it was forgotten was simple.
It was impossible to actually practice.
‘Extreme Annihilation Body Refinement Technique.’
That was the name of the secret art.
As the name suggested, it was a technique that refined the body by pushing it to the extreme and strengthening it during the recovery process.
‘There’s no effect in just blindly pushing your body. You have to consciously strain it down to the muscles, tendons, and soft tissues.’
For example.
You take a step. Then you press your foot into the ground and push off.
That’s the basic running motion.
In that process, you had to concentrate on how the tendons contracted, how the muscles moved, and what kind of force acted on the soft tissues—consciously straining all of it.
‘Even when breathing, I have to focus on my heart and lungs. As if I’m breathing and circulating blood with my own “will.”’
There are several reasons to do this.
The difference in strain and training between moving mindlessly and consciously focusing on each part is on a whole different level.
More importantly.
‘Doing this allows your “will” to embed itself into your body. The will to become stronger.’
A will honed through intense focus exerts a powerful influence on the body.
‘That’s why this secret art can only be attempted after reaching 5-star, the minimum level at which one can wield willpower.’
The problem is, once a martial artist reaches the level of 5-star, they no longer need this kind of secret art.
They would’ve already perfected their physical conditioning.
That was the first reason why this technique was abandoned.
‘The more important reason is that maintaining this level of focus is impossible for ordinary people.’
A few hours, maybe.
But maintaining such concentration all day while pushing the body to its limits—no one in the world can do that.
Except for Chris.
Afterward, before sleeping, he drank an elixir he had prepared in advance.
It was an elixir that solidly refined his battered body.
Repeating that process was the reason why, in just one month, his physical capabilities had improved so dramatically.
‘Training the basics of demonic energy, well, that’s my specialty. Even with just a little effort, the efficiency is ridiculously high.’
Chris entered a secluded place to check his progress.
Fwoosh!
An aura blade flared to life.
Compared to before, the energy was clearly stronger.
As his foundational physical abilities improved, the vessel that held will-infused aura also became sturdier.
‘Still not enough.’
It was far from the “perfect aura” he desired.
‘It’s about time I change things up.’
There was no reason to insist solely on basic training while using the House of Euisun’s secret art.
Rather, now was the time to move on to the next stage.
Chris stepped back outside and returned to the training ground.
The demon soldiers were in the middle of intense training.
“Greetings, Young Lord!”
“Training, are you?”
“Sir? Yes. We’re about to begin sparring in teams.”
When Chris suddenly spoke to him, unlike usual, the training instructor looked puzzled.
“You seem to do the same thing every time. How about changing it up today?”
“Pardon?”
“I’ll personally teach you all a lesson.”
Chris grabbed a staff placed on the training ground.
“All of you here may come at me at once. I won’t use any demonic energy.”
The training instructor looked flustered.
Even if they were just demon soldiers, there were around 200 of them currently in training.
“You mean to take on all 200 of them at once? Even for you, Young Lord, without using demonic energy, that’s….”
“You’re included as well.”
“…Excuse me?”
“You too—join those 200 and come at me.”
The instructor’s face stiffened.
For reference, the training instructor was a 3-star.
Compared to Chris, that was a paltry level of mastery, but still—being told to join forces with 200 others and attack him?
Wasn't Christian even in a state where his demonic energy was sealed?
“…If you get hurt during the spar, we won't be responsible.”
“Don’t worry about it. If I lose, I’ll treat you all to beef.”
Christian twirled the staff lightly.
With a roar, the demon soldiers charged at him.
Christian looked at them with eyes lowered in focus.
At the same time, he observed his own body—down to each strand of muscle, aiming to completely control every single movement.
Time passed, and the promised moment drew near.
* * *
People began gathering at the training arena.
They had come to watch the duel between Christian and the Fifth Commander.
Because it was such a widely talked-about match, most of the officers of the Dark Demon Army who had no current missions had shown up.
“Who do you think will win?”
“Isn’t that obvious? Of course Young Lord Christian will lose. From the beginning, it wasn’t a fair fight.”
“What matters is how hard he fights.”
Not one among the gathered crowd expected Christian to win.
What mattered was how long he could endure.
Even if he lost, how honorably he could fall—that was thought to be the full extent of what Christian could show.
“By the way, where is Young Lord Christian? He’s not here yet?”
“True. No one’s seen him since last week.”
Christian, who had continued only with basic training, had suddenly vanished a week ago.
“They say he went for secret training, but what kind of results could a week even yield?”
Some even mocked him subtly.
“He keeps talking about the Main House, but I’m curious to see just how impressive he’ll really be.”
“Honestly, he doesn’t seem all that great compared to the reputation.”
It wasn’t outwardly expressed, but—
There were those in the Dark Demon Army who quietly resented the Main House.
That would’ve been unimaginable when Nordian was at the front lines, but ever since Marquis Langham took power, the Main House had been embroiled in scandal and disappointment.
Sanin’s disloyal behavior toward Christian didn’t come out of nowhere.
And in truth, it wasn’t surprising.
Unlike the Alliance, which was obsessed with hierarchy, tradition, justification, and bloodline, demons only respected strength.
The only reason the Main House could stand above others was because of its power. If that wavered, rebellion was inevitable.
Which was why the heir of the Main House needed to earn the loyalty of the Dark Demon Army.
That was also why this duel mattered so much.
If Christian failed to show a strong performance, it would harm the Dark Demon Army’s loyalty to the Main House.
On the other hand, if he displayed overwhelming power, it would serve to reinforce that loyalty.
‘Though the chances of that are slim.’
At that moment, a commotion broke out outside.
In the distance, a boy appeared.
That familiar, arrogant noble’s face.
It was Christian.
“I’m a little late.”
At the relaxed tone in his voice, the demons gathered in the arena fell silent.
They could feel that something had changed in Christian.
Compared to when he first came to the Dark Demon Army—no, even compared to just a week ago—he was noticeably different.
As if he had shed his shell and become a different person entirely.
The demons realized the reason.
‘He’s reached 5-star!’
It was unbelievable.
Rumor had it that Christian had only just become 4-star barely half a year ago.
And now he was already 5-star?
But that wasn’t even the most shocking part.
‘He’s only a lower 5-star, so how can he exude that kind of pressure?’
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                    It wasn’t as if 5-star or higher demons were rare within the Dark Demon Army. There were quite a few.
However, none of the 5-star demons in the Dark Demon Army had ever displayed such overwhelming pressure.
If Christian’s level had been at the peak of 5-star, the upper rank, it could be forcefully reasoned.
But hadn’t Christian just barely reached 5-star?
And yet, just looking at him evoked a terrifying sense of pressure.
Demons of lower rank were so overwhelmed they could barely meet his eyes, and those of mid-tier had to raise their own demonic energy just to stay composed.
But the ones who were most shocked were the high-ranking demons.
Those who had reached the upper tier of 5-star.
Those standing just before the wall of 6-star widened their eyes, realizing how Christian was emanating such intense pressure.
‘He’s reforged his own vessel? How?’
The vessel is an abstract and variable concept.
It grows with accumulated effort, achievements, and experience—but it can also shrink.
It can also develop cracks for various reasons.
At first, the cracks aren’t noticeable, but later, they inevitably become a hindrance.
However, damage to the vessel is something unavoidable.
Scratches on a vessel from use are inevitable.
Thus, every high-ranking demon carries some kind of issue with their vessel, big or small.
What matters is whether that issue can be overcome.
The best method is to reforge the vessel entirely—like melting it down in a furnace and remaking it anew.
No lingering issues. Perfectly clean.
But that’s easier said than done.
Even those who reach upper-tier 5-star—or even among 6-star demons—many still haven’t been able to reforge their vessel.
Many high-ranking demons merely cover up their vessel’s flaws with stopgap solutions, but to have fully reforged it in such a short amount of time?
Christian thought calmly to himself.
‘Well, it wasn’t that hard. I just fixed the imbalance in my vessel that had been my main problem all along, and reforged it through training.’
Now that the previously flawed vessel had become perfect, it emitted an even deeper pressure.
And it wasn’t just the pressure that had intensified.
Even at the same star level, there’s a massive difference between someone with a flawless vessel and someone without.
That leads to a tangible increase in actual power.
“Impressive indeed. They don’t call him a genius of the Main House for nothing.”
One of the figures seated at the top of the platform spoke.
It was Leon, the third among the Five Commanders.
The second commander, Duke, spoke heavily.
“We’d better not let our guard down. Something’s not right here.”
There were three of the Five Commanders present in the arena now.
Second, Duke; third, Leon; and the youngest, Sanin.
The other two were on border watch duty at the wall.
“What do you think, Young Lord Sanin? Think you can handle it? Or should I step in instead? You didn’t look all that well earlier.”
Leon asked with a slight grin.
“I don’t think you’ll lose, but if you do, that’d be pretty embarrassing.”
“!!”
Sanin ground his teeth.
“That won’t happen.”
“Hmm, I still think you’d better not push yourself too hard.”
“Don’t insult me with such nonsense. Don’t try to mock me with baseless words.”
Leon chuckled.
It was a mischievous laugh, not one that actually suggested he believed Sanin would lose.
Even if Christian had reforged his vessel, the gap in level was still far too great.
“Still, don’t let your guard down.”
“Hmph.”
Sanin stood from the platform and stepped down into the arena.
The two now stood facing each other.
“His Excellency the Marquis will not be observing the duel, as he has other matters to attend to.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter.”
“I’ll ask one last time. Do you have any intention of forfeiting this duel?”
Sanin spoke in a low voice.
“My Willblade is wild by nature—I can’t promise I won’t draw blood. I won’t take responsibility if you die or become crippled.”
A chilling declaration.
But it wasn’t just a bluff.
A Willblade was a secret technique that pushed the limits of reality with sheer willpower.
Its power was difficult to control.
If Christian couldn’t withstand it, as Sanin said, a serious accident could occur.
From Sanin’s perspective, it was a sincere warning.
“May I say something too?”
“…What is it?”
“If you lose, don’t start bawling. Like I said before, I hate seeing thirty-something big brothers crying.”
“!!”
Sanin’s face burned with rage.
“You—!!”
At that moment—
Darkness flashed.
It was Black Steel Aura.
Christian launched a surprise attack without warning.
* * *
Meanwhile, at that time—
At the towering spire in the territory of Marquis Shupen, an unexpected conversation was taking place.
“…Why have you come here?”
[Did I not say? It’s an inspection.]
“…All of a sudden?”
[Yes. You sound displeased. Am I somewhere I shouldn’t be?]
“That’s not what I meant.”
Marquis Shupen made a sour expression.
It was because of the identity of the one before him.
The appearance of a small, young boy.
It was the avatar of the former Head of the Main House—Nordian!
To be exact, it was a Thoughtform.
Because of the distance, it wasn’t an actual avatar—only his consciousness had been projected into the Marquisate of Shupen.
“Have you come to watch Christian’s duel?”
[Absolutely not. That rude brat didn’t even bother to greet his master before leaving. What’s so lovely about that?]
Nordian scowled deeply.
[If he had to leave in a hurry, he should’ve at least sent a letter. It’s been over two months with no word. What kind of disciple is that? All he ever thinks about is using me.]
“……”
Marquis Shupen fell silent.
It was because Nordian looked just like a sulky old man upset with his grandson.
If Merian or Simon were here, they’d be nodding their heads vigorously—that he was definitely sulking.
Only Merian and Simon knew how much Nordian had grumbled behind the scenes over the past two months.
‘So the rumors were true—he really does care about Lord Christian. Even if it’s just a Thoughtform, he’s come in person to see the duel.’
Marquis Shupen asked in a curious tone.
“Who do you think will win, Lord Patriarch?”
[You mean the duel with your son? Well….]
“No, I meant Langham and Christian.”
[!!]
“If Christian becomes the Grand Heir, it means he’ll eventually have to face Langham.”
Marquis Shupen lowered his gaze.
“Frankly, Christian doesn’t stand a chance, does he? Why are you pushing him into such reckless danger?”
[…….]
“Christian will die.”
Nordian didn’t answer right away.
As if determined, Marquis Shupen continued.
“I believe you should’ve acknowledged Langham as your successor. If you had, he wouldn’t have turned out like this.”
It wasn’t an incorrect statement.
The reason Marquis Langham had become the way he was now was because Nordian had never acknowledged him as his heir.
“Even if Langham hit a wall and never reached 8-star, he still could’ve done well in his own way. I would’ve served him loyally too.”
[True. He might have done reasonably well.]
“You’re the one who ruined Langham.”
Marquis Shupen’s tone turned sharp.
From the start, he had never been one to mince words, even with the Patriarch.
Surprisingly, Nordian didn’t deny it.
[Yes, I know. It was my fault Langham was ruined.]
“Langham would still do well. Even now—”
But—
[Only in times of peace.]
“!!”
[In the terrible future that’s approaching, Langham will never be able to protect the Dark Demonic House.]
Marquis Shupen’s eyes hardened.
[You’ve sensed it too, haven’t you? The bloodstorm approaching the Magus Empire.]
Nordian continued in a grave tone.
[It’s been a long time since His Majesty the Demon Emperor has gone silent. Shupen, do you know why His Majesty remains silent?]
“…I do not know the affairs of the Central Court.”
[Neither do I, exactly. But His Majesty is clearly still alive and well. And yet, he hasn’t said a word and simply watches the chaos spread across the vassal states. Not to mention the Four Royal Cities—things are turning grim in the west as well.]
Nordian let out a low sigh.
[I don’t understand what His Majesty is thinking. But if things go on like this, a great calamity will erupt and the entire Magus Empire will be soaked in blood. Perhaps… it’s what he wants.]
“……”
[Langham will never be able to protect the Dark Demonic House in that calamity.]
Marquis Shupen spoke as if he couldn’t understand.
“Then are you saying Christian can? That greenhorn? Isn’t that too much of a stretch?”
Shupen continued coldly.
“That child will have a hard time even standing against Langham.”
Nordian stayed silent for a moment.
[You may be right. No, you probably are. I know it’s an impossible wish.]
“Then why?”
[Because there’s no hope aside from Christian.]
“!!”
Nordian continued bitterly.
[I am a ‘Wraith.’ One who should’ve long since faded away. I’ve only clung to life disgracefully using a forbidden reversal technique, driven solely by my will for the sake of the Dark Demonic House. But there is nothing I can actually do for the house anymore.]
The term ‘Wraith’ wasn’t just a metaphor.
Nordian was someone who should’ve died long ago.
He had used a forbidden reversal spell that defied death, but in return, he was bound by a heavy restriction.
A restriction that forbade him from involving himself in any family affairs.
If he broke it, the time he had left would decrease rapidly in proportion.
This was a secret only Merian, Simon, and Marquis Shupen knew within the family.
The reason he resisted death even under such restrictions was singular.
The Dark Demonic House needed Nordian to exist.
The only reason their enemies hadn’t made reckless moves against them was because they feared Nordian.
If Nordian died and disappeared, their enemies would immediately extend their claws toward the house.
[That’s why I place my hopes on Christian. Because there’s nothing else I can do but place hope in that boy.]
The Patriarch’s words weighed heavily on Marquis Shupen’s chest.
“…Even so, it’s reckless.”
Nordian let out a quiet laugh and changed the subject.
[Earlier, you asked why I bothered to come all this way just to see a duel, right?]
“…Yes, I did.”
Nordian glanced briefly below the spire.
Christian and Sanin’s duel had just begun.
A match where, in terms of objective ability, they weren’t even close—there was no way Christian could win.
And yet—
[I wanted to make sure.]
“!!”
Nordian’s blood-red eyes pierced the distance and locked onto Christian.
Intensely.
[I wanted to see that boy’s madness again and reassure myself that I didn’t make the wrong choice.]
* * *
Christian’s sudden surprise attack.
Sanin, startled, hastily summoned his battle aura in response.
KWAHHHHNG!!
A massive roar exploded out.
Like a bomb had gone off, fierce winds swept out in every direction.
‘The power of his Black Aura?!’
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                    Sanin was appalled.
Chris swung his sword once more.
KWAANG! KWA-AANG!!
Each time he took the blow of the Black SteelAura, Sanin's insides were shaken violently.
He was driven back uncontrollably.
Even though Sanin was also using the same Black SteelAura, he was being overpowered by Chris’s.
“Th-This is impossible!”
“Why is Captain Sanin’s Black SteelAura being puhed back?”
A 6-star transcends the wall of willpower.
Thus, even if it's the same Black SteelAura, there’s a vast difference between one cast by a 5-star and one cast by a 6-star.
Even the Black SteelAura manifested with the utmost willpower by a 5-star cannot compare to that of a 6-star.
But that very logic was crumbling right before their eyes.
‘What the—!’
Sanin clenched his teeth and extended his hand.
FWOOSH!
An illusion spell unfolded.
Not just a mere distraction, but an illusion capable of inflicting actual damage.
It was a spell on the level of ‘True Strength’ the realm of Dark Sorcerers equivalent to the Black SteelAura.
‘Sanin is a balanced type among the Magic Swordsmen.’
The Dark Demonic House is a family of Magic Swordsmen.
Its members are divided by combat style.
There are Martial Magic types who use dark magic only as support.
There are Sorcery types who focus primarily on dark magic.
And there are Balance types who handle both sides equally.
Sanin was the latter—neither side outweighed the other.
‘But I’m an all-rounder.’
Chris’s swordsmanship surpasses even that of Martial Magicians, and his mastery of sorcery exceeds that of specialized Dark Sorcerers.
FWOOSH!
Chris’s Black SteelAura shredded Sanin’s illusion completely.
Even though Sanin’s dark magic was also at the 5-star level with his True Strength spell, it was effortlessly extinguihed.
This showed just how powerful Chris’s Black SteelAura truly was.
However, in the process of countering the illusion, a slight opening had formed, and Sanin, worthy of his status as a high-ranking 6-star Dark One, didn’t miss that opening.
“Prepare yourself!”
In that instant—
Sanin transformed.
More precisely, Sanin’s will imbued his every movement.
Will.
Another authority exclusive to 6-stars.
Through willpower, one manifests transcendent physical capabilities.
His sword now surged at Chris with an entirely different level of speed.
It was as though the moment he swung, the blade had already reached its target.
Dodging with sight alone was impossible.
And yet, incredibly, Chris evaded the strike.
Chris had predicted Sanin’s attack trajectory just before Will activated and moved in advance.
Bloodshot veins appeared in Sanin’s eyes.
“That kind of luck only works once!”
FWOOSH!
Will activated again.
A flash of light—and the blade surged toward Chris as if to slice through his body.
Slice.
Once more, it narrowly grazed him. His long sleeve was cleanly cut away.
“Darting around like a rat! Don’t delude yourself into thinking your luck will hold forever!”
Frustrated, Sanin grew even more agitated and unleashed Will repeatedly.
A barrage of attacks so fast they left not even an afterimage.
The Dark Ones of the Dark Demon Army watching the duel gulped nervously.
“Th-That…? Isn’t that dangerous?”
“If he makes one wrong move, he’ll die.”
It seemed like a fountain of blood could erupt from Chris at any moment.
But unless one side surrendered, interfering in a duel between Dark Ones was the gravest of taboos.
‘Why is Lord Christian holding out so recklessly?’
‘He needs to surrender now!’
If Christian were to actually die, it would put the Dark Demon Army in a very difficult position.
As everyone watched in growing anxiety—
One by one, people began to feel something was off.
‘…When’s he going to fall?’
‘…He’s still dodging? How?’
And then—
KWA-A-AANG!!
An explosion burst forth.
A destructive dark spell, cast by Christian, detonated right in front of Sanin.
A spell that struck at the perfect gap with perfect timing.
Black Steel Aura came crashing down on the stunned Sanin.
“!!”
Sanin barely managed to block it but was forced to stumble backward.
The duel reached a brief lull, and the arena fell into dead silence.
‘Captain Sanin got pushed back? Even after using Will?’
Sanin clenched his fist tightly and growled.
Clearly, his pride had taken a heavy blow.
“What the hell kind of trick was that?”
“Nothing special, really.”
Christian shrugged.
“What’s the use of speed if I can see all your attacks coming?”
“!!”
“And honestly, for someone using Will, you’re not even that fast. You’re weak. Are you really a proper 6-star?”
Yes.
Surprisingly, Sanin wasn’t strong.
‘Compared to Sherad, who was at the same level, he’s downright unimpressive.’
Sherad was also a lower-rank 6-star.
But Sherad had been far more threatening.
So much so that it felt unfair to even compare them.
‘Even among those who’ve reached 6-star, there can be differences in power… but this is excessive. Is he not a proper 6-star?’
Chris tilted his head.
‘But the level he’s achieved is definitely 6-star. Then why?’
He realized the answer right away.
‘That guy’s fallen into Mind Demon.’
It refers to the inner torment that negatively affects one’s cultivation.
The higher one’s realm, the more severely they’re impacted by it. If not dealt with early, it can lead to fatal consequences.
‘He probably hasn’t even realized it himself.’
Chris smirked.
‘It’s only natural for a Dark One to ruthlessly dig into another’s weakness once it’s exposed.’
It was obvious what kind of Mind Demon it was.
“Do you know why, even as a 6-star, you can’t defeat me?”
“…What are you trying to say?”
“Because you’re pathetic. You reached a mediocre level and now you’re arrogant enough to think you're above everyone else.”
“!!”
Chris sneered.
He deliberately lowered his voice just enough for only Sanin to hear.
“You think you’re all that just because you became a 6-star, but at the end of the day, you’re just a dog guarding the main house.”
Sanin’s face flushed with rage.
Because Chris had hit him with the one thing he didn’t want to hear.
Sanin’s Mind Demon.
It was the inferiority complex of being from a branch family.
“…I can’t accept that. Some so-called heir of the main family who’s weaker than me…”
“Is that so? Then prove it.”
Chris motioned with his finger.
“Prove that you’re stronger than me. If you can.”
Sanin’s energy sank low.
A chilling aura spread around him.
He was about to unleash his Will-Type Technique.
“…Don’t regret this.”
In that moment—
FWOOSH!
The world around Chris went dark.
His vision blackened like a canvas soaked in ink.
A storm of swirling blades surged around him.
It was Sanin’s exclusive Will-Type Technique: Black Painting Shatter.
A technique that traps the opponent in an illusion and tears them apart along with it.
Once inside its range, evasion is impossible.
The only way to break free is to counter with overwhelming power.
‘Because it fuses illusions, its concentration of power is somewhat lower compared to other Will-Type Techniques.’
But that was only in comparison to other Will-Type Techniques—it still couldn’t be compared to something like aura techniques.
It was an absolutely critical moment.
“You know what the difference is between you and me?”
“What are you suddenly talking about?”
“Technically, I was also from a branch family like you. And to be honest, my situation was far worse than yours. Even so, I challenged the position of heir.”
The status and influence of the Marquis Shupen and the Count Khazar weren’t even on the same level.
Moreover, unlike Sanin who was already at the 6-star level, when Chris challenged for the title of heir, he had only reached 2-star.
“But I became the heir, and now I’m one step away from becoming the Grand Heir. Why do you think that is?”
“……”
“I’ll tell you what the difference between us is.”
Chris drew a different sword.
It was Andril.
He brought it out because no ordinary blade could withstand what he was about to do.
Black Steel Aura surged around Andril.
“…Don’t do anything foolish. No matter how powerful your Black Steel Aura is, it can’t overcome a Will-Type Technique.”
“Who knows? My Black Steel Aura is a bit… special.”
Chris’s eyes gleamed.
“While you were wallowing in your pathetic inferiority complex, I’ve smashed through everything in my way to reach this point.”
“!!”
“And I’ll keep doing the same. No matter what stands in my way, I won’t stop.”
With that declaration—
FWWOOOOOSH!!!
Chris’s will began to fuse into the Black Steel Aura.
Not merely drawing out his will through the vessel of aura as before—
He directly inscribed his will into the Black Steel Aura itself.
A will to destroy everything in his path.
“W-What are you doing?! How can you inscribe will into Black Steel Aura?!”
Just as Sanin shouted in panic, it became clear that what Chris was doing now was no ordinary Black Steel Aura.
Black Steel Aura is simply the manifestation of will.
But what he was doing—engraving additional will into it—went beyond the fundamental concept of Black Steel Aura.
It was more akin to a Will-Type Technique.
‘Not that this counts as a true Will-Type Technique either. But who cares? That’s not what’s important right now.’
Chris gave a cold, twisted smile.
This was the “Absolute Aura” he had gained.
A power that, though still classified as aura, surpassed the limitations of aura itself.
‘It’s such an overwhelming power that I can’t use it casually.’
He’d likely need to reach the mid or upper 5-star level to wield this power without instability.
“Tch…!! You think mere aura can…!!”
Sanin unleashed his Will-Type Technique at full strength.
The blades tore through the illusions surrounding Chris.
At this rate, Chris’s body would be shredded along with the illusion.
But—
Chris gave a cold smile and swung his sword from top to bottom.
It was a light stroke, yet heavier than any other.
A straight line that destroyed everything standing in his way.
Just like the path Chris had carved out through his life.
And at that moment—
The black illusion shattered into pieces.
“Keugh!!”
Sanin dropped to his knees, vomiting a mouthful of blood.
As his Will-Type Technique was destroyed, the shock reverberated back to his spirit.
And then—
Thud.
Chris’s sword was pointed at Sanin’s throat.
“!!”
The arena fell completely silent.
Everyone of the Dark Army swallowed hard.
A miracle had taken place—one they could hardly believe even after witnessing it with their own eyes.
“You remember the bet about handing over your position as one of the Five Captains, right?”
Chris grinned.
“I’ll be counting on you for a smooth transition.”
And just like that—
Christian proved his qualifications to all members of the Dark Army.
* * *
Meanwhile, atop the spire—
The Marquis Shupen, having witnessed the outcome of the duel, quietly swallowed.
‘I had anticipated there might be an upset, just in case.’
But that didn’t mean he truly expected Christian to defeat Sanin.
At most, he thought it might be a close and hard-fought battle—yet this result completely exceeded all expectations.
‘He didn’t just win—he completely overwhelmed Sanin.’
Of course, Sanin had only recently broken past the wall into 6-star and was considered on the lower end even among other 6-star novices.
He was also suffering from inner demons.
His Will-Type Technique, “Black Ink Shatter,” lacked concentration of power, and it was a poor match against the absurdly strong aura that Christian had just displayed.
Had it been a different 6-star-level Dark Army officer, the result wouldn’t have been so one-sided.
Still, even with Sanin’s flaws, he was only lacking in comparison to other 6-star ranks—he wasn’t someone a 5-star could ever hope to overpower.
‘Unbelievable.’
The Marquis Shupen shook his head.
“He really is impressive.”
[Ahem, well of course he is. He’s my disciple, after all.]
“…Didn’t he basically learn everything on his own? From what I’ve heard, you barely taught him anything.”
[…I gave him the fundamentals.]
Though they had a master-disciple relationship, aside from initially introducing him to the Dark Martial Arts, there hadn’t been any real teaching afterward.
[Anyway, what did you think?]
Nordian asked in a subtly curious tone.
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                    “He’s perfect. At this rate, I believe he’ll grow into the greatest master the Dark Demonic House has ever had.”
It wasn’t the answer Nordian had been hoping for.
“Lord, I disagree. No matter how fierce the coming bloodshed may be, I don’t believe entrusting the future of the house to a boy who hasn’t even fully matured is the right decision.”
[Hasn’t matured, huh. We’ll see.]
Nordian murmured in a strange tone.
[Does that boy look like an ordinary child to you?]
“……”
[That child isn’t just a genius. He’s a monster.]
Marquis Shupen fell silent.
Nordian chuckled quietly.
[Well, it’s fine. I thought the same as you in the beginning.]
“……”
[You’ll have no choice but to acknowledge it once you spend more time around him. See for yourself what kind of unfathomable monster he really is.]
With those words, Nordian’s form began to blur. He was returning.
Left alone, Marquis Shupen took out a cigarette and lit it.
“…Unbelievable.”
Looking down from the spire, he saw Christian’s figure.
No matter how monstrously talented he may be, entrusting the future of the house to such a young boy was something he still couldn’t agree with.
But at the same time, he began to understand why Nordian was taking such a desperate gamble.
With a deep sigh, the cigarette smoke scattered in the air.
“You really don’t have much time left. You’ve held on longer than anyone expected.”
Nordian was growing anxious—
At the approach of his own end.
* * *
As promised, Sanin relinquished his captaincy, and Christian inherited the position.
‘Of course, it’s unusual to hand over an official post through a duel, but since Marquis Shupen approved it…’
Sanin handed over the emblem with a pained expression.
“…This is the insignia representing the position of Fifth Captain. From now on, you are one of the Five Captains.”
There was no strength in his voice.
The shock of defeat still weighed heavily on him.
His inner demons had worsened as well.
‘This isn’t good.’
He may have been unpleasant, but he wasn’t an enemy.
He was a useful pawn meant to be exploited.
‘Now that I’ve made him kneel, I should help him pull himself back together.’
“So what are you planning to do now?”
“Huh? Nothing in particular.”
“Become my adjutant.”
“!!”
Sanin’s face turned red.
After stealing his captaincy, now he was being told to become his aide?
It was a remark that dug into his pride.
“That’s…”
“What’s the problem? Even your father, Marquis Shupen, will eventually have to kneel before me.”
“!!”
“Seems you’ve forgotten, but I’m destined to become the Head of House. Does bowing to someone like that hurt your pride?”
Christian leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs.
Arrogantly.
“Sanin, look into my eyes.”
“……”
“Come on. Properly.”
Sanin bit his lips hard.
He was just a young boy.
But the pressure was overwhelming.
Thick, heavy.
Those deep crimson-black eyes bore down on him, almost crushingly, and asked—
“I’ll ask again. Sanin, do you still refuse to acknowledge me?”
“……”
“If so, I won’t look back at you either. I have no use for someone too stubborn to discard pointless pride.”
Sanin clenched his fists tightly.
Once again, it struck right to the heart.
The reason Sanin had looked down on the sons of the main family was because he thought he was better than them.
But now?
Christian had defeated him.
And that wasn’t all.
That pressure he was exuding now.
It wasn’t just the pressure of overwhelming power.
Sanin could feel it instinctively.
That this boy was truly something far greater than himself.
He had been ignoring it out of pride.
“…No, I acknowledge you.”
Sanin lowered his head.
“You are more than worthy for me to serve.”
And as he accepted Christian in his heart, the tightness in his chest loosened like a dam breaking.
The inner demons that had been twisted by his inferiority complex began to unravel.
“But don’t get the wrong idea. Losing once doesn’t mean I’ve lost forever. Next time, I will defeat you.”
Sanin spoke again, eyes burning with the will to challenge.
It was a competitive spirit that felt pure—unlike before.
“Challenges are always welcome.”
Christian smirked.
“Though no matter how hard you struggle, defeating me is something that will never happen in your lifetime.”
And with that, Christian made Sanin his adjutant.
‘Perfect. I’ll leave all the tedious work to Sanin.’
After all, the position of captain was just a fleeting post.
Once he earned enough merit and became Deputy Commander, he would hand the position back to Sanin, so for the most part, he planned to leave the duties to him.
‘I have more important things to do.’
Chris’s gaze sank.
He needed to use his authority as captain to find a way to save Marquis Shupen.
The day Marquis Shupen would be killed by an unidentified fiend was fast approaching.
* * *
The Dark Demon Army was divided into five divisions.
Each division consisted of 2,000 soldiers, and the one Chris had taken command of was the Fifth Division.
‘It’s a rear division tasked with guarding the command.’
So, unlike the front-line units stationed at the wall, the nature of their duties was somewhat different.
They were primarily responsible for support roles such as supply, maintaining order, gathering intelligence, and providing internal assistance.
‘This works perfectly. It’s exactly the role I need in this situation.’
He didn’t know exactly how Marquis Shupen would die.
His body had been discovered after heavy decay, so not even the exact time of death was known.
The only thing he knew was that the death occurred not at the wall, but somewhere near Marquis Shupen’s territory.
‘That means the fiend will first infiltrate the Shupen territory. Then it’ll wait for the chance to strike when the marquis is alone.’
Marquis Shupen was not just a commander, but a high lord who frequently traveled throughout the region.
Whenever he moved, he was accompanied by only a small number of bodyguard demons, so honestly, there were many openings.
‘But that doesn’t mean we can ask him to move around with a large escort every time.’
Unlike the Union, demons—even high-ranking ones—didn’t usually take large escorts with them.
They trusted in their own power.
It was a matter of pride as well.
‘More than anything, even heavy escorts won’t help. The fiend will wait until the marquis’s guard is lowered.’
It wouldn’t be easy.
But that didn’t mean it was impossible.
Chris swiftly filled out some documents and visited Marquis Shupen.
“What’s this? A proposal to improve rear defenses?”
“Yes, now that I’ve taken command, I’ve noticed quite a few gaps.”
“Gaps?”
Fortunately, Marquis Shupen, being cool-headed, didn’t get angry.
“Explain in more detail.”
“The wall’s defense is flawless. The coordination between the front-line garrison and the rear reserve unit is executed perfectly.”
It was a system that had developed thanks to the long war.
“However, comparatively, the rear defenses here are vulnerable. Frankly, they’re in terrible condition.”
“Why would rear defense be important? Our job is to protect the wall, isn’t it?”
Not a wrong statement.
However—
“If the Demon King’s Castle sends high-ranking demons to disrupt the rear, there’s no effective countermeasure in the current system.”
Marquis Shupen’s eyebrow twitched.
It was a plausible scenario.
In fact, during periods of heightened tension with the Demon King’s Castle in the past, such things had happened before.
“The atmosphere in the Demon King’s Castle is growing worse by the day, so I believe it’s necessary to prepare in advance before anything happens.”
Of course, the reason Chris was making this proposal was because of the upcoming death of Marquis Shupen.
He was trying to establish a system that would allow for immediate deployment of reinforcements.
Since he didn’t know the exact location where the incident would occur, he had to make sure they could respond quickly no matter when or where it happened.
“If we strengthen the security forces at a few key points in the rear and reinforce the communication network, I believe we can handle emergencies sufficiently.”
“Not a bad idea.”
Marquis Shupen nodded after reading through Chris’s proposal.
It wasn’t a suggestion to mobilize large forces. Reallocating troops was not something that could be decided lightly.
The key was reinforcing the central strongholds and systematizing the communication lines.
If something happened, the troops at the nearest stronghold would respond first to buy time.
During that window, a message would be sent to the Fifth Division under the command center, and either the Third or Fourth Division stationed further back—whichever was closer—would be deployed for support.
‘It’s solid.’
Marquis Shupen was quietly impressed by the detailed plan.
It wasn’t just a good idea—
The locations of each division, key strongholds, and travel routes had all been meticulously considered.
At this rate, they could respond in time to any emergency that broke out in the rear.
‘Did he study military strategy too?’
Among demons, it was rare to find anyone well-versed in military science since they generally relied only on their own strength.
“I’ll see to it that this proposal is implemented as soon as possible.”
“Thank you. There’s something else I’d like to request.”
“What is it?”
“While I’m serving as the captain of the Fifth Division, I’d also like to take on the role of Guard Commander for the Shupen territory.”
“Hm?”
Marquis Shupen looked surprised.
The Dark Demon Army and the Shupen territory were not the same.
The Dark Demon Army was a military force under the main house.
Marquis Shupen was merely acting as its current commander.
‘But the distinction isn’t that clear-cut.’
The wall was within the Shupen territory, and many of the Dark Demon Army’s senior officers were retainers of the Shupen family.
So it wasn’t unusual for the one serving as a division captain to also take on the responsibilities of Guard Commander for the Shupen territory.
“Why are you so eager to take on the role of Guard Commander? It’s not like there’s much for you to gain from it.”
The Guard Commander position didn’t offer much in the way of achievements and only involved tiresome, menial work.
“To oversee the people directly.”
“Hm?”
“Because I’ll become the head of the Dark Demonic House one day. Earning merit is important, but I also believe it’s important to take care of the people when I have the chance.”
Marquis Shupen’s eyes briefly gleamed with interest.
“For a brat, you say some admirable things. Fine, I’ll appoint you as Guard Commander.”
“Thank you.”
Chris bowed his head.
‘Of course, it’s a lie.’
There was another reason he wanted that position.
‘The culprit will first infiltrate the Shupen territory.’
If all went well, he might be able to catch their tail.
“I have one more request to make.”
“Another one?”
Chris nodded.
‘This is the most important matter.’
“Would you be willing to spar with me once a day?”
“Sparring?”
“Yes. I’d like to receive your guidance, Your Excellency.”
Marquis Shupen looked surprised.
“That’s not a problem. Very well.”
Marquis Shupen actually thought this was a good opportunity.
‘It’d be nice to use this chance to break that arrogant brat’s spirit a little.’
It wasn’t out of ill will.
Marquis Shupen didn’t dislike Christian.
If anything, he secretly held a certain admiration for him.
After all, he was a future pillar who would one day lead the Dark Demonic House.
So, this idea came from a place of genuine care.
‘It’s better for his future to teach him some humility now.’
“But don’t think I’ll go easy on you just because it’s a sparring session. If you’re not confident you can handle it, it’s best to back out now.”
A warning that he intended to seriously put him in his place.
But Christian simply nodded calmly—then said something completely unexpected.
“May I say one more thing as well?”
“What is it?”
“If I manage to land a hit on Your Excellency during the sparring match, would you grant me one request?”
For a moment, Marquis Shupen doubted his own ears.
What kind of nonsense was this brazen fool spouting now?
‘So he’s not just looking to receive guidance.’
Chris’s eyes had grown sharp.
There was an important reason behind his request for this daily sparring.
A reason that Marquis Shupen couldn’t even imagine.
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                    “If I came off as arrogant, I apologize. It’s just that if I’m going to set a goal, I want to aim high. It’s not every day you get the chance to spar with someone as strong as you, Your Excellency.”
Marquis Shupen frowned.
But he didn’t say anything.
As a Magic Being, the will to challenge the strong wasn’t something to be criticized.
Even so, he couldn’t help but think this:
‘I’ll have to teach that cheeky brat his place. If only to fix that reckless attitude of his.’
“Fine. If you manage to land a hit on me, I’ll reward you as a senior of your family. But that’s only if you succeed.”
Marquis Shupen spoke coldly.
“Due to my schedule, the sparring will begin a week from now. Come prepared. Whatever you’re imagining, the training will be far more brutal.”
With that warning, the conversation ended.
As he stepped out of Marquis Shupen’s room, Christian wore a meaningful expression.
‘Everything’s going according to plan.’
Would Marquis Shupen ever realize?
That Christian’s true goal wasn’t to receive instruction in the first place.
It was the opposite.
‘This sparring session isn’t for me. It’s for Marquis Shupen.’
An incomprehensible thought.
Christian was thinking something that would make others doubt their ears.
‘Through this sparring, I’ll elevate Marquis Shupen’s level by one step.’
Christian’s outrageous idea didn’t end there.
‘I’ll make Marquis Shupen reach 8-star.’
Utterly absurd.
It was madness.
But he meant it.
‘If I can help him break through the wall he’s facing, it’s possible.’
Christian lowered his gaze.
He recalled all the signs Marquis Shupen had shown so far.
Christian’s irrational intuition told him exactly what kind of wall Marquis Shupen was up against, and why he couldn’t break through to 8-star.
‘It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve helped someone break through their limits.’
The reason the Hero’s party grew so explosively in the latter half of the Age of Ruins was because of Christian.
Christian instinctively perceived what kind of wall each member of the Hero’s party was up against, and always offered timely solutions.
‘If I want to save Marquis Shupen, I have to succeed.’
Marquis Shupen was killed without even knowing who had taken his life.
That meant the culprit had power far beyond his.
‘The culprit must have at least 8-star level strength, no doubt about it.’
So making Marquis Shupen stronger was the only way to increase his chances of survival.
‘I can definitely do this.’
It was time to show the ability he had as the “true mentor” who made the Hero’s party strong.
* * *
After that, his schedule was busy.
He carried out both the duties of one of the Five Commanders and the role of the Captain of the Guard at the same time.
‘Though, as a commander, I did dump most of the trivial work on Sanin.’
But the responsibilities of the Guard Captain couldn’t be passed on.
Because he had to catch the criminal’s tail.
Chris first approached the common people.
“Is there anything causing you discomfort?”
“N-No, Young Lord!! H-How could someone lowly like me…!”
“Lowly? What do you mean by that?”
Chris crossed his arms, clearly displeased by the man’s words.
“You are the proud citizens of our Dark Demonic House. Don’t ever call yourselves lowly again.”
The people who heard Chris’s words looked deeply moved.
They had already felt a sense of pride in belonging to the Dark Demonic House.
But hearing such words directly from Christian, the one considered the next Grand Duke, left them all deeply touched.
“As the one who will someday lead the Dark Demonic House, it is only natural for me to look after you. If there is ever anything you need help with, do not hesitate to let me know.”
“Th-Thank you!!”
“Lately, the movements of the Four Kings’ Castle have been suspicious, so if you see anyone unusual, report it immediately.”
“Of course! We’ll keep it in mind!!”
There was a reason Christian personally approached the people one by one.
Without the help of the commoners, it would be impossible to catch the culprit.
‘There’s the highest chance that the criminal has slipped in among the streets.’
The Marquessate of Shupen was a vast domain.
Second in scale only to the main family’s Baron Castle.
It was impossible to root out a criminal hiding in the streets with just the guard troops alone.
The cooperation of the people was essential.
‘Well, it’s also nice to win over public sentiment while I’m at it. That’ll all become my strength later.’
On top of that, Chris reorganized the patrol system of the guard force, strengthening security even in the corners of the territory that were usually out of public sight.
During that time, Melin and Alros also carried out their assigned tasks.
“We now carry out the orders given by the Young Lord.”
“Y-Yes! We’ll hide among the people and keep an eye out for anyone suspicious! But why would the Young Lord give such orders…? Was there some intelligence or something?”
“Who knows? I don’t either. But the Young Lord wouldn’t give an order without reason. Maybe a high-ranking Magic Being from the Four Kings’ Castle really did sneak in, so we’d better stay sharp.”
“A M-Magic Being from the Four Kings’ Castle…”
Even Jupien, saying she was bored just sitting still, went out to join the search.
The one who performed the most remarkably among them was, unexpectedly, Marie .
[Ohoho. Kids, who are we again?]
[We are the dashing, splendid, and absolutely awesome Ghost Guard that follows Young Lord Christian!!]
[That’s right. If you let even a single rat slip past, you’ll get to spend some deep, meaningful time with me, so keep that in mind.]
[We won’t let even one rat get away!!]
Marie subdued the countless ghosts lingering in the Shupen Marquessate beneath her feet and made them into a guard force to assist Christian.
“…But why is everyone so scared of you?”
[Ohoho, I merely told them how deeply and utterly I adore you, Young Lord. I couldn’t possibly overlook anyone who slacks off on a task you personally asked for.]
“…Right.”
Chris looked bewildered as he watched ghosts wandering the streets, their faces pale with contemplation.
Anyway, just as they were all working meticulously to catch the criminal’s trail—
Something suspicious happened.
A mysterious figure had infiltrated the Shupen Marquessate.
“Hoo…”
The figure, having entered a secluded alleyway, let out a deep breath.
A breeze brushed past, gently pushing back the hood of the robe.
And the revealed face was a surprising one.
Crimson hair, violet eyes.
A vampire girl of extraordinary beauty.
It was Idrinne, the Grand Duke’s daughter of the Blood Sword Demonic House.
* * *
It was an unexpected development.
Idrinne, coming to the enemy territory of the Shupen Marquessate?
‘I have to warn Prince Christian about the danger approaching him.’
Just a short while ago—
Idrinne had received intelligence.
Information that they were really going to make a move.
‘Prince Christian is going to be killed for sure.’
There was only one reason she was concerned.
Like the saying goes, the enemy of my enemy is my friend—Idrinne wanted Christian to act as a check on her enemies in the Four Kings’ Castle from the outside.
‘The best outcome would be forming an actual alliance.’
Idrinne shook her head.
Considering the relationship between their two Houses, that was still too much to hope for.
‘Still, if I deliver this intel, it might soften his hostility toward the Blood Sword Demonic House—just a little.’
So in a way, this was also a gift.
For future reconciliation.
‘Still… the security is unusually tight today. It won’t be easy to get close.’
As a vampire princess, she possessed unparalleled stealth abilities.
She had come herself because she was confident that with her abilities, she could enter and leave the Shupen Marquessate without being detected.
But her confidence felt misplaced. The security around the fortress wasn’t just tight—it was excessively tight.
‘I’ll need to be careful.’
In the worst-case scenario, even if she was discovered, she could still escape.
That’s how exceptional her skills were.
But if that happened, she wouldn’t be able to deliver the information to Christian.
‘I need to hurry.’
Idrinne quietly moved between the shadows.
She still remembered Christian’s scent from before, so she had a rough idea of the direction.
‘It should be around here.’
But then, a low voice echoed in her ears.
Deep and dark.
A chilling tone, as if rising from the abyss.
[Idrinne.]
Idrinne felt a chill crawl down her spine.
It was the voice she despised and feared the most.
The voice of the devilshe had made a contract with.
She could never defy that voice.
“…Speak.”
[Are you going to meet that human, Christian?]
Idrinne was taken aback when the devildirectly mentioned Christian’s name.
Still, it wasn’t entirely unexpected—this devil had often interfered directly in her affairs.
“That is my intention.”
[It would be best to hide your identity from that human, Christian.]
Idrinne tilted her head slightly.
She didn’t understand what the devil was getting at.
“Why is that?”
[It’s for your sake.]
“…Is there a specific reason?”
[The exact reason cannot be disclosed due to causal law.]
Idrinne instinctively sensed that the devil was hiding something.
But she knew asking more wouldn’t get her an answer.
‘It’s not like it’ll harm me directly.’
Though the devil ultimately sought her ruin—
It would never act in a way that would directly harm its contractor.
‘It’s true that revealing my identity would be risky.’
The Houses of Darkness and Blood Sword were in a state of open hostility.
The idea of improving relations was solely her own—no one else in her House shared it.
So if Christian found out she was the Grand Duke’s daughter from an enemy House, there was no chance he’d treat her kindly.
Nine times out of ten, he’d try to take her head.
“Understood. I’ll do that.”
[Good. I’ll lend you my power to conceal your identity.]
Idrinne’s appearance transformed.
Her crimson hair and violet eyes—the marks of the Truebloods—remained, but the overall impression she gave off was completely different.
‘…What’s the real reason he’s going this far?’
Idrinne frowned slightly.
But she didn’t have time to ponder it further.
She sensed Christian’s presence nearby.
‘Inspecting the castle? How diligent.’
Idrinne studied Christian’s figure with renewed eyes.
In the Four Kings’ Castle, no one paid attention to the lives of the people.
It was a place filled only with fear.
‘I once dreamed of becoming a ruler who looked after the people like that too.’
Idrinne thought bitterly.
But in her current situation, simply surviving was already too much—those dreams felt far too luxurious.
‘I have to approach Prince Christian in secret.’
It wasn’t time yet.
Too many eyes were around.
As she watched for the right moment, something unexpected happened.
“...Hup?”
Idrinne flinched.
Christian’s figure vanished from the street!
‘Did I lose sight of him?’
Vampires are a clan of hunters.
And she was one standing at the pinnacle.
Losing sight of her prey—something like that should never happen. It must not happen. But he had vanished like a mirage.
‘No way—?’
A sudden, chilling sense of danger brushed past the back of her neck.
She quickly turned her head—darkness flickered behind her.
It was Black Steel Energy!
“!!”
Idrinne gasped and hurriedly pulled her head back.
The Black Steel Energy narrowly missed her.
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                    Beyond the ominously flickering darkness of destruction, she could see the face of the boy she had been watching just moments ago.
‘…How did he find me?’
It was because the security had been drastically reinforced.
No matter how skilled Idrinne was, she couldn’t maintain her devil’s authority throughout the entire infiltration, and during the brief moment she let her guard down, she had been exposed.
“What are you supposed to be?”
“……”
“Well, I can hear the full story after I take you down. Just so you know, we have troops stationed outside as well, so don’t even think about trying to escape.”
“Wait, I didn’t come here to fight…!”
Flash!
The black steel energy flew at her once again.
Its destructive force was unbelievable for someone who had just reached the 5-star level.
Idrinne instinctively moved to counter but held herself back.
‘I mustn’t fight.’
Even if they fought, she wouldn’t lose.
There was only one reason she had boldly infiltrated enemy territory alone.
It was because she was confident she could protect herself no matter what happened.
Her real concern was the opposite.
‘Even for me, subduing Christhian without injuring him is difficult.’
The moment they crossed paths, she understood.
Just how exceptional Christhian was.
As a Trueblood of the vampire race—one of the higher species—Idrinne’s instincts were incomparably sharper than those of humans.
As she looked into Christhian’s black-red eyes, cold and sunken, a chilling sense of danger spread through her.
She was sure of it.
Christhian wasn’t someone whose strength could be measured by mere star rank.
She didn’t have the confidence to subdue him quietly.
‘It would be impossible without killing or seriously injuring him.’
Idrinne bit her lip and lowered her hand.
Christhian’s sword stopped right in front of her.
“What exactly are you trying to do?”
“I do not wish to fight you.”
“What nonsense are you spouting?”
“I’m not your enemy. I came because I have something to tell you.”
Chris tilted his head.
“You’re a strange one. Who are you?”
“I’m a messenger from the Bloodsword Demonic House.”
“A messenger from the Bloodsword Demonic House? That’s hard to believe. Do you have any proof?”
“That is… here, look.”
Idrinne pulled back the hood that had been covering her face.
As Christhian saw her blood-red hair and violet eyes, his gaze grew colder.
‘She really is a Trueblood of the Bloodsword Demonic House.’
However, since the devil had altered Idrinne’s appearance, he couldn’t identify her true identity.
“What’s your name?”
“…Ria de Wolfman.”
Idrinne gave a different name.
It was the name of a close cousin from her bloodline.
“I’ve heard that name before. She’s known as a high-ranking Trueblood among the leadership of the Bloodsword Demonic House. So, what business brings you here?”
“I bring urgent information. It concerns the Anax faction of our Demon Emperor’s Castle.”
“The Anax faction?”
Chris recognized the name.
They were the dominant power within the Demon Emperor’s Castle.
In his previous life, the Blood-Drenched Demon King Idrinne had belonged to that faction.
‘Idrinne was originally part of the opposition but defected to the Anax faction later, if I recall.’
“What kind of information is it?”
“The Anax faction is planning to cause a horrifying incident here very soon.”
“!!”
Chris’s eyes hardened.
He instinctively sensed that this information was connected to the death of Marquis Shupen.
As expected.
“The Anax faction is sending an assassin. Their targets are Marquis Shupen and Prince Christhian—you.”
“…And why should I believe you?”
Chris asked coldly, masking his surprise.
There was always a possibility that this was disinformation meant to confuse him.
“More importantly, I don’t understand why you would even want to share such information. Your Bloodsword House is a sworn enemy of our Dark Demonic House.”
“Though we are enemies, the fall of the Dark Demonic House would not benefit the Bloodsword Demonic House either.”
Idrinne replied in a firm tone.
“Our Bloodsword Demonic House hopes that the Dark Demonic House will continue to keep the Wraiths and Curses in check from the outside.”
It was a convincing reason.
Above all, Chris did not feel as if she were lying.
Her demeanor was upright, far removed from schemes and deceit.
Deciding it was worth hearing her out, he asked:
“Aren’t you underestimating the Dark Demonic House a bit too much? Especially since His Excellency Marquis Shupen is a top-class 7-star demon. Do you truly think mere assassins could defeat him?”
“Of course, I know that Marquis Shupen, commander of the Dark Demon Army, is formidable. But the assassin sent by the Anax faction is no ordinary killer.”
“…Explain properly.”
Idrinne’s eyes sank heavily.
At last—
The identity of ‘them’ spilled from her lips.
Even in the central capital where the Demon Emperor resided, they were called “Calamities” and treated as pariahs.
“The Arcane Demonic House.”
“…What?”
Chris’s eyes stiffened.
And rightfully so.
“A monster from the Arcane Demonic House, the number one in sorcery, will descend.”
* * * 
The Magus Empire is divided into the central realm ruled by the Demon Emperor, and four vassal states across the north, south, east, and west.
The ones who rule over the four vassal states are the twelve prestigious Sorcery Houses.
Each vassal state has three such noble houses.
In the South: Dark, Venomous, Destruction.
In the East: Bloodsword, Curse, Wraith.
In the West: Beasts, Ghostblade, Illusion.
In the North: Demon Forge, Obsidian, Arcane.
These twelve great Houses have competed endlessly throughout the history of the Magus Empire, constantly shifting in power.
At present, the five most powerful Houses are considered to be: Destruction, Curse, Obsidian, Wraith, and Arcane.
This ranking has always changed with time.
There was a time when the Dark House stood at the very top, and even the Wraith House, now hailed as one of the apex clans, was once considered the weakest.
But there has always been one House that never changed, no matter the era.
The Arcane House.
From the beginning of the Magus Empire to the present day, the Arcane House has never relinquished its position as the strongest.
“You may not know this, but the Arcane House is unlike the others. Even the Wraith House, counted among the apex clans, is no match for the Arcane.”
The term "apex clan" refers to Houses whose military strength is overwhelmingly superior to the rest.
In the current era, the Wraith House and the Arcane House are considered to be such.
But Chris already knew.
No, anyone with knowledge already knew.
Even the mighty Wraith House could not compare to the Arcane House.
“I’m guessing the young lord doesn’t know much about the Arcane House. It's a clan completely shrouded in mystery.”
True to its name, the Arcane House was a family of thorough recluses.
No one knew what they pursued, or even what their true identity was.
“Because of the heavy veil of secrecy, there are many who dismiss their power as just fanciful legends, but their strength is real.”
“I know.”
Chris answered in a firm tone.
“I know exactly what kind of goddamned bastards they are.”
At the venomous tone of his voice, the girl in front of him showed a puzzled expression, but he had no room in his heart to care.
Chris clenched his teeth inwardly.
‘The Arcane House… goddamn monsters I’ll grind to dust.’
Here’s a question.
Why couldn’t the Union stop the Magus Empire?
No matter how powerful the Magus Empire was, or how rotten the Union had become internally, its collapse had been far too swift and meaningless.
In fact, during the First Great War, the Union had held its ground against the Magus Empire reasonably well.
They had suffered immeasurable losses, but they had managed to hold the line.
But in the Second Great War that followed, everything was different.
There was only one reason.
The Arcane House had entered the war.
In the face of their overwhelming power, the Union crumbled completely.
‘At first, everyone doubted their eyes.’
Their strength was so unreal, it felt otherworldly.
And there was a reason for that.
A secret that, as of now, only the highest ranks of the Magus Empire are aware of.
The Arcane House was a clan of devil-worshippers.
‘More precisely, it’s closer to a religious cult than a family. One that worships devils.’
They possessed such immense power because they drew their strength from devils.
‘Especially those at the top—the Apostles and the Priests—their power is horrifying. They're practically no different from the devils  of Gehenna.’
At least the regular priests or lay believers are better off. They don't make direct contracts with devils.
Ordinary priests and followers only receive a portion of demonic power through the Priests who act as conduits to Gehenna.
But the true core of the Arcane House—the Apostles, Priests, and high-ranking Clerics—were different.
Unlike other devil contractors, they didn’t offer their souls in exchange for power, but out of pure, unwavering devotion to serve the devils.
As a result, not only did they receive tremendous power, they also underwent a transformation—becoming beings like the demonkin that served the devils.
They became half-demonkin.
‘What’s worse is that those lunatic fanatics genuinely wish for the end of the world.’
In his previous life, the Arcane House had joined hands with the Blood-Drenched Demon King and triggered Ragnarok.
That was precisely why Chris had to become the strongest Demon King.
The ordinary power of a Demon King wouldn’t suffice.
Only an absolutely powerful Demon King could stand against the Arcane House.
And now, those dreadful bastards were targeting both the Marquis of Shupen and him?
‘This is troublesome.’
It wasn’t something he could run away from.
He had to find a way to confront them.
‘Against the Arcane House, the Dark Ghost Unit won’t be of much help.’
The Dark Ghost Unit was specialized for large-scale conflict.
Against enemies wielding this kind of power, they’d be nothing more than sacrificial fodder.
‘We’ll have to lay a trap and confront them with a small, elite force.’
The problem was the level of danger.
In his past life, Marquis Shupen, a 7-star-level High Demon, had been killed.
That meant the Arcane House was deploying a monstrous entity.
Simply laying a trap wouldn’t be enough.
“By any chance, do you know who from the Arcane House is the assassin?”
He didn’t expect much.
But then—
“While spying on the Anax faction, I did hear the name ‘Patera.’ However, I’m not sure if it refers to someone from the Arcane House or what the exact meaning is.”
“!!”
Chris flinched.
It was a name he knew.
‘It refers to an experimental subject offered as a sacrifice to a demon. So they’re planning to use a vessel instead of acting directly, due to their constraints.’
The Arcane House had weaknesses.
The Celestial Realm regarded them as half-aligned with Gehenna, so their freedom of movement was limited.
Especially the Apostles, Priests, and high-ranking Clerics—Arcane’s core—were heavily restricted.
‘Even in my past life, they couldn’t act directly until the boundary between the Three Realms began to collapse.’
So when they made their moves, they often relied on familiars or experimental subjects instead of acting personally.
‘Still, they can't be taken lightly. Especially this "Patera."’
It was an ancient term meaning “vessel.”
As the name suggested, it was a living tool used to channel the power of a Gehenna devil.
A disposable, one-time-use medium. Though its power couldn’t be sustained long, it could manifest a demon’s strength for a brief instant—making it all the more dangerous.
Now it made sense why Marquis Shupen had met such a sudden, brutal end in his past life.
Facing it head-on would obviously be a foolish move.
“…Yes. Thanks for sharing this valuable information.”
Chris spoke with genuine gratitude.
Had he not received this intel, he wouldn’t have been able to prepare properly.
“If it was of help, there’s something I’d like to ask in return.”
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                    “What is it? Speak.”
This wasn’t ordinary information, so Chris expected the other person to make a significant request.
But—
“When you become the Archduke, I hope you can ease the hostility toward our Blood Sword House, even if just a little.”
“!!”
Chris looked surprised.
The girl continued, gazing straight into his eyes.
“If we are to stand against the Curse of Command, it would be better for our two Houses not to be at odds.”
Chris fell into brief thought.
‘There’s no need to treat the Blood Sword House as an enemy just because of the Blood-Drenched Demon King. They’re not the same.’
It was an unexpected topic, but the Blood Sword House was not aligned with the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
In fact, the opposite.
Idrine, who was originally the Archduchess of the Blood Sword House, for some reason betrayed her House midway and joined the Anax faction.
Later, after conquering the Demon King's Castle, she brought a horrific bloodbath upon the Blood Sword House.
‘Ria, was it? That girl also met a gruesome death.’
Chris remembered the name ‘Ria’ because she met a horrifying end at the hands of the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
He recalled what the Gossiping Shadow once said.
— No one knows why Idrine, who was once the Archduchess of the Blood Sword House, betrayed her family and joined the Anax faction.
Or why she inflicted such cruel deaths upon blood relatives who were close to her.
The Blood-Drenched Demon King was said to have been especially cruel toward blood kin she had personal ties with.
There had been all sorts of speculation back then regarding her madness.
‘There’s no need to try to understand a demon’s state of mind.’
The Blood-Drenched Demon King's cruelty couldn’t be described with a mere label like ‘villain.’
Her horror was no different from the demons of Gehenna.
‘In the future, forming ties with the Blood Sword House to keep the Blood-Drenched Demon King in check might not be a bad idea.’
“Alright. If I become the Archduke, I’ll reconsider our relationship with the Blood Sword House in a positive light.”
“Thank you! I knew I could talk with you.”
The girl, Idrine, beamed brightly with a beautiful smile.
It was a radiant smile that showed she was genuinely happy with Chris’s response.
‘Innocent.’
Chris shrugged.
Though she looked stoic, there was an unexpectedly pure feeling about her.
“Oh, and I have one thing to say in return.”
“What is it?”
“Beware of your House’s Archduchess, Idrine.”
“!!”
Idrine’s face stiffened.
“What… do you mean by that?”
“Just what I said. Idrine is like a dreadful demon—you’d best be cautious.”
From Idrine’s perspective, it was an utterly absurd statement.
“I… no, the young lady isn’t like that. She’s a good person.”
“Kind? Idrine? That lunatic drenched in blood? That’s the kind of joke that would make the specters of the Demon King's Castle laugh.”
At Christian’s mocking tone, Idrine shook her head.
“Th-That’s not true! I… no, the young lady is absolutely not like that!!”
“…You must really admire Archduchess Idrine, huh?”
“She’s the person I respect most in the world!! There’s no one greater than her in all of existence!”
Idrine, flustered, shouted louder than necessary.
‘…No point saying more.’
Chris thought back to what Simon had said—Idrine seemed to be hiding her horrific true self with utter perfection.
“Well, I’ve said what I needed to. Do as you will.”
“What do you….”
“Anyway, come along. I’ll get you out of the castle.”
As Chris turned his back and walked away, Idrine let out a long sigh.
‘Well, I guess it makes sense. It’s not strange for Lord Christian to think badly of me.’
She was infamous in the outside world.
She’d always stood at the Blood Sword House’s vanguard, soaked in blood.
The Butcher of Blood.
The Vampire of Carnage.
The Princess of the Bloodbath.
Those were the nicknames her enemies gave her.
‘But it’s not like I wanted to be that way.’
She composed herself and thought,
‘I’ll clear up Lord Christian’s misunderstanding no matter what.’
There was only one way.
She decided to get closer to Christian.
For the future of both Houses, it would be best if they became friendly.
‘When the time comes that I reveal my true identity, I’ll make him apologize for what he said about me.’
Idrine made a quiet vow to herself.
“Let’s go now.”
Before leaving, she held out her hand to Christian.
It was a handshake offer.
“We’ll be seeing each other often. I hope we get along.”
Chris didn’t take her hand, only stared at it.
“I don’t think we’re close enough for that. I still don’t fully trust you.”
“Ah… My apologies for being so forward.”
Her face flushed red.
She had gotten ahead of herself, thinking they needed to become closer.
Chris looked at her face and let out a faint laugh.
You know that kind of person, right?
The kind that just makes you want to tease them when they’re nearby.
She was exactly like that.
“I won’t shake your hand.”
Chris folded his arms.
“But depending on what you do from now on, we might end up having a decent relationship.”
Did she understand what he meant?
Idrine answered with a smile.
“Don’t worry. I’ll become your friend, no matter what.”
“…Friend?”
“Yes. I’ll make it happen, without fail.”
Christian let out a small laugh.
“Alright, I’ll be watching.”
* * *
After that, Christian parted ways with the vampire girl.
‘Patera, huh.’
Christian’s gaze turned cold.
A test subject of the Mystic Demonic House.
Christian hadn’t met them often either.
Since it involved summoning demonic energy into a vessel, it wasn’t easy to find suitable candidates.
But Christian knew quite a bit about the test subjects.
Perhaps more than most members of the Mystic Demonic House.
There was a reason.
‘Because the Gossiping Shadow was one of those test subjects.’
Originally, the Gossiping Shadow was a gumiho from the Obsidian Demonic House, but due to certain circumstances, she was captured by the Mystic Demonic House and made into a test subject.
Whether it was fortunate or not, the Gossiping Shadow was a failed experiment. She escaped just before being discarded and later joined the Hero’s party.
‘I need to make sure she doesn’t become a test subject in this life.’
Christian thought as he recalled the Gossiping Shadow.
The problem was, he didn’t know how she had ended up in the hands of the Mystic Demonic House.
As talkative as she was, she rarely spoke about herself, so he knew little about her past.
‘All I know is that she was exiled from the Obsidian Demonic House.’
At any rate, thanks to her, Christian had detailed knowledge of what those test subjects were.
‘There’s a weakness worth targeting. Of course, it won’t be easy.’
It wasn’t just difficult—under normal circumstances, it was impossible.
But for Christian, it was something he could attempt.
‘But I have to do it.’
Beyond saving the Marquis Shupen, he had another reason to see this through.
This could be a golden opportunity.
A chance to become Archduke for sure.
‘If I can stop the Mystic Demonic House’s monster with my own hands and save the Marquis Shupen, no one will be able to oppose me passing the succession trial.’
It would seal the deal.
That wasn’t all.
‘It’s also a chance to make the Magus Empire aware of the danger posed by the Mystic Demonic House. Most magi don’t even know what they really are.’
Patera was born through a horrific process.
He planned to capture her and secure evidence to expose the atrocities of the Mystic Demonic House.
‘I can do this.’
With that thought, he started moving.
First, there was something he had to take care of.
“You’re here?”
A man exuding a sharp, blade-like presence.
The Marquis Shupen greeted Chris with a cold voice.
The guided sparring session had begun.
Before facing the monster of the Mystic Demonic House, Marquis Shupen’s level had to be raised.
* * *
Flash!
A streak of black energy flashed from Chris’s hand.
It carried a fierce power incomparable to ordinary aura, but the Marquis Shupen blocked the attack without the slightest disturbance.
He didn’t even make a large movement.
He simply blocked it with a hand covered in demonic energy, and Chris’s black aura scattered into nothing.
A moment that showed the difference in their level.
Yet Chris didn’t give up—he unleashed black aura again and thrust his sword.
The Marquis Shupen frowned and waved his hand as if brushing off an insect, and something astonishing happened.
Though he hadn’t even touched him, Chris coughed up blood and was thrown backward.
‘As expected, he’s incredible.’
Chris wiped the blood from his lips as he thought.
That last move by the Marquis had seemed light, but it was imbued with a technique that twisted ‘laws’ themselves.
That’s why he had taken damage despite no contact.
‘To so effortlessly wield a power that bends the laws... Just as I thought—he must be standing at the peak of 7-star.’
To put it in a metaphor, his vessel was already filled to the brim.
He had everything required to ascend to 8-star.
The only problem was the wall.
It was this wall that countless high-level magi failed to overcome, unable to go beyond the end of 7-star.
‘But that doesn’t mean it’s insurmountably difficult. With just the right catalyst, the wall can be crossed.’
The catalyst acts like a stepping stone to help surpass the wall.
The Marquis Shupen already had everything in place.
Like water spilling over a full cup with a single shake, he might cross the wall with even a trivial trigger.
That was why he requested this guided sparring session.
Christian planned to become that trigger the Marquis needed.
“Get up. You’re not going down from just this, are you?”
“Of course not.”
Christian stood and pointed his sword again.
After that, similar scenes played out over and over.
Christian tried everything he could to land a hit, but nothing worked.
Talent aside, the gap was simply too vast.
The Marquis Shupen frowned.
“You should stop now.”
“Not yet.”
“No matter how much you struggle, there are limits you can’t overcome.”
It wasn’t even worth the breath to say.
This match had never been one where Christian could hope to be an equal opponent.
But then—
“Who decided that?”
“…What?”
“I’m asking who decided it was impossible—who set that limit.”
Chris lifted the corner of his mouth in a smirk.
He looked utterly beaten and worn out, but the light shining in his eyes hadn’t faded.
Eyes full of confidence, to the point of arrogance.
“I’ve never once lived my life drawing lines like that. Isn’t setting limits before even trying something the act of a coward?”
“!!”
“Or are you saying, Your Excellency, that you’re such a coward?”
The Marquis Shupen’s face turned cold.
It was clear he didn’t like what he just heard.
“Insolent brat. Don’t come crying in regret later.”
“No need to worry. I’ll make sure to land a hit on you, Your Excellency.”
The spar resumed.
But the same scenes repeated again.
No matter how desperately he tried, no matter what technique he used, Chris’s sword still couldn’t reach the Marquis Shupen.
“This really is the end.”
At last—
Just as the Marquis Shupen was about to finish it—
A blast of black aura came flying.
Completely different from before.
A sharp strike that caught him off guard and slipped through, forcing the Marquis to quickly move his hand.
Clang!
A demonic energy shield unfurled from his fingertips, and Chris’s black aura was knocked back again.
But unlike before, the Marquis couldn’t keep his indifferent expression.
He had involuntarily activated his demonic barrier.
‘He’s improved? In just that short time?’
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                    Chris gave a sly smile.
“Looks like I still have a long way to go today.”
“……”
“I’ll see you again tomorrow.”
The mock duel wasn’t meant to be a one-time thing.
They had agreed to repeat it every single day.
Today was only the beginning.
‘He’s not really going to land a hit on me one day… is he?’
Marquis Shupen frowned slightly as he looked at his faintly tingling fingers.
Even with the barrier of demonic energy up, the impact had still gotten through.
‘No way…’
Marquis Shupen shook his head.
But with each passing day—
Christian kept showing something new.
The gap between them hadn’t narrowed.
It wasn’t a distance that could be closed in just a few sparring matches.
Even so, Marquis Shupen kept finding himself shocked every time.
Despite the obvious mismatch.
Despite the insurmountable difference, Christian managed to pull off dangerously sharp strikes in brief moments.
There were even times when Marquis Shupen himself felt a flicker of threat.
‘A monster is still a monster, I suppose.’
Considering the gap between them, it was absurd.
No matter how hard a rabbit struggles, it can’t threaten an elephant.
And yet, here it was—this unthinkable scenario.
It all came down to Christian’s absurd level of genius.
He kept trying to read every one of Marquis Shupen’s movements, exploiting the tiniest patterns in his demonic energy, aiming for weaknesses—even ones the marquis himself hadn’t been aware of.
Or rather, could those even be called weaknesses?
They were spots left slightly open simply because there was no need to guard against something unexploitable—but Christian never missed even those.
What was chilling was that with every duel, his growth was visible.
From yesterday to today—
Even from the start to the end of today’s duel, the difference was stark.
‘By tomorrow, he’ll have changed again.’
Marquis Shupen clicked his tongue.
For a moment, the thought flashed through his mind that one day, Christian might actually land a real blow.
“…Truly remarkable talent. Even Lord Nordian’s brilliance would pale in comparison to yours.”
It was high praise.
In truth, with each bout, Marquis Shupen was growing more fond of Christian.
It was clear—Christian would be the one to lead the future of the Dark Demonic House to greatness.
But then, Christian gave an unexpected reply.
“It’s not because of talent.”
“…What?”
“No matter how much of a genius I might be—do you really think it’s possible to display this level of skill against a top-class Magus like you, sir?”
Marquis Shupen couldn’t respond right away.
"The reason I’m able to show this level of performance—there’s only one."
“…What is it?”
“Because I’m determined to land a blow on you, sir. No matter what.”
“…Hah.”
At that same thunderous, reckless declaration, Marquis Shupen let out a small laugh.
“You still haven’t figured out your place, have you.”
“No, I have. I know very well that with my current strength, it’s nearly impossible for me to even brush the edge of your sleeve.”
“Then why go through with such a foolish attempt?”
“Because as the one who will become the next head of the Dark Demonic House… I want to land a blow on the one who has abandoned his duty.”
“…What?”
For a moment, Marquis Shupen stared blankly.
He wasn’t sure he’d heard that right.
But he had.
“…Have you lost your mind?”
“I haven’t. And while we’re at it, may I say one more thing?”
An even more outrageous, insane thing came out of his mouth.
“As the future successor of the Dark Demonic House, I ask you this—do you truly believe you’ve given your utmost loyalty to the House without a shred of shame?”
“…What madness—”
Marquis Shupen was about to flare up in anger but suddenly closed his mouth.
It was because of Christian’s eyes.
It wasn’t just arrogance in his gaze.
There was something deeper—settled.
Eyes that carried the weight and pressure of one reprimanding from above, like a supreme being chastising a subordinate.
Just like how Lord Nordian used to look in the past.
“…I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve devoted my entire life to protecting the Dark Demonic House.”
“Then why are you turning a blind eye to the wrongdoings happening in the main family?”
“!!”
He was referring to the sins committed by Marquis Langham.
With burning eyes, Chris pressed on.
“Marquis Langham not only colluded with the Four Kings' Star, but also committed countless atrocities behind the scenes to forcibly push past his limits. You’re fully aware of all this, aren’t you, sir?”
It hadn’t been made public.
But Marquis Langham had indeed resorted to despicable, inhuman deeds in secret just to break through to a higher realm.
Compared to that, the human sacrifices once performed by Ashid almost seemed tame.
“……”
Marquis Shupen was at a loss for words.
Of course, he knew.
No matter that Langham had already been cast out from the head position—what he’d done was still unforgivable.
“…I—and the House of Shupen—are merely shields for the main family.”
“Kuhuhu, you call that an excuse?”
Christian’s gaze turned sharp, almost scolding.
“You’re saying it doesn’t matter how much rot festers within the Dark Demonic House, as long as you stay in your lane and mind your own business? Can that truly be called loyalty?”
“……”
Marquis Shupen had no words to respond with.
The former head, Lord Nordian, could not interfere in clan affairs due to the restriction.
That was why, even after learning about the atrocities committed by Marquis Langham, he couldn't punish him.
At present, the only one within the Dark Demonic House who had the authority to discipline Langham was Marquis Shupen himself.
And yet, he hadn’t stepped forward.
Because, as a cadet branch, he believed it wasn’t within his rights.
“…May I say just one more thing?”
“…What is it?”
“Truthfully, don’t you want to step in?”
“!!”
Marquis Shupen’s eyes trembled.
Christian continued in a low voice.
Almost like a rebuke.
Or—depending on how one heard it—like temptation.
“You want to flip the table right this instant, don’t you? But you’re forcing yourself to draw a line and hold back.”
Marquis Shupen clenched his teeth.
He was right.
Shupen was, more than anyone else, a true Magus at heart.
He had been furious—burning with rage—over Langham’s deeds committed behind closed doors.
But he had forcibly held it in.
He had no choice.
As someone from a cadet branch, intervening in the main family’s affairs would be inappropriate.
The moment he took action, the identity that House Shupen had built—as the shield protecting the main family—would be shaken to its roots.
House Shupen would no longer be able to remain the loyal watchdog of the main family.
‘This… This is why Marquis Shupen hasn’t reached the 8-star rank.’
Chris thought to himself.
In truth, Marquis Shupen was already fully prepared to ascend to 8-star.
But 8-star was the domain of the Absolute.
A realm where one doesn’t just bend the laws of the world—but reigns over a microcosm.
To reach that stage, there must not be even a trace of contradiction left within.
“…Are you saying I should intervene in the main family’s affairs?”
“Well. I’m not forcing you.”
Christian shrugged and spoke in an infuriatingly casual tone.
“Even without you, I’ll end up punishing Marquis Langham myself.”
“!!”
“I’m simply offering you a choice.”
Christian lifted the corner of his mouth in a smirk, almost mocking.
“Whether to keep living with shame—or to stand tall before yourself. Forget the excuses about being a cadet branch. That’s just cowardly.”
“!!”
Marquis Shupen’s eyes shook again.
Chris spat blood to the side. His mouth was busted from how badly he’d been beaten during the duel.
His body was a wreck, but he rose to his feet and pointed his sword once more.
“But remember this—if you truly want to protect something, then sometimes, you must be willing to cross the line and move forward.”
“!!”
“If you become too obsessed with simply preserving what you have, the day will come when you won’t even be able to protect what truly matters.”
Paaat!
The sword came sweeping in.
It had only been a few days.
But his movements were now clearly different from when the duels had first begun.
Though only at 5-star, he was now facing off against Marquis Shupen, who stood at the peak of 7-star.
Of course, if Marquis Shupen were to fully release his true power, the match would end instantly—but even the fact that Chris could stand against him with technique alone was an astounding feat.
‘It’s not just because of talent.’
Marquis Shupen acknowledged it.
This wasn’t something talent alone could achieve.
It was will.
Just as he’d said himself, Christian didn’t place limits on what he could do.
Even if facing Marquis Shupen was like throwing an egg at a boulder, he never hesitated.
He kept charging in again and again, as if he truly believed he could shatter the boulder with that egg.
Even now.
‘That sword…’
It rose sharply from below.
Normally, that kind of attack shouldn’t even be attempted.
Sure, it could target an opening—but the risk was far too great.
Yet Christian had launched this kind of attack countless times before.
And every time, he’d succeeded in striking a weak point.
In that moment, a single thought crossed Marquis Shupen’s mind.
‘Could it be… he’s trying to show me something?’
Christian’s actions up until now flashed through his mind.
Marquis Shupen was a Martial Magus.
He had mastered martial combat far more than black magic.
So he understood what Christian’s movements were saying.
Throughout the entire duel—
Christian had never once defined his own limits.
As if putting it on full display.
As if making a statement.
To him.
‘…It’s beautiful.’
Marquis Shupen thought, before he even realized it.
That reckless performance Christian was putting on—
The way he swung beyond his limits stirred something deep in the Martial Magus’s heart.
‘I was like that too, once…’
When he was young, he’d been different.
He’d thrown himself into anything to grow stronger, caused all kinds of trouble.
There was even a time he nearly died after storming into the Bloodsword Demonic House, demanding a duel.
But at some point, he’d changed.
Age and responsibility had weighed him down.
‘I’ve been bound…’
Just then, Christian’s sword came slashing in from a diagonal angle.
As expected, a sharp, threatening strike that targeted a gap.
It was impressive, again—but Marquis Shupen had no intention of getting hit.
He narrowed his eyes and extended his hand.
But something unexpected happened.
The demonic energy swirling around his hand suddenly surged out of control.
‘Is he trying to interfere with my demonic energy using the dominion trait of Dark Demonic Energy? How dare he?’
Marquis Shupen’s Dark Demonic Energy was at 70% purity.
In contrast, Christian had a full 100%.
So, in terms of dominion over Dark Demonic Energy alone, Christian held the upper hand—allowing him to attempt an interference like this.
Of course, the gap in mastery between them was far too wide, so it should’ve been a meaningless attempt.
In fact, during previous duels, Christian had made several similar attempts—all of which failed.
‘This kind of thing…’
Shupen tried to shake off the interference with a flick of his hand—but his eyes widened.
Unlike before, the dominion didn’t shake off.
For a brief moment, his hand was bound.
“You remember, right? I said I don’t believe in limits.”
The black blade aura flew straight for his throat.
‘Tch—’
Marquis Shupen immediately resorted to another method.
Using the authority of a 7-star, he manipulated a law.
He bent the trajectory of the sword, forcing it to veer off its linear path into a diagonal arc.
‘He’s forcing me to manipulate laws just to defend…’
But the surprise didn’t end there.
Even though the law had been altered, the sword’s path didn’t waver.
It flew straight—unchanged—right at Marquis Shupen!
‘Why?’
And then, Marquis Shupen understood the reason.
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                    ‘He used the manipulated law… in reverse?’
The law Marquis Shupen had manipulated was this:
The angle of movement would be distorted.
If something moved straight ahead, it would be twisted into a diagonal trajectory.
Which also meant—if it moved from another angle, it could continue along its original path.
Of course, among the countless possible angles, identifying the one that would lead straight through was virtually impossible—but Christian had reverse-calculated the trajectory by reading the instantaneous distortion.
“!!”
Marquis Shupen narrowed his brow.
At this rate, he really would get hit.
Fwoooosh!!
A dark shield surged up from Marquis Shupen’s body.
Just as those who reached 6-star had their own unique Intent Armaments, those at 7-star possessed unique Authorities of Dominion.
This was Marquis Shupen’s own personal dominion: Shield of the Dark Soul.
A power that possessed absolute defense, capable of disregarding even laws—an embodiment of Marquis Shupen’s will to protect the Dark Demonic House.
‘Did I go too far pulling this one out?’
A slight regret crossed Marquis Shupen’s mind.
For reference, this was the first time he had ever used this power.
That alone showed how threatening Chris’s strike had been.
‘He’ll know what this power is. He’ll back off.’
When you hit a boulder with an egg, it’s the egg that breaks.
If Christian struck the Shield of the Dark Soul, he’d only hurt himself.
But—
Christian didn’t stop.
“Haaap!!”
He struck down with even greater resolve in his sword.
BOOOOOM!!
A thunderous explosion rang out.
“!!”
Of course, the Shield of the Dark Soul didn’t budge an inch.
The one who took the blow instead—was Christian.
Whether from internal damage, blood began to stream down from his mouth.
“…That’s enough. Stop. This is more than sufficient.”
But Christian didn’t back down.
His eyes seemed to say it clearly.
That he would never stop.
That this was the path he had chosen.
But why?
Why did Marquis Shupen suddenly remember what Christian had said earlier?
— If you truly want to protect something, then sometimes, you must be willing to cross the line and move forward.
Until now, Marquis Shupen had lived entirely for the sake of the Dark Demonic House.
Even his insistence on preserving the identity of House Shupen had stemmed from the belief that it was the right thing for the House.
But was that truly… the right path?
Was it truly right to only protect?
Looking at the results alone—it wasn’t.
The Dark Demonic House was rotting away.
He had tried to protect it, but in the end, he had failed.
If he hadn’t recoiled.
If he had stepped forward like Christian was doing now—
Then perhaps the outcome might have been different.
At that moment, a massive surge of darkness flickered.
Christian had poured all his strength into a strike of black sword energy.
A will to break through anything that stood in his way.
KWAAAAAANG!!
A shockwave swept out as if overturning the entire area.
In the end, Christian couldn’t withstand the rebound and was thrown backward.
And then—
“……”
Marquis Shupen quietly stared down at his own hand.
A faint line had appeared across it.
It was a small wound, caused by the shockwave that had burst through the shield.
So faint that it wouldn’t be noticeable unless looked at closely—but it was still an unbelievable occurrence.
In the end, Christian had fulfilled his declaration to land a blow.
“…Haha.”
Marquis Shupen let out a soft laugh.
Why?
Why did it feel as though something inside him had been cleared away?
“Hahahaha!!”
He acknowledged it.
Christian had not been wrong.
If one truly wished to protect something—
They had to move forward.
And in that moment—
Something inside Marquis Shupen changed.
Before he even realized it, his consciousness slipped into a state of egoless clarity.
Countless thoughts flashed through him.
The water that had long filled the vessel began to overflow.
Everything he had built up until now was restructured—reborn.
How much time had passed?
Flash.
Marquis Shupen opened his eyes.
And then—
FWOOOOOSH!!!
A dense darkness surged from his body.
This wasn’t just the manifestation of demonic energy.
The entire space was consumed by darkness.
As though he had turned the surrounding area into a domain ruled by shadow.
It was as if an overwhelming pressure had surged through the space—one that seized control over the life and death of every existence within it.
It didn’t last long.
It quickly dissipated.
Marquis Shupen, coming to his senses belatedly, wore a look of bewilderment.
“Th-This is…?”
Christian, who had been observing from the side, spoke up.
“Congratulations on stepping into the realm of the Absolute.”
That’s right.
What Marquis Shupen had just manifested was a Domain of Dominion.
A power belonging to the 8-star Almighty class.
* * *
‘He hasn’t fully reached 8-star yet… more like he’s at the stage of approaching it—8-star Advance.’
The domain manifestation was still unstable.
In terms of aura control, he was barely at the level of forming it.
But that was only a matter of time.
Now that he had set foot into it, it wouldn’t be long before he fully ascended to the complete realm of 8-star.
“I’ve stepped into the realm of the Absolute…?”
Marquis Shupen looked as if he couldn’t believe it.
He had thought it impossible his entire life—and now, to achieve it so suddenly?
“True breakthroughs always come unexpectedly.”
“You…”
Marquis Shupen looked at Christian, confused and unsure.
“Don’t tell me… you acted that way during the duel just to help me achieve this?”
Christian didn’t deny it.
“Well, I only gave you a little push. You were already at the brink. If your vessel hadn’t already been full, you wouldn’t have ascended this easily.”
Marquis Shupen looked utterly stunned.
Christian spoke lightly of it—but this wasn’t something to take lightly.
How many high-ranking Magi fail to take even one step forward and end up stuck for life?
What Christian had done was nothing short of miraculous.
He had perfectly grasped what wall was blocking Shupen—and what realization was needed to overcome it. And he had guided him to that realization, naturally.
A feat bordering on the impossible.
“Well, as you know, I’m a genius. Helping others is something I’m not too bad at. In any case, if it helped you, I’m glad.”
Marquis Shupen shut his mouth tight.
Even as a genius, he couldn’t understand how something like this was possible—but that didn’t matter.
What mattered was this:
He spoke with deep sincerity.
“Thank you. I owe you a great debt.”
Yes.
This wasn’t something that could be brushed off as mere assistance.
It was, without a doubt, a favor of great magnitude.
“Oh, think nothing of it. It’s only natural for blood relatives within the same House to help one another. I’m sure Your Excellency would help me too, if I ever needed it.”
Marquis Shupen understood what Christian meant.
This wasn’t a free favor.
And of course, Marquis Shupen had no intention of letting such a favor go unpaid.
It was obvious what Christian wanted from Marquis Shupen.
However—
“It’s impossible for me to take action against Langham right now.”
“Hm?”
“Of course, I won’t keep turning a blind eye to Langham’s crimes. But at this moment, I don’t have the strength to confront him.”
That was an unexpected statement.
He had just stepped into the realm of 8-star—and yet he claimed to lack the strength?
“Langham’s power isn’t at the level of a 7-star. He hasn’t broken through his realm, but he’s strengthened himself through a hideous forbidden art. He’s on par with most 8-stars.”
Christian already knew that to some extent.
‘In my previous life, he strengthened himself in the same way.’
Though still lying low for now, Langham would eventually perfect his strength—and go on to assassinate Noridian.
‘It won’t be long. I did manage to stop him from acquiring the Twilight Amulet, so I have more time than in my past life, but still…’
The artifact known as the Twilight Amulet had played a decisive role in amplifying Langham’s power.
Before Christian became a noble heir, during a relic clash with the Venomous Demonic House, the amulet had nearly fallen into Langham’s hands—but Chris had prevented it.
‘Even so, I can’t be careless. If it’s Langham, he’ll find another way to obtain the power he seeks.’
Having thought that far, Chris finally opened his mouth.
“You’re misunderstanding something.”
“Hm?”
“I never asked Your Excellency to fight Langham for me.”
“……”
“More importantly, let’s be realistic. If you attacked Langham, the Dark Demonic House would collapse from civil war.”
If Shupen attacked Langham, the Dark Demonic House would split—into the army of darkness and the main house—and be consumed by internal conflict.
“Then what?”
Christian crossed his arms.
“I will punish Langham with my own strength.”
“!!”
“All I ask is that Your Excellency serve as my ally.”
An outrageous claim.
But Marquis Shupen no longer saw Christian’s thunderous, brazen words as nonsense.
He had experienced Christian’s terrifying capabilities firsthand.
Marquis Shupen slowly shook his head.
“I haven’t sworn loyalty to you yet. Of course, I fully acknowledge your abilities—but you still lack the qualifications.”
He fully recognized Christian’s brilliance.
But that alone wasn’t enough to pledge loyalty.
It was a matter of qualification.
Strictly speaking, Christian still hadn’t done enough to receive the loyalty of Shupen—the commander of the Dark Demon Army.
‘There is one way. If he achieves a feat worthy of my loyalty—one that proves he’s not lacking.’
And as it happened, the opportunity had presented itself.
“Actually, I have something to report.”
“What is it?”
“There’s an enemy who’s targeting Your Excellency’s life.”
“!!”
Marquis Shupen's eyes hardened.
Christian began to share the information he had gathered.
“…You’re saying the Mystic Demonic House has joined hands with the Four Demon Stars? Honestly, that’s hard to believe.”
“But it didn’t feel like a lie. We need to prepare.”
Marquis Shupen gave a small nod.
The problem was how to prepare.
“We can’t drag the entire Dark Demonic Army into this. If that monster from the Mystic Demonic House really has the power the rumors speak of, ordinary Magi will only become meaningless sacrifices. I’ll confront it myself, along with the Five Generals.”
That would be the most reasonable strategy.
But Chris shook his head.
‘It’s not enough.’
If the opponent were just an ordinary Magus, that plan might have sufficed.
But Chris knew exactly what kind of being Patera was—and what kind of power she could unleash.
‘Patera summons demonic power into herself.’
She couldn’t sustain it for long, but during that time, she wielded cataclysmic force.
Even the Hero’s party had once come close to being annihilated when caught in the grip of Patera’s power.
That alone proved how terrifyingly powerful she was.
‘Back then, that babbling shadow-being did tell us a way to nullify her—but no one dared to try it.’
It wasn’t something humans could normally accomplish.
At the time, the Hero’s group had no choice but to hold on and endure until Patera’s power burned out.
‘But this time… I have to do it. I can do it.’
Chris looked at Marquis Shupen and spoke up.
“Do you remember, before we began our sparring matches, Your Excellency promised me a reward if I managed to land a blow?”
“Of course I remember. What kind of reward do you want?”
Chris was silent for a moment.
“When the time comes to fight the monster from the Mystic Demonic House… I want you to follow my strategy.”
“!!”
He met Shupen’s gaze directly.
“Trust me completely. That’s the only way we can take down the monster from the Mystic Demonic House without any sacrifices.”
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                    Upon hearing the details of the plan, Marquis Shupen objected.
Because it was dangerous.
For whom?
For Chris.
“I absolutely cannot agree to this. If something goes wrong, you’ll die for sure!”
“It is a little dangerous, yes.”
“A little? You call that a little?!”
“But is there any way to win without sacrifices? Who knows how many of the Five Captains could die.”
“……”
Marquis Shupen went silent for a moment, then said something unexpected.
“Even if all Five Captains died, it wouldn’t equal your worth.”
He meant it.
For the future of the Dark Demonic House, Christian must never die.
That was what Marquis Shupen truly felt.
However—
“Why are you being so overprotective? Do you think I’m some young master of the alliance?”
“!!”
“More importantly, I’m the one who’s going to become the head of the Dark Demonic House. Do you really think I should be hiding behind others?”
If there were no chance of victory, Chris wouldn’t have stepped up like this.
It was risky, but worth trying.
In the end, Marquis Shupen had no choice but to nod.
“…But on one condition. If it looks like things aren’t going well, you have to retreat immediately.”
“Understood. Don’t worry.”
After that, preparations began to face the monster from the Mystic Demonic House.
First, they reinforced security.
So that any suspicious person could be identified right away.
They also made various other preparations.
“…Is it really possible for this kind of technique to work?”
“Yes, because I’m a genius.”
“…Unbelievable.”
They dug traps with the Five Captains.
“W-Wait, you really want me to do that?”
“It’s not that hard, so you can handle it, right?”
“I-It’s not hard, but I might die doing it!!”
“I think it sounds fun.”
Chris gave Alros and Jupien special missions.
“Don’t I have anything to do?”
To Melin’s question, Chris answered:
“Of course you do. Just wait. The materials will arrive soon.”
As he said, someone came looking for Chris.
“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
“…Y-Yes, it has.”
A beautiful woman with a calm expression appeared before Christian, her face scrunched up like she’d just bitten into dung.
It was Ruina.
“Doesn’t seem like you’re that happy to see me?”
“N-No! I’m just so overwhelmed with joy that my face froze up, ohoho!!”
‘You damn demon bastard! Why would I be glad to see you?! I was enjoying some peace lately without having to deal with you.’
Even though she had ended up with great profit from the Gold Cross incident, the hell she went through because of Chris came flooding back, souring her mood.
To make it worse, they were meeting now because Christian had asked her to procure a particular item.
‘Does he think I’m some walking treasure vault?! Say the word and I just pop it out?!’
“You got the item, right?”
“Ohoho. Of course I did. However… it was extremely difficult to acquire.”
“Really?”
“Yes. I had to offer an outrageous bribe to the upper echelons of the Holy Empire just to barely smuggle it out….”
“So, and?”
As Chris feigned disinterest, Ruina snapped.
“I’m saying pay up! Including delivery fees, that’s 2 million Rupes! Not a coin less!”
What she brought this time wasn’t a relic.
But it was something strictly controlled by the Holy Empire, and just the bribes alone had cost over a million Rupes.
“Hmmm? That’s disappointing.”
“What do you mean disappointing…! A merchant asking for money is completely normal…!”
“To think you’d be satisfied with such pocket change. I was planning to offer you something much more valuable.”
Ruina flinched.
“…Something more valuable?”
“Yeah, there’s another big job coming up.”
Ruina swallowed hard.
She could see Chris grinning slyly.
She felt it in her gut.
She shouldn’t hear what came next.
It had to be the whisper of a terrible demon.
And yet—
“…W-What kind of job?”
There was no way a money-hungry bug like her could ignore a chance to make more.
‘I’ll just listen. Just hear him out.’
Resolute, Ruina braced herself as Chris leaned in and whispered low.
Playfully.
Like a demon luring its prey.
“How about we raid the Venomous Demonic House sometime soon?”
“!!”
Ruina’s face turned pale.
“W-What?”
“Oh, seems like something’s about to blow up between us and the Venomous Demonic House.”
It might look calm now—
—but before long, a major incident would break out between the two families.
The Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House.
Shortened: the Venom-Dark Conflict.
‘It wasn’t supposed to become such a big deal, but thanks to the schemes of the Demon King of Azure Flow, it ends up exploding into a massive conflict. It narrowly avoids an all-out war, but both houses suffer enormous losses.’
Chris planned to use this conflict for his own gain.
‘My goal isn’t just to become the head of the Dark Demonic House. It’s about time I started laying the groundwork to bring the Southern Magus Nation under my feet.’
A thought that would make others question their ears if they heard it.
But he was serious.
‘And to do that, I need to set a trap.’
He needed outside help, and Ruina was the perfect candidate.
“Th-That… the Venomous Demonic House, you say? Our merchant guild hasn’t even been able to make inroads with them.”
The Venomous Demonic House was nothing like the Dark Demonic House.
As one would expect from those who dealt in poison, their family atmosphere was grim and extremely closed off.
“Which is why this is an even better opportunity, isn’t it? Use this chance to pioneer the Venomous Demonic House.”
“……”
“Just imagine. If you could distribute the medicines from the Venomous Demonic House, how much profit could you make?”
Ruina swallowed involuntarily.
Just the thought of it gave her a dizzying sense of ecstasy.
“B-But… you’re not going to make me do anything weird again, are you?”
“Don’t worry. Nothing like last time will ever happen again.”
“…Really?”
“Come now, have I always tricked you? I swear on a Magus’s honor.”
Ruina still felt something was off, but she nodded.
The reward was just too sweet to refuse.
‘Good, she took the bait.’
Chris inwardly celebrated.
For the record, even though he swore on a Magus’s honor, Chris believed the true virtues of a Magus were lying and backstabbing.
‘Well, I’m not going to make her do the same thing as last time, so it’s not a lie.’
In any case, the matter with the Venomous Demonic House would have to wait until after they dealt with the monster from the Mystic Demonic House.
After sending Ruina off, Chris moved on.
He had one more thing to do.
The final measure for this operation—
It was time to refine the secret weapon that would pierce the heart of the Mystic Demonic House’s monster.
* * *
Christian’s destination was the Sayeonok — the Wicked Refining Prison.
A prison where the Mystic Castle’s captives were held.
A dark and dismal place.
Seeing the prison’s exterior, Chris shook his head.
It was no surprise — this was where they locked up enemies. There was no way it would be a pleasant place.
‘I need to gain the power to neutralize the Mystic Demonic House’s monster here.’
As he stepped forward, an unexpected voice echoed out.
[You're entertaining a reckless thought.]
“!!”
Chris flinched.
A voice that chilled the spine, layered with the sound of a strange, disharmonious instrument—
It was Mefina, the devil from Gehenna!
‘What’s going on now?’
[A warning. That’s why I came to you.]
A chilling voice echoed.
[I know exactly what you're daring to scheme right now.]
“……”
Chris stayed silent.
[I understand you're not a typical mortal. But arrogance has its limits. You will die. No—worse. You may find yourself in a state where you can neither live nor die.]
Chris let out a faint scoff.
‘Shut up.’
[…What?]
‘What’s with the act, pretending to be concerned when you're just a filthy devil? In the end, you’re going to say you’ll help me if I offer you my soul, right?’
[…]
‘Disgusting. Get lost. Even if I die, I won’t ever make a deal with filth like you.’
A moment of silence followed.
From the other side of Gehenna, Chris could feel Mefina’s fury swell.
A horrifying killing intent surged across the dimensional boundary and pressed down on Chris’s soul.
But—
‘So what if you're angry? It’s not like you can actually do anything.’
Christian remained indifferent.
But then, Mefina said something that carried a tone unlike before.
[Fine. This time, you’ll truly experience hopeless despair.]
“……”
[To think a mere mortal would dare challenge a devil.]
Her voice was filled with certainty that Chris would fail.
And she had reason to believe so.
To stop the monster from the Mystic Demonic House, Chris would, just as Mefina said, have to confront a devil directly through some extraordinary means.
‘I didn’t tell Marquis Shupen about this part. He would’ve absolutely forbidden it if he knew.’
[In the depths of despair, you’ll beg for my salvation. I’ll be waiting with pleasure for the moment you scream out and call my name.]
With that, Mefina vanished.
It was a terrifying warning, but Christian shook his head.
‘I’m not entertaining the idea of failure.’
Of course, it was an incredibly difficult task.
Because it involved going up against a devil.
Not just difficult—under normal circumstances, it should have been absolutely impossible.
But Christian was determined to pull it off.
He had a plan.
Chris stepped into the prison.
“We greet Lord Christian!!”
The guard bowed deeply.
“Yes. You’ve been told why I’ve come, haven’t you? Lead me to him.”
“Y-Yes, understood!”
As they walked down the pitch-black underground corridor, the guard asked carefully—
"Um… may I ask, why are you trying to meet him? He’s someone abandoned by the Mystic Castle, not exactly someone a noble like you should be interested in."
The man Chris was here to meet wasn’t anyone special.
A 5-star black mage from the Curse Demonic House.
Normally, captured individuals would be exchanged as hostages, but the Mystic Castle had outright refused to negotiate for this one.
Whether he backed the wrong faction or simply became useless, he had been cast aside.
‘He’s not anything great, but he happens to have exactly what I need.’
"Ah, nothing major. Just looking to steal something he knows."
"Eh? Wait, what? Even if he’s been disowned, there’s no way he’d willingly reveal a secret technique—?"
Noble households of magic fall into two broad categories:
Martial Magic-based, and Black Magic-based.
‘The Dark Demonic House would be classified under Martial Magic.’
Black Magic-based noble families use far more advanced spell systems.
Even if it's the same type of spell, when cast by black mages from those elite families, the effect is vastly stronger and far more sinister than that of an average black mage from outside.
Take a curse, for example: even if it’s the same “Misfortune” spell, the version cast by someone from the Curse Demonic House is far more insidious and powerful.
That’s because such spells have been refined over generations.
In short, the general black magic available to the outside world and the black magic techniques from those prestigious lineages are technically the same type—but they function as entirely different spells.
‘The publicly available ones are downgraded versions. The noble family’s proprietary ones are the advanced versions, you could say.’
Naturally, all of this was strictly confidential.
"Well, it’s not like he’ll give up anything easily. I’ll handle it. You don’t need to worry."
“Y-Yes, understood.”
Once they reached the foul-smelling depths of the prison, they found a gaunt man bound in chains.
A black mage of the Curse Demonic House.
“…What is it?”
“I’m Chris, heir to the Dark Demonic House. I’ve come to make a deal with you.”
“A deal? I’m a discarded man. I have nothing to offer. Don’t tell me—you’re after my family’s spells?”
Christian nodded.
“That’s right.”
The black mage let out a dry laugh.
“Guess you really are a noble if you’re that clueless. Us mages of the Curse Demonic House are forbidden from revealing our family’s secrets. There’s a geas placed on us—if we even try to speak of it, we’ll die in agonizing pain.”
This was a standard measure taken by Black Magic families to prevent information from leaking out.
“I’m not interested in the detailed spell formulas.”
“Then what?”
“I want you to cast the 5-star Jin’gang Curse you’ve mastered. Right in front of me.”
This referred to a black magic spell on par with high-grade qi techniques—magic that manifests willpower directly through spells.
“That’s a strange request. Don’t tell me—you actually think you can copy a spell just by watching it once?”
For the record, this black mage had been locked in prison for over five years.
He had no idea who Christian truly was.
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                    “That’s not your concern. But if you follow my instructions, I’ll grant you your freedom.”
“…Freedom?”
“Yes, I’ll let you go. However, your core will be sealed. Whether you run off to the Alliance or not, that’s up to you.”
“!!”
It was an offer he couldn’t refuse.
“…And why should I believe you?”
“You seem to be misunderstanding something. I’m not the one in need here. Do you really think someone like you, with no value even as a prisoner, will be kept alive forever?”
The black mage swallowed hard.
In truth, he was in a position where he could be executed at any time.
“…So all I have to do is cast the spell?”
“Yes. But you’ll have to keep casting it—until I say it’s enough.”
The black mage shook his head.
‘I don’t get why he’s asking for this. Does he seriously believe he can just watch a spell once and learn it?’
He sneered to himself.
The signature spells of black magic noble houses were absolutely impossible for outsiders to replicate.
Not only were the formulas themselves strictly sealed, but from the very beginning of training, the spell structures were built using what was known as the “family’s fingerprint”—a unique pattern intrinsic to that house. Without it, the spell could not be manifested properly.
‘Well, whatever. It doesn’t matter to me.’
“…My specialization in curses is a type that penetrates the mind—Infiltration Branch. The Jin’gang-level curse I’ve mastered is Submersion of Sleep.”
At the 5-star level, even within the same curse type, branches of specialization begin to emerge.
The same applies to other black magic fields and even to the white magic of the Alliance.
“No need for the explanation. Just show me.”
A guard pushed in a cart that had been prepared in advance.
It was a cage holding small magic beasts.
Submersion of Sleep was a powerful curse that caused one’s actions during sleep to manifest physically, leading to death. It was far too dangerous to demonstrate on a human subject.
‘Actually, the specific nature of the curse doesn’t even matter.’
Chris wasn’t trying to steal the Curse Demonic House’s signature spell.
If he really wanted to, he could modify any spell to his liking. There was no need to go through the trouble of copying someone else’s.
What Chris aimed to steal was something entirely different.
‘I need to glimpse the true essence of the Jin’gang Curse.’
A concept within black magic equivalent to an epiphany.
The spells of the black magic noble houses weren’t powerful just because their structure or casting techniques were superior.
It was because of the truths—the unique, high-level insights held by each house.
These families possessed distinct realizations into the principles of black magic, insights that could never be accessed by ordinary black mages.
‘Just as the power of qi techniques differs based on the will behind them, the strength of black magic depends entirely on the nature of the truth one has realized.’
Of course, even within black magic noble houses, these truths branched in many directions.
Even when touching the same truth, the result varied greatly from person to person.
There was little chance that the black mage in front of him had mastered a high-tier truth passed down among the Curse Demonic House’s direct bloodline.
‘Doesn’t matter. All I need is a clue.’
Chris’s gaze turned cold and sharp.
The flow of the curse—
The malice contained within it—
How the will formed patterns and transformed into magical formulas—
Chris engraved every detail into his mind, one by one.
And within his mental landscape, a new truth began to emerge.
A truth entirely different from the one shown by the black mage—
A brand-new truth, unique to Chris alone.
With that, all preparations were complete.
And then, the moment arrived.
The monster of the Mystic Demonic House had been detected infiltrating Marquis Shupen’s territory.
* * *
Upon observing it covertly from a distance, traces of a devil’s presence were clearly lingering.
It was the telltale sign of Patera.
Unlike other devil contractors who were meticulous in erasing all traces of their devils, Patera was unable to completely conceal the lingering presence of hers.
“It’s definitely the monster from the Mystic Demonic House.”
“…I was hoping it wouldn’t be.”
Marquis Shupen let out a long sigh and spoke.
“Are you really going to go through with this? Your plan is too dangerous. It’s not too late to stop. That monster—leave it to me and the Five Captains.”
His voice still carried concern for Christian.
Because Christian’s plan was undeniably too reckless.
But Chris simply grinned.
“Seems you’re forgetting—I am one of the Five Captains.”
“……”
“Let’s begin the operation.”
Marquis Shupen gave a heavy nod.
If a battle broke out inside the stronghold, the damage could be devastating—
So the plan was to lure the monster outside first.
The method of baiting it was simple.
Chris walked out of the fortress himself.
‘Since Patera is targeting me, it’ll sense the presence of my soul and follow.’
Patera was a test subject.
A vessel that had been thoroughly modified to host a devil’s descent—
Its perception system was unlike that of a human.
It didn’t rely on the five senses—sight, smell, hearing, touch, or taste—
It tracked and moved based on spiritual perception.
And sure enough—
—Young Master, it has left the fortress. It’s moving precisely in the direction you’re heading.
Melin, who had been discreetly tailing the creature, reported through the remote communication orb.
“You don’t need to track it any further.”
—Understood.
“Proceed with the next order I gave you.”
Chris had entrusted Melin with a special detached unit operation.
—Understood. Please be careful.
Even Melin’s voice carried deep concern for Chris.
That was how dangerous this mission was.
But Chris responded calmly.
“Don’t worry. Just trust me. This is my chance to make my name known far and wide.”
And he meant it.
The Mystic Demonic House was considered an outlier even within the Magus Empire.
Therefore, if Chris succeeded in taking down the Mystic Demonic House’s monster, his name would resound throughout the entire empire.
That kind of reputation would greatly help him later, especially when he needed to exert influence beyond the Dark Demonic House.
‘But for that to happen, the plan must succeed.’
Chris’s eyes grew sharp and focused.
He might’ve worn a confident expression, but he felt the tension just the same.
Still, he didn’t even entertain the idea of failure.
Fwoosh!
He activated his lightfoot technique.
Patera tracked spiritual traces, not physical ones. Any stealth technique meant to obscure movement would be useless.
So he raced in a straight line toward his destination.
A desolate, uninhabited mountain ravine far from the territory.
A chilling wind swept through.
As he steadied his breath, a presence soon appeared.
‘Patera!’
At a glance, the figure seemed somewhat human.
But was it even fair to call that normal?
Due to the inhumane experiments done on them, the figure’s face and entire body were covered in grotesque wrinkles and scars, making it impossible to guess the gender or age.
And that wasn’t all.
The eyes were hollow, as though blinded.
From the gaping, vacant mouth, drool trickled uncontrollably.
Patera stretched out a trembling hand toward Chris, like a drugged-out soul barely functioning.
“Uhh… ah… y-you… you’re… Christian, aren’t you? Judging by the feel of your soul… you must be…”
Patera mumbled incoherently, gazing in Chris’s direction.
Chris crossed his arms.
This was the start of the operation.
“I’m not.”
“…N-not…?”
“That’s right. I’m not Christian.”
As was evident, Patera had lost all sense of humanity.
Only the bare minimum of intelligence remained—just enough to obey commands, resulting in a confused reaction.
“No… that’s not right… this soul’s trace… it’s definitely… Christian’s…”
Patera tilted their head back and forth, then suddenly let out a breathy sound.
“You’re… lying. You are Christian.”
“I’m not.”
“Don’t… lie to me!!”
Boom!!
With a final screech, a terrifying force erupted outward.
The surrounding trees bent and shook as if they would be torn from the ground.
Chris had to summon his energy quickly to avoid internal injury.
‘That was just an emotional outburst… and it was this powerful?’
Chris clicked his tongue.
He couldn’t even imagine the scale of power Patera could unleash if they were truly serious.
Step.
Patera began approaching.
“I… I have to kill you… I don’t really want to… sorry… but I was ordered to… so I have to kill you…”
“I’m not Christian.”
“Another lie…”
“Look over there.”
Chris pointed in a direction—where a figure appeared.
It was an unexpected person: Alros.
With a face pale as a ghost, Alros shouted,
“I-I’m Christian! You monster!!”
An absolutely ridiculous claim.
Alros would never do something so absurd—unless Chris himself had ordered it.
‘Aaah! I’m scared!! Save me!! That bastard Christian, that devil!!’
But then something bizarre happened.
Patera looked back and forth between Alros and Christian in clear confusion.
“…Wh-why are there two Christians’ souls?”
This was thanks to the artifact of concealment Chris had given Alros—the Veil of the Constellation!
The Veil didn’t just disguise one’s appearance—it masked their very essence.
Even one’s soul could be made to resemble someone else’s.
And since Patera operated on spiritual perception rather than physical senses, it was now unable to determine who was the real Christian.
And then, to throw things into further chaos—
“I’m also Christian, you freak.”
Jupien appeared.
She was disguised in male clothing, styled to resemble Christian.
“Look at me. Don’t you see this punchable expression? I’m the most insufferable Christian in the world.”
She forced a smirk in an attempt to mimic Christian’s signature annoying expression.
Of course, her imitation didn’t quite live up to the original’s level of obnoxiousness.
Her disguise was poor. Her acting, worse.
But even so, Patera grew even more confused.
“Three… Christian souls…?”
Jupien was also equipped with the Veil of the Constellation.
Naturally, using the Veil on multiple people was extremely taxing.
It wouldn’t last long—but that didn’t matter.
Chris didn’t need much time.
“W-who… who’s the real one?”
“Not me. That shady-looking guy over there probably is.”
Chris pointed at Alros.
“It’s not me! That evil bastard—no, I mean she’s the real one!”
“No, I’m the real one. I worked hard on this disguise.”
With everyone yelling nonsense, Patera was thrown into complete disarray.
“…Are… they all real? Or… all fake…? Then… who am I supposed to kill…?”
Completely overwhelmed, Patera muttered in a daze.
“…Ah… ah… I guess… I’ll just… kill all of them…”
The voice was cold and chilling.
But it was too late.
Chris spread his hand wide.
Fwoooosh!!
A magic circle activated beneath Patera.
That was the real purpose behind using the others to confuse Patera—
To buy enough time for Chris to complete this spell formation.
“Now!”
Five figures who had been lying in wait burst out of hiding.
The Five Captains.
“It’s our turn now!”
“Deploy the True Demon Sealing Array!!”
The Dark Ghost Unit’s strength lay in cooperative spell formations.
Each individual soldier in the Dark Army wasn’t particularly powerful.
That’s why they developed formations designed for overwhelming stronger enemies through teamwork.
The formation now deployed by the Five Captains was an Ideation Formation—one designed to bind even 7-star and higher-ranked elite demons.
‘It’s a trap formation meant to immobilize overwhelmingly powerful enemies.’
Its strength was such that even a top-tier demon of 7-star class or higher would struggle to break free.
The problem was—Patera wasn’t an ordinary demon.
The moment she invoked the power of the devil she hosted, the formation would collapse in an instant.
But that was fine.
Chris had already prepared for that.
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                    “I’ll merge my magic circle with the sealing array! Just hold on for a moment!”
The magic circle that Christian had activated in advance began to overlap with the sealing array cast by one of the Five Commanders.
More precisely, Christian’s magic circle began to meld into the sealing array.
The spell formula was being dismantled and restructured in real time as it seeped into the array.
Even seeing it with their own eyes, the knights found it hard to believe.
Yet the spell that permeated the sealing array didn’t disrupt it at all—on the contrary, it enhanced it with new effects.
“Is the preparation complete?”
At last, Marquis Shupen revealed himself.
As Marquis Shupen stretched out his hand, a phenomenon occurred.
Fwoooosh—
Darkness swallowed the surroundings.
He had activated the 8-Star Authority, Domain of Domination.
But the real surprise was just beginning.
The spell formula merged with the sealing array cast by the Five Commanders began to radiate brilliant light.
Then, the dark domain cast by Marquis Shupen overlapped with the sealing array and formed a black, semi-transparent seal!
A fusion of the sealing array and the Domain of Domination—achieved through sorcery.
“I was inspired after seeing the magic once used by the former Archmage, Lanya. She would often reshape the hero’s Domain of Domination with her own spells to unleash incredible power.”
Of course, the spell Lanya used back then and the one Christian was casting now were completely different.
Back then, Lanya’s spell involved manipulating another’s Domain of Domination as her own magic.
That was a realm far beyond what Christian could reach at present.
Instead, he had selectively referenced only the essential part.
Marquis Shupen’s Domain of Domination possessed the property of a “shield.”
Now, by merging it with the sealing array cast by the Five Commanders, it had been imbued with the essence of the ultimate shield.
Thanks to that, a perfect confinement technique—from which no one could escape—was completed.
Even the power of a devil could be restrained.
“KRRAAAAAAAAAGGGHHHHH!!!”
Patera let out a monstrous roar.
A force like nothing anyone had ever experienced before began to surge wildly.
He had unleashed the power of a devil.
The transcendent force of the abyss had descended into reality.
An overwhelming, surreal energy—as if the bottomless pit of Gehenna had torn open.
The surroundings were on the brink of annihilation, not just scorched but seemingly about to be erased entirely.
Yet the sealing array held.
An astonishing feat.
But not without cost.
“Guh!”
“Marquis!!!”
Marquis Shupen suddenly coughed up blood.
He was currently sustaining a significant portion of the sealing array with his own strength.
So when the devil’s power rampaged, he suffered the backlash.
“…I’m still fine. But I doubt this sealing array will hold much longer. As expected from devil power… its might is far beyond prediction.”
Marquis Shupen spoke heavily.
“It would be better to change the plan.”
Originally, the plan was for Marquis Shupen and the Five Commanders to restrain Patera while Christian used a specific method to neutralize him.
“At most, we can hold for five minutes. No matter how skilled you are, Christian, it’s impossible to neutralize that monster in such a short time.”
If he failed, Christian would definitely die.
It would be wiser to switch to a different strategy.
“We’re going with the luring operation. Even if it means some casualties, it’s still the better option. Send the signal to the reserve forces.”
Marquis Shupen’s second plan involved scattering the forces and drawing the monster around in various directions while waiting for him to burn out.
That kind of transcendent power couldn’t last long. It was a solid countermeasure.
Troops had already been positioned in advance around the area to draw the monster’s attention.
‘There will be significant losses... but it can’t be helped.’
Better that others die than for Christian to die trying something reckless.
But then—
“No. I’ll do it.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Didn’t I just say we won’t last even five minutes? No—now it’s less than four.”
“Don’t worry. That much time is more than enough.”
Christian began walking toward Patera, who was bound within the sealing array.
“You?! Stop right there!!”
But Marquis Shupen, who was pouring all his strength into keeping the monster restrained, couldn’t stop Christian.
“It’s alright. If it looks like I’ve failed… please proceed with the second plan then.”
There was one reason why Christian wouldn’t back down.
In his previous life, the Chatterbox of Darkness had once told Christian in detail how to neutralize Patera.
— …Why are you telling me this? I don’t have any kind of power to do that.
— Hehe. You never know, right?
Christian recalled that moment as he stood before Patera.
Patera, trapped within the sealing array, was howling like a wild beast.
The devil’s power that leaked beyond the array felt like it was crushing his soul, but Christian didn’t retreat.
He remembered the Chatterbox of Darkness smiling brightly.
— If you ever meet Patera again, save him. She’s a pitiful soul. And you’re a genius, so I know you can do it.
He had brushed it off as nonsense back then. There was no way he could do something like that.
And truly, back then, it would’ve been impossible for Christian with his abilities at the time.
The Chatterbox of Darkness probably hadn’t expected him to actually pull it off either.
She must have said it simply because she’d suffered similar pain—and wished someone could save Patera.
But now, things were different.
It had been impossible then—but the Christian of now could do it.
Christian stared directly at Patera.
That grotesque appearance…
Patera had never wanted to become this.
His very reason had been erased—he was now nothing more than a puppet dancing to a devil’s will.
And yet, Patera was still alive.
He had no free will, only obeying horrific commands, a being who had forgotten even how to think—yet he was suffering.
Christian knew it.
And he wasn't going to turn away.
That horrifying roar—perhaps it was the wailing of a tormented soul.
“Look at me.”
Christian spoke softly.
Was it just coincidence?
Patera’s eyes met his.
Christian spoke again.
“I’ll save you.”
“!!”
Even with his mind annihilated, had he instinctively sensed the sincerity in Christian’s voice?
Patera’s vacant, unfocused eyes trembled faintly.
Christian didn’t let that moment slip by.
—Erosion of Dreams.
A spell of the mind.
Specifically, a curse-type black magic that invades the dream buried deep within the unconscious.
Right now, Patera’s original consciousness is practically half-asleep in a dream-like state.
Halfway in, the spell struck a barrier that wrapped tightly around Patera’s mind—blocking the curse.
But Christian didn’t stop.
Back then… the black magician of the Mystic Demonic House showed me the true essence of curse magic.
The curse-wielder he had seen in the Thought Prison had unleashed an erosion-type black magic so relentless it could crush any mental defense—an obsession born from pure malice.
The essence behind Christian’s spell now was similar, yet fundamentally different.
The obsession was still there.
In fact—it was even stronger.
No matter what kind of wall stood in his way, he wouldn’t stop.
Like a droplet of water carving its way through stone, his spell pressed on with unrelenting persistence.
At the same time—it was cunning.
It struck at every microscopic weakness it could find.
Every mental barrier has a flaw somewhere. Especially in minds broken by brainwashing like this.
This particular mental barrier had been constructed by the Mystic Demonic House.
But its purpose wasn’t to protect Patera’s mind from outside intrusion—it was the opposite.
It was built to suppress the human part of Patera, to ensure that the consciousness from when he was still human would never awaken.
Which meant that even now, deep within his unconscious, Patera’s mind was still resisting that imprisonment.
It may have been a futile struggle—like the twitch of a crushed insect—but it was a resistance that had endured for a long time.
And over that time, tiny cracks had begun to form in the barrier.
Christian didn’t miss a single one.
He pressed in—relentlessly.
And then, one of the cracks split open into a small hole. A fracture began to spread.
Christian drove in the wedge.
‘Break!’
A forceful will to tear through everything in his way.
That will infused the curse.
Like shattering glass, a large hole burst open in Patera’s mental barrier—and in the blink of an eye, a new landscape unfolded before him.
Christian had successfully entered the dream within Patera’s unconscious.
Was this… the hometown where Patera had lived back when he was still human?
A snowy winter.
A secluded cabin nestled on the mountainside served as the backdrop.
It was a peaceful scene—but tainted by an utterly horrifying presence.
 [Insolent brat. How dare you trespass into the vessel I inhabit.]
The form was that of a small boy.
A grotesque figure, his mouth torn from ear to ear.
 [I’ll devour your soul along with his.]
It was the devil possessing Patera.
* * *
It wasn’t a bluff.
A chilling, demonic pressure surged forth.
This devil before Christian—was a real, actual being.
This is exactly why no one among the hero’s party ever dared to try the method the Chatterbox of Darkness had shared.
The devil had parasitized Patera’s dreamscape—nesting deep within her consciousness.
Thus, the method passed down to Christian was simple in theory, yet near-impossible in practice:
Enter Patera’s dream and annihilate the devil residing within.
A feat considered impossible.
From the looks of it… it doesn’t seem to be a high-ranking devil, at least.
Devils, too, had their own hierarchy.
First came the 1st and 2nd ranks—the conceptual devils.
They were akin to universal laws, existing only as abstract forces that shaped the world’s foundation.
Then came the 3rd and 4th ranks, the so-called “Great Devils.”
These were the ones recognized as true devils.
Though they were real, they still bore abstract qualities—embodiments of hatred, murder, greed, gluttony, lust, and so on.
Each symbolized a specific attribute, and they ruled over Gehenna as its sovereigns.
The ones feared and worshipped as transcendent beings by humans on the surface—those were typically 3rd or 4th-rank devils.
Finally, the 5th and 6th ranks—the common noble devils.
Unlike the conceptual devils, these were entirely real beings.
They served the Great Devils, corrupted human souls, and tormented the damned who fell into Gehenna.
The noble devils aren’t fully transcendent. Some can be resisted by humans. Especially the lowest among the 6th-rank devils.
Of course, that wasn’t to say they were weak.
Even low-ranked devils were still immortals.
To merely stand a chance against the weakest devil, one had to be at least 8-Star, in the realm of absolute mastery.
To truly battle a devil, one had to reach beyond human limits—into the 9-Star Transcendent Realm.
And even then, that’s only against the lowest of the 6th rank devils—the bottom layer of Gehenna. Devils of higher ranks are genuine transcendent beings.
A devil of the 5th rank, even one of baronial or marquis rank, was already far beyond anything humans could oppose.
For reference, the devil Mefina, who kept showing an interest in Christian, belonged to the 7th rank—a separate class altogether.
That rank was composed of fallen constellations from the Celestial Realm or Great Devils of the 3rd and 4th ranks who, for some reason, had been displaced from their original status.
Now that I think about it… I still don’t know exactly what level Mefina’s original rank was. I’m guessing she’s quite high.
But that wasn’t the issue right now.
Christian had a devil standing in front of him—this one was the problem.
“How high is your rank?”
 [...What did you say?]
Christian smirked slightly.
A hint of provocation in his tone.
“Judging by the fact that you descended into this kind of vessel, you're clearly not from the upper ranks.”
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                    “Oh, of course. You must be a 6th-tier devil. A 5th-tier devil of marquis or higher rank wouldn’t be able to descend into such a measly vessel. Do you even hold a title? Or are you just a nameless common devil without one?”
Common devil.
It referred to the lowest rank among 6th-tier devils.
They possessed power not much different from the demonic beasts that devils usually command.
At Chris’s words, the devil let out a voice full of rage.
[How dare you. Do you have a death wish, mortal? I am Baron Sandie, servant of the ferocious Greed of the 4th tier—Lord Mistrot.]
Baron-tier.
5th- and 6th-tier devils were categorized by noble ranks.
A baron was still on the lower end of the 6th tier.
‘Of course, that’s still only among devils.’
As shown earlier through Patera, even a baron-tier devil was far beyond the reach of mere mortals.
It was an utterly desperate situation—yet Chris’s face showed no trace of fear.
Unsettled by that reaction, the devil's brow twitched.
[You really don’t understand what’s about to happen to you, do you?]
The devil pulled its grotesque lips, torn far to each side, into a hideous grin.
[This place is not the real world. It’s the realm of dreams. Anything is possible here. I’ll trap your mind, neither dead nor alive, and torment you through endless time with eternal agony.]
The dream world was a realm of pure imagination, where anything was possible.
Just as the devil said, it was entirely possible to imprison Chris’s spirit and subject him to agony for an eternity.
[I’ve already received permission from Lady Mefina, who has her eye on you. She said I just couldn’t kill you. So now, you'll scream forever in unbearable torment.]
Chris immediately saw through Mefina’s scheme.
She was using this devil to plunge him into eternal suffering, planning to force a contract afterward.
It was exactly the kind of vile trick you'd expect from a devil.
“You sure talk a lot.”
[…What?]
“Don’t have any friends or something? You just keep going on and on.”
Chris wagged his middle finger at the devil.
“Shut that filthy mouth and bring it on.”
The devil froze for a moment, stunned.
Had a mere human just uttered such blasphemy to him?
[You lunatic… Fine then. I’ll enjoy listening to the screams that come out of that arrogant mouth of yours.]
Fwoooosh!!
The devil’s power flared.
The same devastating energy that had been manifested earlier through Patera was now hurled at Chris.
Even a seasoned figure like Marquis Shupen, who had reached the level of 8-star, had struggled against that destructive might.
But then, something unbelievable happened.
Flaaash!!
A radiant light burst forth from Chris.
That dazzling, brilliant light rapidly expanded, swallowing the entire surrounding space.
The devil’s destructive energy was engulfed by the radiant light—and like fire meeting water, it fizzled out powerlessly.
The Devil shouted in panic: [W-What is this?!]
It saw the domain of light engulfing the surroundings.
“Ah, but you’re the one who said it—this is the world of dreams.”
Chris gestured toward the light.
“A dream world… is an infinite realm where anything is possible.”
The light that had seized the space flickered and began taking shape.
Countless swords of light rose into the air.
It was the Veil of Swords—a domain once wielded by the Hero Evan.
“So naturally, something like this is possible for me too, don’t you think?”
Chris smiled slyly and declared,
“Die.”
The baptism of light surged toward the devil.
* * *
The reason the chatterbox of darkness had shared this method was simple:
Because the devil parasitizing Patera was rooted in the unconscious world of dreams.
And since anything was possible in the dream world, it was theoretically feasible to unleash power beyond one’s normal limits and overwhelm a devil.
‘Of course, that doesn’t mean everything is truly possible without limits.’
Chris lowered his gaze slightly.
The devil was engulfed in the downpour of radiant swords, shredded to pieces—literally torn apart into uncountable fragments, its body annihilated beyond recognition.
But naturally, it wasn’t over yet.
And sure enough—
[…Foolish creature.]
The devil’s scattered soul reassembled itself.
Not even a scratch remained.
If anything, the infernal aura now swirling around it had grown even stronger than before.
[A mere mortal dares to stand against a devil within a dream?]
The devil glared coldly at Chris.
[You don’t actually believe this world allows everything, do you? That anything is infinitely possible?]
The dream world did allow for limitless possibilities—but with a catch.
Only within the limits of one’s mental strength.
For example, one could use magic they’d never learned in this world of dreams.
By skipping the process entirely and simply invoking the effect.
Because that’s the nature of dreams.
However, for that dream to have actual impact on another being, the user’s mind had to be strong enough to sustain that influence.
‘There’s a vast difference between merely dreaming and turning a dream into real influence. You need the mental strength to bear the burden of that impact.’
That was the key.
In the world of dreams, combat was a battle of willpower.
In other words, Chris had to overpower the devil mentally.
That was why the Hero’s party had ultimately abandoned the method the chatterbox of darkness had taught them.
Even they, with all their strength, couldn’t outmatch a devil in mental fortitude.
[It’s too late to regret. Writhe in the agony of eternity, and weep for your foolish arrogance.]
The infernal force surged again.
This time, with a power that couldn’t even be compared to before.
As if it sought to annihilate everything in existence.
No mortal should have been able to withstand such terrifying power.
At that moment of life-or-death crisis—
A voice whispered at Chris’s ear.
—Offer me your soul. I’ll save you.
It was Mefina.
Chris let out a dry chuckle.
He couldn’t help but think—how predictable she was.
‘No need.’
[What? If you stay like this, you’ll—]
‘You’re after my soul, yet you don’t even know what I truly am?’
At that moment, light once again erupted from Chris’s body.
But it wasn’t like the earlier Veil of Swords that mimicked Hero Evan.
It was different.
Countless flickering lights shimmered in brilliance, like stars twinkling across the night sky.
It was Blessing of the Stars—the domain once wielded by Clessis, Saintess of the Holy Empire and a comrade of the Hero’s party.
A miracle descended, nullifying the power of evil in the surrounding space.
But astonishingly, the devil’s aura endured even Blessing of the Stars.
The devil sneered.
[You think this is enough…?!!]
“Who said this was the end?”
Chris spoke lightly.
And then—another unbelievable miracle occurred.
This time, it was an aura of darkness.
Drip. Drip.
Droplets of blood floated in the air, and the radiant stars shimmering overhead were suddenly stained red.
The stars, soaked in blood, darkened to a deep black—emitting a sinister, corrupted energy, like desecrated constellations.
It was Scream of Madness—one of the unique domains once wielded by the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
A horrifying power that could drive any being into madness and corruption had tainted the sacred stars with sin.
The frenzied energy radiating from the fallen stars completely overwhelmed the devil’s aura—then wiped it out entirely.
[W-What… This is absurd!!]
The devil screamed in disbelief.
Chris had tainted the light with darkness and turned it into something far more powerful.
An impossible feat in reality—made real here.
“Normally, this would be impossible. But since this is a dream world… anything can happen, right?”
[Don’t spout nonsense! What you just did—your mind can’t possibly endure that!]
The more impossible something is in reality—
The more it defies the laws of nature—
The more mental strength it requires in the dream world.
So the feat Chris had just performed would have consumed a truly incomprehensible amount of willpower.
And yet—
“What part of my words did you not understand?”
“I told you—here, I can do anything.”
Just then—
Crack!
One of the devil’s knees twisted grotesquely and buckled forward.
[!!!]
The devil’s eyes widened.
As if something—or someone—was forcibly twisting its very spirit.
It was ‘Absolute Dominion’—a power belonging to those who had reached the 9-Star Transcendence Realm.
A state where one could control all things in existence according to their will.
Chris, who had unleashed such a level of power as if it were nothing, gave a carefree smile and explained:
“My willpower is limitless.”
That was it.
That was why the chatterbox of darkness had said only Chris could pull this off.
In the realm of the mind, Chris was invincible.
* * *
What followed was an intense and grueling battle.
A devil was still a devil.
It wouldn't go down so easily.
[Y-You insolent…!!]
Power erupted with enough force to overturn heaven and earth.
If this had happened in the real world instead of a dream, it would have triggered a cataclysm of unimaginable scale.
But Chris didn’t even flinch.
“I already told you.”
He flicked his hand—and the devil’s spiritual form was torn into countless fragments, scattered in all directions.
Then the shredded remnants of its soul were engulfed in radiant flames.
It was Purgatorial Karma Flame—a divine fire once wielded by the Guardian of the Holy Prison, one of the Seven Pillars of the Alliance.
And yet, Chris's assault didn’t stop.
As if he intended to erase the devil’s soul from existence completely.
Of course, the devil didn’t go down without a fight.
No matter how many times it was torn and scattered, it reformed again and again, launching eerie counterattacks.
But as this repeated endlessly, the signs of exhaustion began to show.
Its mental strength was wearing thin.
‘Th-This is impossible…! That a mere mortal’s willpower could surpass that of a devil like me?!’
The devil stared at Chris with disbelief in its eyes.
But Chris remained perfectly fine.
Despite unleashing miracles upon miracles in this dream world, where each act should’ve consumed an enormous amount of willpower, he showed no signs of strain.
[…What… are you?]
“Me? I’m human.”
[Don’t lie! No mere human could possibly have this kind of willpower!!]
The devil exploded in rage, but Chris just shrugged and added nonchalantly:
“I am human. Just not an ordinary one. I’m a genius.”
[W-What?!]
“Isn’t it only natural that a genius like me would have stronger willpower than some worm-tier low-grade devil like you?”
Riiip!!
Once more, the devil’s soul was shredded apart.
“And besides, this dream world happens to be quite fond of me too.”
Yes.
Chris’s overwhelming dominance wasn’t just because of his mental strength.
The dream world itself was empowering him.
‘More precisely, it's thanks to Patera.’
From Patera’s perspective, the devil was the one who had taken everything from her.
Chris, on the other hand, was her savior—her ally.
So the entire dream world was siding with Chris.
[Kuaaaargh!!]
The devil shrieked.
It was clearly at its breaking point now.
“Let’s wrap this up.”
Just as Chris prepared to end it all—
Something unexpected happened.
The devil looked up at the sky and cried out:
[O my great master!! Please, have mercy on your lowly servant and lend me your power!!]
“!!”
Chris’s face hardened.
It was trying to summon its master—a 4th-tier devil.
‘If a 4th-tier devil descends… it’s over.’
Even if Chris’s willpower was limitless, a 4th-tier devil was on another level entirely.
The 3rd and 4th-tier devils were true transcendent beings.
‘I have to stop it!’
But he was too late.
Darkness surged and flickered—
The snowy mountain landscape that once made up the dream world was completely overturned.
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                    The entire backdrop vanished—replaced by a void filled with nothing but darkness.
Then, far above, the darkness split open, and an enormous eye appeared.
A chilling gaze, as if looking down upon the entire world.
 [I… shall answer your call…]
“!!”
Christian’s entire body trembled violently.
A reaction completely beyond his will—his soul was being crushed by sheer pressure from the overwhelming disparity in rank.
Had it been anyone else standing there instead of Christian, they would’ve lost consciousness the moment they met that gaze.
‘Focus!’
Christian’s mind wavered for a moment, but he clenched his fist tightly.
‘There has to be a way.’
If this had been the real world, there’d be no countermeasure against a devil like that—not even for Christian.
But this place was different.
This was a dream world.
‘The only reason a devil of such high rank could even descend like that is because this is inside a dream. There must be an opening—some flaw I can exploit.’
As he was trying to find a way out, the 4th-rank devil’s eye examined Christian closely… and then said something unexpected:
 [You possess… a soul worth coveting.]
“!!”
 [Will you… offer your soul to me?]
The devil that had summoned the 4th-rank being shouted out in shock.
 [G-Great One! But that human is—?!]
But he couldn’t finish his sentence.
The eye turned toward the lesser devil.
 [How… noisy.]
 [M-My Lord…?]
And then—
Something horrifying happened.
Rrrrip.
A massive hand tore through the darkness and pressed down upon the lesser devil.
Crushing it—like a bug underfoot.
 [GRAAAAAAGH!! P-PLEASE FORGIVE ME…!! H-HAVE MERCY…!! AAAAAAAARRRGGHHH!!!]
Squelch.
The devil’s soul, caught in the grip of the hand, was pulverized—like clay forced through a press.
What made it truly horrific… was that the entire process unfolded agonizingly slowly.
As if the torment was deliberate.
And it wasn’t a misunderstanding.
This was the true nature of a devil.
Eventually, the devil was utterly annihilated.
And yet, the eye—after destroying its own servant—showed not the slightest hint of emotion as it turned back to Christian.
 [I… like you. Offer me… your soul.]
“……”
Christian frowned.
‘Utter bullshit.’
Of course, Christian had no intention of agreeing.
‘There has to be a way out of this.’
But then—something entirely unexpected happened again.
 [A mere… 4th-rank devil… How dare you lay claim to something you have no right to covet?]
Christian’s eyes widened.
It was a familiar voice.
‘Mefina!’
She didn’t reveal her form.
But an overwhelming presence—just as immense as the one radiating from the eye—descended upon the dreamworld.
Unlike the oppressive force of the eye, however, her power didn’t weigh down on Christian’s soul.
Almost as if she were being considerate of him.
 [Surely you know by now—he’s already marked as mine.]
The darkness surrounding the eye quivered, as if shaken by her sudden appearance.
But then—
 [I… do not care… about something like you.]
 [!!]
 [A mere… fallen, mutated wretch…]
Those words carried significant weight.
‘…Mefina is ranked above that eye?’
Christian had always suspected Mefina’s original standing was unusually high.
But for her to speak down even to a 4th-rank devil?
‘She’s either among the very highest of the 4th rank… or perhaps even a true 3rd-rank devil.’
But what struck him most was the phrase “fallen, mutated wretch.”
That was likely the reason Mefina had ended up demoted to the 7th rank—a fallen state, no longer fitting her original status.
Christian filed that thought away. It wasn’t the most pressing concern right now.
Mefina and the eye clashed, with Christian caught between their menacing standoff.
 [This is your final warning. Leave—now.]
 [How amusing… Then I shall issue a warning of my own. If you don’t wish to sink into an even more pitiful state… crawl back to the depths of the 7th rank where you belong.]
The dreamworld shook as though it would shatter—torn between the presence of two transcendent devils.
And then—
A voice echoed in Christian’s mind.
Mefina’s voice—spoken privately, directed only at him.
 [Become… my vassal.]
‘What? Again with this nonsense—’
 [This isn’t just empty talk. In my current state… I can’t defeat him.]
She continued.
 [There’s only one way… You must become my vassal… and bind our causality. That way, you’ll be able to stand against him.]
“……”
 [I won’t ask for your soul. Just a vow—swear to become my vassal. That alone will be enough.]
Christian furrowed his brow.
He couldn’t tell if she was really doing this for his sake—or just using him for her own ends.
‘No… that can’t be it. That eye monster and Mefina—they’re both the same kind of devil in the end.’
He couldn’t afford to forget that.
Even if she pretended to be on his side—what Mefina ultimately wanted was his soul.
Even if she said he didn’t need to offer his soul yet, once he became her vassal, there was no telling what kind of schemes she’d pull afterward.
 [I know… you don’t trust me. But… there is no other way. Quickly—swear yourself as my vassal…]
“Shut up.”
 [Even in a moment like this… you cling to such reckless stubbornness? Foolish—]
“Not at all.”
Christian answered curtly.
“I don’t need your help. I’ll deal with that eyeball freak myself.”
 [What… absurd pride…!]
Mefina raised her voice in frustration.
But Christian was serious.
In the midst of talking with Mefina, an idea had come to him.
‘I don’t necessarily have to fight that eyeball directly.’
He reminded himself again—this place was a dream world.
That kind of transcendent devil could never have descended if this weren’t a dream.
So the answer… lay within the dream itself.
‘That eyeball bastard won’t move easily while Mefina’s still watching him. That gives me enough time to try this.’
Mefina asked sharply:
 [What… are you planning to do?]
Christian didn’t answer.
He acted instead.
He spoke aloud, into the air.
“Hey. Can you hear me?”
It wasn’t directed at Mefina or the giant eye.
“I don’t know your name. But I know you’re watching all of this. Will you show yourself for a moment?”
A brief silence passed.
Then—
something unexpected happened.
From within the darkness… a figure emerged.
A young girl with a gentle, unassuming expression—completely out of place in this terrifying world.
It was a face Christian had never seen before.
And yet, he instantly recognized who she was.
Christian looked at her and asked:
“What’s your name?”
“…Patera.”
That’s right.
What Christian had summoned—was Patera’s consciousness, the true owner of this dream.
The girl’s form was what Patera had looked like back when she was still a normal human being.
‘To think someone like that was twisted into such a monstrous form…’
Rage bubbled up again in Christian’s chest as he thought of the vile acts committed by the Mystic Demonic House. He bit his lip hard in frustration.
“No, what I meant to ask… is your real name.”
“…Why do you want to know my name?”
The girl asked, eyes filled with fear.
“Because I want to save you.”
“Save… me?”
“Don’t you want to be free of this nightmare? To finally escape this hell?”
The girl’s eyes widened in shock.
“I… I can really escape…?”
“Yeah.”
“Y-You’re lying…”
“I’m not. You really can. But you have to give me everything.”
“Everything…?”
“Yeah. Your everything—including your soul. Give it all to me. And I’ll pull you out of this hell.”
The girl’s face tightened with wariness.
She was someone who had suffered brutal human experimentation under the Mystic Demonic House.
So she couldn’t possibly be unaware of what it meant—how dangerous it was—to give away everything, including her soul.
But—
Christian’s gaze locked directly with hers.
“Trust me.”
“!!”
“I swear—on my life—I’ll get you out of this nightmare, no matter what.”
Maybe she felt the sincerity in his voice—deep in his heart.
Tears began to fall, drip by drip, from the girl’s eyes.
She reached out her hand toward Christian.
“…I—I’ll give you everything… so please… please… save me…”
Christian took her hand firmly.
“What’s your name?”
“…E-Emily.”
“Right. Emily.”
Christian nodded solemnly.
His eyes lowered, and without him even realizing it, a black crescent moon mark appeared at his temple.
The same symbol that had been engraved onto his soul when he once ascended to the rank of Half-Demon.
And then, a voice—deep and resonant, one that stirred the soul—flowed from his lips.
“I, Christian, accept all that you are—and in return, I shall grant your wish.”
And in that moment—a miracle happened.
The darkness that had engulfed everything since the descent of the Eye began to rip apart.
A single beam of light pierced through.
And from there, the light rapidly spread, as if driving the darkness away—revealing once again the snowy mountain landscape that had once been the original backdrop.
 [W-What…?]
 [H-How is this… possible?!]
Both the Eye and Mefina voiced their shock.
But this was more than just the scenery changing.
Christian had seized control of the dreamworld from the devils!
‘Since the true owner of the dream gave me her everything… it’s only natural this dream now belongs to me.’
Christian smirked.
He looked at the Eye—and at Mefina—two devils of terrifying rank.
And declared, without fear:
“Get the hell out of my vassal’s dream, you disgusting worms.”
 [!!]
And with that declaration—something astonishing began to happen.
The world warped and twisted—then began to forcibly expel the Eye and Mefina, the two devils.
 [Y-You bastard…!!]
The Eye let out a furious roar—but it was useless.
This dream now belonged entirely to Christian.
An overwhelming force manifested and erased the Eye as if wiping it away with a rubber—leaving not a single trace behind.
It was a sight too surreal to believe.
“Now it’s your turn.”
Christian turned to Mefina.
 [You…]
But Mefina reacted differently from the Eye.
 […You really… always go beyond anything I expect.]
There was no anger in her tone—only something like admiration.
But Christian remained impassive.
He didn’t care for a devil’s compliments.
‘In the end, she just wants my soul.’
Mefina looked like she was about to say something more—but Christian cut her off coldly.
“I don’t want to hear it. Shut up and get lost.”
And just like that, Mefina vanished without a trace as well.
Silence fell over the world.
“Hoo…”
Christian exhaled deeply.
He had barely managed to make it through the crisis.
Finally, it was really over.
‘No… not quite yet.’
He turned his gaze.
There stood Patera—Emily.
“…Can you really… save me?”
Emily asked, her voice trembling.
“Yeah. With my power, I can lift all the bindings carved into your soul.”
“Ah…!!”
The spells binding Emily’s soul were cast by none other than the Mystic Demonic House. Under normal circumstances, even for Christian, it would have been nearly impossible.
But now, Emily had entrusted everything to him.
It was more than possible.
However, there was one issue.
“…You do know what’s going to happen to you, right?”
Emily paused.
Then, slowly, she nodded.
“…Yes. I’ll die, won’t I?”
Her body had already been ruined beyond repair.
In truth, calling it ‘alive’ at all was a stretch.
Once the Mystic Demonic House’s sorcery was lifted—death would come swiftly.
But the girl spoke with calm resolve.
“…Even if I lived, I’d just suffer more under those devils. I… I just want peace now.”
Tears streamed quietly down from her eyes.
Christian let out a quiet sigh.
“…Yeah. Do you have anything you wish for, before the end?”
“…A wish?”
“Yes. If there’s something you want—I’ll give you a parting gift.”
The girl hesitated, then spoke softly, her words faltering.
“…I want to see my parents… one last time.”
It was an impossible request.
After skimming through her memories, Christian already knew—her parents had been killed by the Mystic Demonic House.
Even so, he gave a silent nod.
“I’ll grant your wish.”
Fwoosh—
His hand darkened with shadow.
“Even if just for a moment… may it bring comfort to your soul.”
And then—an illusion bloomed in the girl’s eyes.
A vision Christian poured all his power and talent into, constructed with painstaking care.
So vivid it couldn’t be told apart from reality.
Snow fluttered down gently.
Smoke curled up from a chimney.
A tear rolled down the girl’s cheek.
She saw them—her long-lost family.
They held her tightly.
Warmly, tenderly.
Christian watched in silence as the girl reunited with her family, even if only within a dreamlike illusion.
His expression twisted with bitterness.
‘Damn those bastards from the Mystic Demonic House.’
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                    They had taken an ordinary girl—one who had been living happily in a mountain village—and turned her into something horrific.
And it wasn’t just that girl.
Back during the Age of Ruin, Chris had seen countless scenes just like this.
If they were left alone, more and more innocent people would fall into hellish torment.
That was why Chris was going through so much trouble now.
What Chris wanted, ultimately, was his own wealth and glory.
But even so—
No matter how selfish he was, he couldn’t allow the hell he had witnessed in his past life to unfold again.
“I have to stop it.”
Of course, that wasn’t the only reason.
Chris was selfish. If he thought he was doing something only for the sake of others, he wouldn’t be motivated.
“I’ll crush the Blood-Drenched Demon King, the freaks from the Mystic Demonic House, and every last one of them—and rise to enjoy the greatest wealth and power this world has to offer!”
With that vow—
The restraints that had bound the girl, Patera’s, mind were shattered, and the dream world collapsed.
* * *
Chris’s accomplishments didn’t end with just rescuing Patera.
‘Patera doesn’t move alone. There has to be a priest with her.’
He had tasked Melin with capturing the priest.
Naturally, it wasn’t going to be easy—they were hiding well—but Chris had given Melin the perfect tool for the job:
The Demon-Chasing Jewel.
A sacred artifact of the Holy Empire capable of tracking the presence of demonic energy.
‘Of course, it can’t detect someone who constantly conceals even the residual traces of a devil’s power…’
But if someone nearby used demonic energy, the jewel would sense it immediately.
And since issuing a command to Patera involved invoking a devil’s power, the trail was there for the taking.
‘No way a high-ranking priest from the Mystic Demonic House would personally involve themselves in this kind of task. It should be someone we can capture.’
Granted, even regular priests weren’t easy opponents, but with assistance from other 5-star level warlocks from the Dark Demonic Army and the soldiers working together, the priest was apprehended.
Thanks to that, Chris obtained undeniable evidence linking the incident to the Mystic Demonic House—and with that in hand, he made his move.
He not only reported the case to the Central Court, but also spread the rumor that the Mystic Demonic House had joined forces with devils.
The entire Magus Empire erupted.
 “The Mystic Demonic House made a pact with devils?!”
 “No way! Then the immense power they’ve been showing all this time…?”
 “You sure this isn’t misinformation?”
 “No. I heard the Dark Demonic House presented evidence to His Majesty, the Archmagus of the Central Court. Said the Mystic Demonic House summoned a devil’s power and used it to attack them.”
To be clear, the Magus Empire doesn’t legally forbid contracts with devils.
And Chris didn’t report this to the Central Court expecting them to punish the Mystic Demonic House.
The Central Court doesn’t really care what happens in the outlying provinces.
Chris had something else in mind entirely.
By making this issue public, he aimed to expose the true nature of the Mystic Demonic House to the warlocks across the empire.
To make them wary. To spark suspicion.
Even that alone was a tremendous success.
Because the Mystic Demonic House had many more schemes lined up across the empire—and now, with everyone watching them closely, their movements would be significantly restricted.
In addition to checking the power of the Mystic Demonic House, there was another significant effect:
The name "Christian" echoed throughout the entire Magus Empire.
 “But if they summoned the power of a devil, how did the Dark Demonic House manage to stop it without suffering a single casualty?”
 “Apparently it was thanks to some young noble called Christian.”
 “Who’s that? I’ve never heard of him before.”
 “You know—he was the one credited during the Gold Cross incident not long ago.”
Although Chris had been involved in many recent affairs, not many people actually knew who he was.
At most, those close to the Dark Demonic House or the Four Demon Stars had heard of him.
But with this incident, countless people came to know the name Christian.
That said, not everyone welcomed it.
 “What nonsense. You're telling me a young noble who just hit 5-star managed to block a devil’s power?”
 “Is he supposed to be one of the Five New Stars or something?”
The Five New Stars, also called Lesser Demons , refer to heirs who possess talent and strength on par with established powerhouses.
For reference, Idrinne, the archduchess of the Bloodsword Demonic House, was counted among the Five New Stars.
 “The Dark Demonic House must really be getting desperate. Spouting ridiculous rumors like this.”
 “If none of their heirs are worth anything, I guess spreading wild stories is all they’ve got left.”
 “Calling themselves a noble bloodline of the Magus Empire, yet the most accomplished among their heirs is only a 5-star? They should be ashamed.”
In truth, warlocks from the other great houses mocking the Dark Demonic House was nothing new.
To be clear, the Dark Demonic House wasn’t weak. Their overall military strength wasn’t especially lacking compared to other prestigious houses.
But the issue was with their direct bloodline.
They had far too few high-ranking warlocks.
Aside from Nordian, they had only two members at 7-star or above.
That was far too few compared to the other houses.
Even worse, Marquis Langham, who should have long since inherited the position of head of house, had yet to reach 8-star, and therefore couldn't take the seat.
It was plenty of reason for others to mock them.
And the performance of the other heirs wasn’t anything to write home about either.
The one most praised for his talent, Ashid, had originally only reached upper 4-star.
In other houses, that would be laughable.
After all, what defines a prestigious family?
It’s having bloodlines far superior to ordinary people.
In the other great houses, they had no shortage of true geniuses.
Not just 5-star—most heirs aiming to become the next house head were already at 6-star or higher.
 “The Dark Demonic House is already in decline.”
 “Once Demon Lord Nordian dies, they’ll collapse entirely.”
While the other warlocks were busy mocking—
The Dark Demonic House made an announcement.
They declared that the one who had resolved the recent incident, Christian, would be officially appointed as the Archduke.
It was the moment Christian was recognized as the official successor to the Dark Demonic House.
* * *
Christian’s appointment as Archduke was only natural.
After all, he had repelled the devil-summoning plot of the Mystic Demonic House without a single casualty.
The one who elevated Marquis Shupen’s realm—
The one who uncovered the plot of the Mystic Demonic House—
The one who devised a countermeasure—
And the one who performed the unbelievable miracle of neutralizing the monster—
All of it was done by Christian.
Had it not been for Christian, the Dark Demonic Army might have suffered immeasurable losses. In the worst-case scenario, Marquis Shupen might have been killed.
It was more than enough to earn Shupen’s recognition.
 “Do you think you can handle it?”
Marquis Shupen asked as he held the letter certifying Christian’s success in the succession trial, right before stamping it with his seal.
Christian flashed a confident grin.
 “Didn’t you see for yourself what kind of man I am?”
Shupen let out a deep sigh.
 “To be honest, I intended to fail you in the succession trial. You understand why, don’t you?”
It wasn’t out of animosity.
In fact, quite the opposite.
Now that Christian would become the Archduke, he’d be stepping into the heart of a storm. The trials ahead would be incomparable to anything he had faced thus far.
Shupen had been worried that Christian might be crushed by those violent winds.
But—
 “Don’t worry. No matter who stands in my way, I’ll smash through them all.”
 “!!”
 “Especially if anyone dares to harm the Dark Demonic House—I’ll make sure they regret it. As someone worthy of the name Archduke of the Dark Demonic House.”
Marquis Shupen’s eyes wavered.
He saw Christian’s face—radiant with unwavering confidence.
And now, Shupen knew.
That bold confidence wasn’t mere bluster.
Just as Christian had already proven it with actions, he would undoubtedly go on to perform many more miracles.
 “Promise me one thing—never break. No matter what.”
Thud!
Shupen stamped the letter addressed to the main house.
 [I, Marquis Shupen, hereby recognize Lord Christian as the next head of the Dark Demonic House and swear my loyalty to him.]
It was the official declaration that marked the end of the succession trial.
The warlocks of the Dark Demonic House erupted in thunderous cheers, celebrating Christian’s ascension as Archduke.
To them, Christian was already nothing short of a young hero.
However, that did not mean the struggle for succession was completely over.
There was still one rival remaining.
Yulian, backed by Marquis Langham, could stir up trouble at any moment.
Some were even beginning to worry:
 “What if Marquis Langham himself tries to eliminate Lord Christian?”
Langham still hadn’t given up on claiming the position of head of house.
And now, Christian had been officially appointed as the next heir—the Archduke of the Dark Demonic House.
For Marquis Langham to become head of the house, Christian had to be eliminated first.
Of course, if Nordian remained firm, such problems wouldn’t arise.
But anyone in the know was already aware—
Nordian’s time was running out.
 “What lies ahead…?”
Thus, sharp tension began to spread through the Dark Demonic House.
At the same time, several unexpected powers reacted sensitively to the news of Christian’s appointment as Archduke.
Surprising ones at that:
- The Destruction Demonic House,
- The Venomous Demonic House,
- And the Demon King of Azureflow.
* * *
Western region of the Southern Magus Kingdom.
In a towering mountain range stood a massive fortress.
It was the stronghold of the Duke of Bessen, of the Destruction Demonic House.
True to its reputation as the mightiest house of the southern Magus Kingdom, the fortress exuded an aura of overwhelming power from afar.
The warlocks guarding the ramparts stood with iron discipline, and the black mages trained in their signature destructive magic radiated fierce and violent energy.
And yet, an unsettling air hung over the fortress.
A subdued stillness.
To be precise, all the warlocks were on edge.
It was because their lord was in a foul mood.
Louis de Bessen, the Grand Duke.
An Upper 8-Star Warlock, and an absolute powerhouse on par with Nordian, spoke in a heavy, sunken voice:
 “So that boy Christian has become the Archduke of the Dark Demonic House?”
 “…Yes, my lord.”
An unexpected development.
That the head of the Destruction Demonic House would show interest in this affair?
The Destruction House was overwhelmingly superior to the Dark House in every regard—
Number of high-ranking warlocks, overall power, everything.
It ranked within the top five noble houses of the entire Magus Empire.
No matter how much Christian had made a name for himself recently, it should’ve been far beneath someone like Grand Duke Bessen’s concern.
But there was a reason.
 “He killed Mysak.”
He was referring to the Third Prince of the Dark Demonic House, who had long ago been slain by Christian’s hand.
Mysak’s mother, Presia of Snowblossom, was Grand Duke Bessen’s daughter.
In other words, Mysak was his grandson.
 “Not that I ever felt much familial affection for that pathetic fool.”
Still, Mysak was a valuable piece to Grand Duke Bessen—
A piece meant to place the Dark Demonic House beneath his heel.
From the start, the only reason Bessen had married off his daughter Presia to the Dark House was so that her offspring could one day inherit it.
Of course, Mysak’s aptitude had been woefully insufficient to become the Archduke of the Dark Demonic House.
But that hardly mattered.
Behind Mysak stood the Destruction Demonic House.
 “Up until now, that stubborn old man Nordian has made it difficult to extend our influence into the Dark House—but that won’t last much longer.”
Once Nordian is gone, who in the Dark Demonic House could possibly defy the might of the Destruction Demonic House?
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                    The Marquis Langham? What a joke.
The Mystic Demonic House would inevitably fall under the influence of the Destruction Demonic House, and he had every intention of forcibly installing Mysak as the Grand Duke.
But then, out of nowhere, that slippery bastard Christian showed up and ruined everything.
“How dare he…”
Just as Grand Duke Bessen’s brow twitched with irritation, the door to the Lord’s office suddenly burst open.
A woman stepped in and dropped to her knees.
It was Presia, Mysak’s mother.
“Father!! I beg you! Please kill that damned Christian! He’s my son Mysak’s sworn enemy!”
There was no trace of her former beauty.
Her gaunt frame, disheveled and brittle hair—she looked utterly wrecked.
Seeing his daughter in such a ruined state, Grand Duke Bessen frowned deeply.
“I never granted you an audience. Leave.”
“Please…!! Please, Father!!!”
She was clearly out of her mind.
And this wasn’t the first time.
Presia had been in this deranged state ever since she returned to the Destruction Demonic House.
“Take her away.”
“Let me go!! Aagh!! Father! Father…!!! Please…!!”
As Presia’s screams faded into the distance, Grand Duke Bessen grimaced.
He wasn’t the type to be swayed by familial affection.
But a father was still a father.
After repeatedly seeing his daughter in that pitiful condition, his hatred toward Christian only deepened.
“I can’t act on him so easily.”
That boy was now a Grand Duke heir.
He couldn’t be touched without proper justification.
But that didn’t mean there was no way.
“I don’t have to do it myself.”
Bessen’s eyes darkened with calculation.
He understood well how power was structured within the Mystic Demonic House.
Even though Christian had risen glamorously to the position of Grand Duke heir, in reality, he was treading on thin ice.
“Even if I leave him be, the Marquis Langham will eventually kill him. All I need to do is give a little nudge.”
It was a simple matter.
Grand Duke Bessen summoned someone.
“You called, Father?”
It was one of Bessen’s sons.
He couldn’t have been more than twenty.
Considering that Grand Duke Bessen was nearly seventy, and his other children were already long grown, this boy was born much later in his life.
He was especially fond of this youngest son—and there was a reason for it.
“Do you know the name Christian, Philip?”
“Yes, of course I’ve heard of him.”
Philip, the young noble of the Destruction Demonic House, smirked.
“He’s got quite the reputation as a genius. I’m curious just how great he really is for people to be talking about him like that—but then again, isn’t it usually the empty cart that makes the loudest noise?”
The scorn in his voice was unmistakable.
And understandably so.
Philip himself was considered one of the foremost geniuses of the Destruction Demonic House.
Despite being born much later than the rest, his terrifying rate of growth had already begun to threaten his far older siblings.
He had reached 5-star rank before even turning twenty, and at this pace, he could very well attain 7-star before the age of thirty.
He was, in every sense of the word, a true prodigy.
To someone like Philip, the so-called genius of the Dark Demonic House, Christian, was laughable.
“All talk, no substance. Reaching 5-star just two years after abandoning his delinquent lifestyle? That’s the kind of nonsense not even a dog would believe.”
No one in the world could reach 5-star in just two years.
And yet, the outlandish rumors surrounding Christian never seemed to stop.
They claimed he defeated a Fallen Star at Gold Cross, that he neutralized a devil from the Mystic Demonic House…
A little embellishment is fine, but this was beyond ridiculous.
“So, why bring up that windbag all of a sudden?”
“There’s something I want you to do.”
“Could it be…?”
“Yes. I want you to crush his pride.”
Grand Duke Bessen’s voice was chillingly cold.
“Coincidentally, his Grand Duke heir appointment ceremony is coming up. Take that opportunity to utterly disgrace him. Humiliate him so thoroughly that he’ll never be able to lift his head again.”
The Twelve Great Demonic Houses were the true rulers of the Magus Empire.
Naturally, whenever one held a Grand Duke heir appointment ceremony, dignitaries from across the empire were invited.
While the official purpose was celebration, the real motive was to evaluate the future heir of that house.
In other words, the entire Magus Empire’s eyes would be fixed on Christian that day.
And if he were publicly humiliated?
The fallout would be immense.
His honor would be trampled into the mud, and worse—his succession to the House leadership could be called into question.
No one would accept as heir someone whose honor had been shattered in front of everyone.
Especially not the opposing faction within his House.
In the case of the Dark Demonic House, that meant Marquis Langham.
If Christian were to suffer a devastating humiliation at the heir ceremony, Marquis Langham would gain the perfect justification to move against him.
A simple but effective strategy to eliminate Christian.
“That’s an order I’m happy to carry out. I’ve been wanting to show that frog in the well what a real genius looks like.”
“One thing must be clear—you must disgrace him completely.”
“Of course. Ah, there’s one clever trick I’d like to try—may I ask for a favor?”
“What is it?”
“Let me take Kashmir, the branch-line hound, as my attendant.”
“As your attendant? Why?”
Kashmir was a noble, even if from a branch family.
To request someone like that as an attendant?
“I’ve heard that Kashmir and Christian have something of a friendship. I plan to use him to create a rather amusing situation.”
Philip let out a cold, twisted smile.
"Just as the Lord of the House desires, that bastard Christian will be disgraced in front of everyone and left wallowing in the filth. So please look forward to it. He won’t be able to show his face again.”
Thus, deep within the Destruction Demonic House, a sinister conversation targeting Christian quietly unfolded.
But that wasn’t the only thing happening.
In the northern region of the Southern Magus Kingdom, near the border adjacent to the ‘Central Territory,’ stood a small castle.
A breathtaking view, like something straight out of a fairy tale.
It wasn’t built for defense but rather focused on aesthetic elegance meant to impress outsiders.
This was Demon King's Castle, residence of Aria, the Demon King of Azureflow.
Despite being the dwelling of a being feared as a Demon King, the atmosphere wasn’t foreboding in the least.
Spirits of darkness chattered casually in the gardens, and finely dressed attendants and maids strolled about.
In the deepest chambers of the castle—
A grotesquely beautiful elf woman, her entire body pierced with chains like some macabre artwork, was being tended to by a beautiful boy as she smoked from a long-stemmed pipe.
“Your Majesty, a letter has arrived from Lady Yulian of the Dark Demonic House.”
A white elf butler respectfully handed over the letter.
It was notable that the butler wasn’t a dark elf, but a typical white elf, a race from the Allied Tribes.
“Open it for me, will you?”
Aria, the Demon King of Azureflow, passed the letter to the boy who was massaging her.
Once he unfolded it, she read the contents and smiled faintly.
 “As you instructed, preparations are underway.”
 “The Bloodbath will proceed as planned.”
A chilling message, implying that Yulian was orchestrating a plot within the Dark Demonic House.
“Hmm... but I’m uneasy. That young Lord Christian... something about him bothers me.”
Aria's gaze sharpened.
Of course, the scheme Yulian was orchestrating wasn’t something a mere 5-star like Christian should be able to stop.
It was a plan to drench the entire Dark Demonic House in blood.
And yet, Aria had a feeling.
That Christian was not someone who could be measured by common sense.
“If he weren’t, he wouldn’t have been able to neutralize Patera from the Mystic Demonic House.”
Letting out a puff of smoke from her pipe, Aria murmured to herself.
“I suppose I’ll need to lend a hand as well. If I want to achieve my goal, the Dark Demonic House has to fall.”
It was a strange thing to say.
Why would she be targeting the Dark Demonic House?
After all, a Demon King was the Magus Emperor’s appointed overseer in each province. More like a manager than a ruler in her own right.
So for someone in her position to personally hold a grudge against the Dark Demonic House was unusual and, from the perspective of the Magus Empire, completely illogical.
Not that she harbored any hatred toward them.
If anything, she respected the Dark Demonic House—they were a devil-blooded lineage that never strayed into extremism, always maintaining their discipline and order.
Her motives were purely driven by her own goal.
“I have no choice, either.”
Aria turned to her elf butler.
“Contact Marquis Goras of the Venomous Demonic House. Tell him I’ll accept the request he made of me earlier.”
Marquis Goras…
He was an 8-star demon, serving as the Vice Lord of the Venomous Demonic House.
The second-in-command, locked in a fierce power struggle with Duke Huam—the current Lord—for control of the Venomous Demonic House.
Her gaze turned cold and razor-sharp.
“Toy with the Dark Demonic House as much as you like. Ruin them however you please.”
* * *
Elsewhere.
There were others mentioning Christian’s name—people from a place no one would have expected.
The distant north.
The farthest northern edge of the Magus Empire.
The domain of the Mystic Demonic House, renowned as the most mysterious among the Twelve Great Demonic Houses.
Deep, deep underground, a cloaked group exchanged cryptic conversation.
 […Christian, you say.]
 [Could he be the one foretold…?]
 [It’s… not yet certain…]
 [I can’t accept that…]
 [We must observe further…]
And so it began—
A new storm quietly started to brew across the Magus Empire, with Christian at its center.
* * *
Meanwhile, at that very moment—
“Ugh…”
…Christian was struggling not to vomit.
Vomiting? Out of nowhere?
There was a reason.
Jupien, standing beside him with a disappointed sigh, spoke.
“You really are just a kid. One drink and you’re like this?”
That’s right—he’d had alcohol.
Christian was suffering a hangover.
“Unbelievable. Is my alcohol tolerance really this low…?”
Last night.
Since it was nearly time for his departure, a farewell gathering had been arranged.
Naturally, it turned into a drinking party, but since Christian was still a minor, he was only given his usual—ginger ale.
 —“We can’t waste fine liquor on a brat who doesn’t even know how to drink. Just stick to your ginger ale.”
Marquis Shupen had sneered, half-joking, half-serious. And of course, Christian had taken offense.
 —“I can drink. I only got drunk last time because it was my first time.”
 —“Oh really? Then someone bring out the Pitch-Black Demon Brew!”
For context, the drink Christian had collapsed after previously was Black Star Wine, with a modest 10% alcohol content.
The Pitch-Black Demon Brew, on the other hand, had over 40% alcohol.
“…Can I really drink this?”
Christian gulped as he stared at the inky liquid trembling in a bowl brimming to the top.
A primal sense of danger was crawling up his spine, but everyone around him was already jeering and egging him on.
 —“Drink it, young lord!”
 —“It’s not even that strong!”
 —“To be a Grand Duke, you need to handle at least this much!”
The Five Captains.
Their voices were full of mockery, clearly trying to get payback for something.
Which they were.
 —“He’s amazing. Impressive. Truly admirable. But… damn, is he annoying!”
Especially Sanin—who had once knelt before Christian—threw out a not-so-subtle provocation.
 —“Disappointing. If you were really the young lord I recognized, you’d have downed this in one gulp.”
But the final blow came from Jupien, standing beside him.
 —“Should I drink it for you, little one? You’re still just a baby, after all.”
Triggered by that, Christian had grabbed the bowl and chugged the whole thing in one go.
And this was the result.
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                    “No way—It was just one drink!”
Chris wore an expression of disbelief.
If he had drunk a lot, maybe. But to end up like this after a single glass?
“Just how weak is this body when it comes to alcohol?”
A wave of anxiety surged up within him.
Maybe this body simply couldn’t handle alcohol at all.
“But wait… didn’t they say I used to drink a lot during my delinquent days? Don’t tell me I was always blacking out and making a scene after just a few sips?”
Chris shook his head, trying to dispel the thought.
“I’m still young. Things might change when I become an adult.”
But physically, his body was already seventeen.
Realistically, how much would his alcohol tolerance improve in just one year?
“…There’s no way. Me, unable to drink? This can’t be happening…”
Chris looked crushed.
He loved alcohol.
He had been counting the days until he became of age, dreaming of finally drinking freely. And now, this felt like a bolt from the blue.
Unaware of Chris’s internal despair, those around him made lighthearted remarks.
“You’re hopeless. From now on, if you want to drink, you need this big sister’s permission, baby.”
Jupien shook her head with exaggerated disapproval.
“Kahaha! How about a drink with me next time, young lord? I, Alros, have been dying to share a drink with you!”
Alros was practically bouncing with excitement.
“…Ahem. Well, I must admit—it was a side of you I didn’t expect. Honestly… your drunk face was kind of adorable.”
Melin coughed into her hand and blushed slightly.
“…Shut up, all of you. Just go away.”
He didn’t even have the energy to yell, so he just waved them off weakly.
Mari, catching on, let out a sly laugh.
[Ohoho. Everyone, please leave. The young master and I are about to enjoy some wonderfully sweet alone time together.]
“…Mari, could you leave too?”
[Oh my, how bashful. So adorable. Our young master is just too lovable. I’ll go prepare a special hangover remedy—maiden’s blood juice, brimming with love.]
Too exhausted to argue anymore, Chris slumped flat on the bed.
“This can’t go on. I need to find some kind of secret technique to raise my alcohol tolerance.”
He wasn’t even sure such a thing existed—but Chris was dead serious. He couldn’t bear to live in a world where he couldn’t drink.
“What’s the point of becoming Demon King and enjoying the greatest luxury in the world if I can’t even drink! I will find a way… ugh.”
Just as another wave of nausea hit and he groaned, a flat, unimpressed voice cut through the air.
“…Collapsed after a single drink? You really are just a brat.”
“!!”
It was Marquis Shupen!
No idea when he had arrived—but there he stood, looking down at Chris with pure disappointment in his eyes.
“I hope that from now on, you’ll try to carry yourself in a way that befits the dignity of a Grand Duke heir.”
“…Is this really something that matters that much?” Chris grumbled weakly.
Chris grumbled under his breath as he straightened his posture.
“…What brings you here?”
“I came because there’s something I need to say before I begin my closed-door training.”
Marquis Shupen was currently at the level of 8-star advance, not yet having reached the full state of a complete 8-star.
He was about to enter seclusion to stabilize his achievements and finally break through to true 8-star—a full-fledged All-Mighty Class demon.
Once he completed this seclusion, the Dark Demonic House would have a new supreme-ranking demon in its ranks.
The problem, however, was time.
“I don’t know how long it will take. I’ll move as quickly as I can, but I also need to recover from internal injuries. At best, it'll still take more than half a year.”
Back when Chris entered Patera’s mind, Marquis Shupen had borne the brunt of the pressure radiating from her. As a result, he had sustained deep internal damage.
Since he would be healing in parallel with his training, a significant amount of time was needed.
“I won’t be able to protect you while I’m away. Are you really going to be alright?”
Marquis Shupen, ever the worrier, voiced his concern.
But there was no way around it.
Due to the ‘restrictions’ imposed on Nordion, he couldn’t act as Chris’s direct strength or backer.
So whatever happened during this period, Chris would have to face it alone.
But—
“Protect me? Your Excellency, you’re saying something strange again. I must disagree.”
Chris shook his head.
“You pledged loyalty to me. That means you’re not the one who should protect—I am.”
“!!”
“In the relationship between demon and master, the lesser bows to the greater, and the greater protects the lesser. That’s the structure of loyalty in the demonic path.”
Chris continued with firm conviction.
“It’s not just you. I’ll protect everyone in the Dark Demonic House. Because now, the Dark Demonic House… is mine.”
This wasn’t bravado.
Being appointed the Grand Duke heir meant one thing: he was now the successor to the House.
To put it plainly, Chris had become the next master of the Dark Demonic House.
And Chris, being the greedy type, would never allow anyone to lay a hand on what he considered his.
“Of course, I know I still have a long way to go. But don’t worry. No matter what storms come, I’ll protect the Dark Demonic House.”
In truth…
What Chris was planning went far beyond just defense.
He intended to raise the Dark Demonic House above all other noble houses in the Magus Empire.
“My goal was never just to take control of the Dark Demonic House to begin with.”
His true aim was to reach the very pinnacle of the Magus Empire.
This was only his first step.
“Have faith in me and go without worry. By the time you return, a lot will have changed.”
His voice overflowed not just with confidence—but arrogance.
Marquis Shupen let out a long sigh.
“Saying that while you’re still groaning from a hangover doesn’t exactly inspire much confidence…”
“……”
“But still—I’ll trust you. Because I’ve already decided to.”
Chris scratched his head awkwardly.
“Are you going into closed-door training right away?”
“Yes. I’ve taken care of most things, so it’s time.”
“Before you go, could I ask you to do one last thing? Please let me retain my position as Deputy Commander.”
“!!”
For reference, the rules of the succession trial were as follows:
— Become Deputy Commander and earn the loyalty of the Dark Demon Army.
Normally, one was supposed to first be appointed Deputy Commander before gaining that loyalty. But Christian had done it in reverse—earning their loyalty before receiving the title.
Rules were rules, so Marquis Shupen had followed protocol: first appointing Christian as Deputy Commander, then conducting the formal oath of allegiance.
As a result, Christian currently held the title of Deputy Commander of the Dark Demon Army—even if only in name.
“…Why? You’re returning to the main house soon, aren’t you?”
“That’s true. But there might be a situation where I’ll need the title.”
“…Hmm?”
Marquis Shupen’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.
He had sensed it—Christian was planning something using his position.
“…What are you scheming?”
“I can’t tell you the details. But it’s for the sake of the Dark Demonic House.”
Soon, a major incident would erupt between the Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House.
Christian planned to wield the power of the Dark Demon Army when the time came.
“…Very well. Do as you like. Just remember one thing. Be extremely careful—”
“You don’t even need to say it. I already know. You can stop worrying.”
Christian gave a confident grin.
“When your closed-door training ends, Your Excellency will be looking up to me.”
He meant it.
By the time Marquis Shupen emerged, Christian’s standing would have transformed so drastically, he’d no longer be someone that could be treated lightly.
“It starts with the Grand Duke Heir Investiture Ceremony.”
Christian’s gaze sharpened.
It wasn’t just a celebration.
It was an event where every influential figure in the Magus Empire would watch and evaluate him.
“It’s not exactly a favorable situation.”
Christian knew his reputation in the Magus Empire wasn’t great.
But—
“That’s fine. In fact, this is a chance.”
On that day,
Everyone in the empire would come to realize—
What kind of existence Christian truly was.
Through the Investiture Ceremony, he would make a dazzling proclamation to the entire Magus Empire.
And the entire empire would be thrown into utter shock.
* * *
The Grand Duke Heir Investiture Ceremony of a demonic noble house was a massive event.
In terms of scale and importance, it was comparable to a crown prince’s investiture in a regular kingdom.
And that wasn’t even an exaggeration—each noble demonic house held more power than most small and medium-sized kingdoms in the Allied Nations.
The demons of the Magus Empire weren’t ones to care for pomp and ceremony—but the investiture of a Grand Duke Heir was different.
It was an occasion where invitations were sent across the entire empire, and the host noble house would show off its power through a grand and majestic event.
Christian’s upcoming investiture was no exception. Invitations from the Dark Demonic House had already swept through the Magus Empire.
Among the most important guests invited were, of course, the other eleven Noble Demonic Houses.
Even the Mystic Demonic House and the hostile Castle of the Four Kings received invitations from the Dark Demonic House.
But the responses from most of the other houses were lukewarm at best.
That was because many of them secretly looked down on the Dark Demonic House.
Especially the “Tri-Alliance” houses of the Western Magic Kingdom, far removed from the Dark Demonic House.
 “Christian, huh? I’ve heard grand rumors about him lately.”
 “He's only a 5-star now, isn't he? What’s there to be impressed about?”
 “They say he reached 5-star in just two years? If that’s true, that’s quite something.”
 “Sure, if it were true, it’d be impressive. But it's an absurd claim. The fools at the Dark Demonic House should learn to lie more realistically. Even our Ghostsword King couldn’t achieve that level of growth in that time.”
At the elder's remark from the Ghostsword Demonic House, the others from the Beast Demonic House and Illusion Demonic House all nodded in agreement.
These three houses—the Tri-Alliance—were known for their unusually strong internal cooperation, unlike the typical rivalry found among other noble demonic houses.
 “So then, who should we send?”
Whom a house sent as a delegate was a clear indicator of how much—or how little—they valued the host.
 “Tradition says we should send someone of direct lineage.”
 “Ideally, a fellow Grand Duke Heir or a high elder, but… do we really need to go that far? The crazed zealots from the Holy Empire have been making suspicious moves again.”
 “And the Mirror Ice Palace and those Round Table lunatics won’t shut up either.”
The decision was quickly made.
 “Let’s just send one of our second-string heirs.”
That is, one of the lesser noble sons—those who stood little chance of inheriting power in their own house.
From the perspective of the Dark Demonic House, it was an insult.
But there was little they could do.
Their prestige had fallen so far that this treatment was, unfortunately, appropriate.
If they had still held the might of their golden era, such a decision would’ve never been considered.
But now—they were a house in decline.
A house propped up by Nordian, a dying patriarch.
That was how the world now viewed the Dark Demonic House.
Meanwhile, other noble houses also began preparing their own delegates for the ceremony.
Destruction Demonic House—
 “Do not forget. Christian must suffer the worst possible humiliation.”
 “You have nothing to worry about.”
Philip smirked as he glanced across the hall toward Kashmir, who stood waiting for him.
He hated Kashmir.
And this was the perfect opportunity to disgrace both him and Christian together.
 “That bastard’s going to be dragged through the filth in front of everyone."
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                    Surprisingly, even the Destruction Demonic House sent an envoy.
However, unlike the other houses, the Destruction Demonic House did not ignore Christian.
That was because they had personally witnessed his abilities.
In fact, the one who had the most objective and accurate grasp of how extraordinary Christian was… turned out to be none other than the Destruction Demonic House.
 “I'll handle the envoy duties.”
It was Märchen, the Puppet Master—an elder of the Destruction Demonic House and the highest-ranking demon in the 7-star realm.
She was a direct descendant of the Mystic Demonic House, giving her more than enough authority for the task.
 “Besides, I owe Young Lord Christian a debt.”
A bewitching smile curved across Märchen’s lips.
 “More than anything, I plan to turn Young Lord Christian into one of my puppets someday. I want to personally see that beautiful form with my own eyes. Ah, just imagining what a divine masterpiece he’ll become sends shivers down my spine.”
Another faction of the Destruction Demonic House, the Blood-Drenched Demonic House, also decided to send an envoy to the ceremony.
However, there was a problem.
 “You’re going in person, My Lady? That’s far too dangerous!”
 “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. The Dark Demonic House is a house that understands honor. They won’t try anything against envoys who attend the succession ceremony.”
It was none other than the Grand Duchess Idrinne who decided to attend in person!
 “But there’s no need for you to go yourself, My Lady! In fact, it might even be seen as excessive.”
Given that the Dark and Blood-Drenched Demonic Houses were known to be hostile toward each other, anyone would find it suspicious for the Grand Duchess herself to attend.
But Idrinne remained composed.
 “That’s fine. I’ll be hiding my identity.”
 “What did you say?”
She planned to attend under the name Ria—the alias she had previously told Christian.
With the help of a devil’s power to disguise her presence, there was no risk of being found out.
 “Besides, I want to grow closer to Young Lord Christian for the sake of fostering friendship between our two houses. I can’t miss such a good opportunity, now can I?”
In truth, it wasn’t just about improving relations between the houses.
— He’s a horrifying devil of a man. Be careful.
As Christian’s words echoed in her mind, Idrinne’s eyes narrowed sharply.
‘I’ll definitely become Young Lord Christian’s friend and make him apologize for saying that.’
She clenched her fist with resolve.
Lastly—
The Venomous Demonic House.
But the atmosphere there was strange.
Originally, the Venomous Demonic House had decided to send Duke Huam’s son, the Grand Duke, and Marisa as envoys.
As a neighboring house, Duke Huam had made the decision to show the utmost respect.
Marisa, for her part, had pretended not to care, but was secretly putting great effort into preparing for the event—her heart fluttering all the while.
Her older brother, Grand Duke Hubert, would often shake his head at the sight of her.
 “You look like someone going to meet a fiancé you’ve been pining for.”
 “Wh-Who says I’m in love with that jerk?! He barely even replies to my letters!”
Marisa shouted, flustered.
 “I-I’m just going as an envoy, so I want to maintain proper decorum!”
 “Heh, I never knew you were the type to care so much about etiquette.”
 “Brother!!”
Marisa shouted at the top of her lungs.
It was an unusually warm scene for a prestigious magus family—like a pair of close siblings.
In truth, the two of them shared a deep bond, relying heavily on each other amid the harsh and cold environment of their household.
But then—
Right before the succession ceremony, something went wrong.
At the Hall of Ten Thousand Poisons, which Marisa managed.
 “N-No... how could this happen?”
Marisa’s face turned pale.
 “This is bad. I need to find a way to stop it. If not, it could cause major conflict with the Dark Demonic House...!”
And so—
Far away from anyone’s notice, another spark of chaos quietly ignited.
* * *
At last, the day of the succession ceremony arrived.
The main estate of the Dark Demonic House was packed with demons who had gathered from all corners of the Magus Empire.
A specially-invited orchestra played brilliant music, while a grand open-air banquet unfolded in the gardens.
There was even a martial arts competition in the dueling arena for the common demons.
It was a scene resembling a massive festival—but the expression of Nordian, the host of it all, was far from pleased.
Standing next to him, Christian gave him a side glance and asked,
 “Is something bothering you, Lord Patriarch?”
 “I’m annoyed. They dared to send such worthless trash as envoys. Those damned bastards deserve to be chewed to death.”
What infuriated Nordian was the kind of envoys sent by the other houses.
Only the neighboring Venomous Demonic House had sent someone of grand duke rank.
The rest of the prestigious families had merely sent unknown, low-ranking figures.
 ‘Aside from the Venomous Demonic House, the only one who sent a proper envoy was the Destruction Demonic House. Should I laugh at that or be furious?’
Nordian ground his teeth.
 “Just what do they think of the Dark Demonic House to insult us with this kind of discourtesy...?”
 “They’re looking down on us,” Christian replied calmly.
Nordian’s brow furrowed in irritation.
 “Don’t you feel angry?”
 “Why would I be angry? We’ll just crush their pride.”
 “!!”
 “And besides, isn’t the setting perfect for it?”
There was something ominous in Christian’s words.
Nordian’s expression grew complicated.
 “You… you’re planning something, aren’t you?”
Christian nodded.
 “Would it be all right if I caused a bit of an incident?”
 “…An incident? During the Grand Duke succession ceremony?”
 “What’s the point of a ceremony filled with nothing but empty formalities?”
A sly smile formed on Christian’s lips.
 “Shouldn’t a succession ceremony be a stage to demonstrate the greatness of the Dark Demonic House to our guests?”
Nordian fell silent for a moment.
It was impossible to guess exactly what Christian was planning.
More than that, the idea of causing an incident on the day of the succession ceremony—and by the person being crowned, no less—was absurd.
Yet, deep down, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation.
After all, Christian had never once failed to follow through on his words.
 “Fine. But if you’re going to do it, do it thoroughly.”
 “Don’t worry. Just don’t scold me later for making it too big of a mess.”
He meant it sincerely.
Christian wasn’t planning some meaningless ruckus.
Today’s succession ceremony was going to send shockwaves throughout the entire Magus Empire.
 “I’ll be off now.”
As the one to be crowned Grand Duke, he had to go welcome the guests.
He was just about to step away when Nordian suddenly stopped him.
 “Christian, do you know why I chose you to become the Grand Duke?”
 “Isn’t it obvious? Because I’m the best, of course.”
 “Hah, you’re right.”
Nordian looked him square in the eye.
 “I’m proud of you.”
 “!!”
Christian’s eyes widened slightly in surprise.
That was… a very uncharacteristic thing for Nordian to say.
Perhaps realizing it himself, Nordian awkwardly waved his hand.
 “Why are you just standing there like that? What I meant is, if you disgrace the house’s name, I won’t let it slide. So don’t go getting any strange ideas...!”
 “Don’t worry. I understood you perfectly.”
Christian gave a wide grin.
 “You’re just saying you’re so overwhelmed with pride that your chest might burst, right? I’ll hold those feelings close to my heart. Then, if you’ll excuse me.”
Before Nordian could say another word, Christian was already gone.
Left alone, Nordian clicked his tongue in embarrassment.
 “That’s not what I meant... Damn brat. Why the hell did I go and say something so out of character?”
Still—
Even if it wasn’t like him,
Hearing Christian call him Grandfather didn’t feel so bad.
* * *
As Christian walked further down, familiar faces came into view.
His father, Count Khazar, and his younger brother, Tern.
 “Christian.”
Count Khazar called out with a hardened gaze.
 “Will you be able to handle this?”
There was worry mixed into his voice.
He was proud of his son becoming Grand Duke, but he was equally concerned about the storms Christian would have to face from now on.
Teren, meanwhile, looked visibly frustrated.
 “…There are a lot of unpleasant bastards around.”
 “Hm?”
“They—they dare... They don’t even realize how amazing my brother is! Calling it all baseless rumors and empty boasting!”
It seemed Tern had overheard some of the other demons speaking ill of Christian.
Christian let out a quiet chuckle.
 “Tern, who am I?”
 “…You’re the heir to our Dark Demonic House…”
 “Not that. Be precise.”
 “…You are King Emperor Majesty Brother.”
 “Exactly. So what are you so worried about? They'll soon learn the greatness of this magnificent body.”
 “!!”
Christian tousled Tern’s hair with a grin.
 “Remember what I promised? That I’d show you, Father, and Mother a side of me so dazzling it would make your eyes sparkle.”
He was talking about a promise he had made long ago—
Back when he first left for the main estate of the Dark Demonic House.
 “That promise isn’t over. It’s still in progress. I’ll show you, Father, and even our late Mother something so grand, your hearts will burst with pride.”
Tern gave a silent nod, and Count Khazar, still unable to shake off his worry, spoke again.
 “…Don’t overdo it.”
 “I won’t.”
Christian smiled faintly and passed them by—
Heading toward the crowd of guests, whose eyes gleamed like hungry hyenas as they observed him.
 “Those guys? I don’t even need to overdo anything for them.”
As he stepped into the center of the banquet, silence fell over the hall.
Though the orchestra continued to play, the music no longer reached anyone’s ears.
All eyes turned toward Christian as he finally made his appearance.
 ‘So young. Isn’t he not even of age yet?’
 ‘He certainly has presence. His energy is refined and deep. Maybe he’s not someone to be dismissed outright.’
A few of the more experienced demons among the guests grew thoughtful.
They immediately realized that Christian was no ordinary person.
 ‘He has potential… someone worth keeping an eye on.’
It was both a compliment—and a condescending judgment.
They were saying: He’ll be impressive someday, but right now, he’s not there yet.
 ‘Too young.’
 ‘He’s still a rookie to be called a Grand Duke.’
Of course, Christian’s accomplishments were nothing to scoff at—especially for someone his age.
But the title of Grand Duke wasn’t one for someone sheltered like the average young noble.
It was a position where one stood at the vanguard and represented their entire house.
For that reason, only those whose experience, power, and capability could rival even the house elders were recognized.
From that perspective, Christian was still lacking.
Christian, however, only shrugged in response to the stares cast his way.
 ‘Exactly the kind of atmosphere I expected. And that’s fine. Actually, I prefer it this way.’
An unexpected thought.
 ‘In this kind of mood, I’ll shine even brighter.’
He had no interest in some quiet, polite succession ceremony.
He planned to make it as extravagant as possible.
 ‘And for my plan... I’ll need a sacrifice to trample on.’
Judging by the current mood, finding such a sacrifice wouldn’t be difficult.
Then came the whispers.
 “So that boy is Christian, the one who’ll become Grand Duke? He’s seriously young. He looks like a baby.”
 “And why does he look so delicate and soft? Like some pampered pretty boy. I really don’t like that.”
 “Aren’t you two being too rough? Honestly, he’s exactly my type. That face is perfect for keeping as a toy.”
The ones mocking him were young nobles from the Blood-Drenched, Beast, and Illusion Demonic Houses.
They looked at Christian with sneering, predatory eyes.
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                    The noble families of the Tri-Alliance were closely connected, frequently interacting and forming deep personal ties.
Still, no matter how familiar they were with one another, it was outrageous to speak that way to someone who was about to become a Grand Duke.
But they didn’t care in the slightest.
In fact, the Tri-Alliance—especially the Blood-Drenched and Beast Demonic Houses—were notorious for their lack of tact and blatant rudeness. They never cared for social niceties unless they recognized someone as being stronger than themselves.
Now, as if to make sure Christian could hear them, they began speaking even louder with gleeful mockery.
 “A lover? Isn’t the age gap a bit much?”
For context, these individuals were all in their thirties.
 “What does age matter? The younger they are, the cuter they are. That just makes it better.”
 “Keh-heh. True enough. With that face, he looks perfect being wrapped up in a mature lady’s embrace.”
 “Tch. What’s up with a man looking that pretty anyway? How’s he that fair-skinned without a single hint of sunburn? What trick is he using?”
The hall fell quiet.
Even if they inwardly looked down on the Dark Demonic House, this was a clear line crossed—an open and excessive insult.
The faces of the Dark Demonic House’s devils flushed red with rage.
The air turned so tense it seemed like a sword fight could break out at any second.
But the nobles of the Tri-Alliance—these young lords and ladies—weren’t provoking Christian without reason.
 ‘Let’s see how he reacts.’
They hadn’t forgotten the true reason they came here.
They were here to probe what kind of person Christian truly was.
 ‘He seems to have some talent, but beyond that… nothing all that impressive.’
They were provoking him deliberately, wanting to see his reaction firsthand.
 ‘If he hears this kind of insult and uses his house's subordinates to threaten us, then we’ll know—he’s not worth watching any further.’
They knew full well he wouldn’t be able to kill them—after all, they were official envoys. That made them feel no need to hold back.
Fortunately for them, Christian responded exactly as they had hoped.
Rather than exploding in anger, he raised a hand and silently stopped the Dark Demonic House’s enraged members from reacting. Then, calmly, he began walking toward the instigators.
Step.
As the distance between them narrowed, the eyes of everyone in the banquet hall followed him.
Everyone was eager to see how Christian would respond.
 ‘There’s no way Young Lord Christian can handle those three alone.’
 ‘Even if they’re outcasts from their own houses, they’re all 5-star class.’
The tension was thick.
At last, Christian stood before them.
 “A pleasure to meet you. As I’m sure you know, I am Christian of the Dark Demonic House.”
Christian extended his hand.
Toward the young lord of the Beast Demonic House, who stood front and center.
The moment the Beast House noble reached out to take his hand—
 “I heard a dog barking around here just now. Would you happen to know anything about that? You're quite similar to a dog, aren’t you? I thought maybe you'd understand their language.”
 “!!”
For context—the Beast Demonic House is a clan of beastkin.
Its current patriarch is a lycanthrope lord.
And right now, Christian had just equated beastkin to lowly animals—an outright racial insult.
That was one of the most unforgivable provocations to beastkin.
 “You dare…!!”
 “No? Someone was barking nonsense without knowing time or place. I just couldn’t tell what made a lycanthrope any different from a mutt. Ah, though I suppose a mutt at least knows how to be house-trained. That puts them a step above, doesn’t it?”
“You…!!”
The young lord from the Beast Demonic House glared at him, his face twisted with anger.
Behind him, the expressions of the two nobles from the Blood-Drenched and Illusion Demonic Houses also stiffened.
 “Apologize for insulting our kin.”
 “Apologize?”
Christian’s face turned cold and expressionless for a moment.
 “But you are a mutt, aren’t you? Want me to prove it?”
And in that instant—
The moment their eyes met, the young lord of the Beast Demonic House felt an unexplainable chill crawl down his spine.
A primal sense of danger gripped him.
Every instinct screamed that he needed to get away immediately.
 ‘What kind of nonsense is this…?’
He tried to shake off the fear. After all, he was a 5-star lower-rank. He wasn’t weaker than Christian—at least in theory.
But that instinct… should not have been ignored.
And then—something impossible happened.
 “Woof?”
A sharp, high-pitched sound came from the Beast House noble’s mouth.
It was a dog’s bark.
He froze in horror.
 ‘W-What the hell?! Why?’
 “Woof, woof?!”
It didn’t stop there.
His body began to move entirely against his will.
As if he’d actually become a dog, he dropped to all fours—
 “Woof, woof?!”
—barking repeatedly like a trained mutt.
Only then did he realize what had happened to him.
 ‘Did he… cast a Beast-Control Curse on me?!’
It was a black magic art known as Beast Domination—a forbidden spell used to control monsters.
It should have been impossible.
The spell only worked on beasts without reason, without will.
And yet…
 “Ah, well, I am a genius, after all,” Christian muttered with a smirk, twisting his lips as he placed his hand on the Beast House noble’s head.
Just like one would pet a dog obediently sitting on all fours.
 “Treating a dumb beast like you as a beast… isn’t that just natural?”
 “!!”
 “Strictly speaking, beastkin are a type of monster. So if I want to control them with Beast Domination, there’s nothing stopping me.”
The banquet hall erupted into a storm of whispers and gasps.
Though Christian said it casually, everyone understood just how absurd and impossible this feat was.
 “This can’t be real… Even if beastkin share some monster traits, how could anyone use Beast Domination on them?!”
 “He’s… he’s even handling him like an actual dog?!”
The young lord of the Beast Demonic House flushed bright red, his face about to burst.
 ‘You bastard—what kind of black magic did you use on me?! I’ll kill you… I’ll kill you!!’
To be made to act like a dog—right here, in front of so many eyes.
His fury and shame tangled together, and he lost all sense of reason.
The result?
 “Woof! Grrrrrrr!! Woof, woof!!”
…He began to act even more like a dog.
Christian clicked his tongue.
 ‘What a fool. Does he not even understand why the spell worked on him? Doesn’t he know the basics of Beast Domination? And he calls himself a direct heir?’
As people had mentioned earlier, using Beast Domination on beastkin was theoretically possible.
But in practice, it was near impossible.
Beastkin were intelligent beings. Unlike mindless monsters, they weren’t governed by pure instinct.
The foundation of Beast Domination is to manipulate a beast’s instincts. Unless a beastkin had entered a Berserk state, there was no way to exploit that opening.
But Christian had used a clever trick.
 ‘First, I shook his emotions.’
That was why, right from the start, Christian deliberately provoked and insulted him.
By upsetting his emotional balance, he created the faintest crack.
Then, he used a technique he had once stolen from a black mage of the Mystic Demonic House—a cursed truth technique that could slip through even the smallest of gaps.
It wasn’t pure Beast Domination—it was a fusion, an adaptation of a curse-based truth technique.
For Christian, blending two different black magic arts into one was trivial.
 ‘Of course, that alone wouldn’t have been enough.’
The true key had been in the handshake.
 ‘That’s when I secretly let my dark mana seep into him.’
While the beastkin noble had been distracted by his anger, Christian had injected his dark mana, which immediately asserted dominance over the beastkin’s yellow-attribute mana.
Naturally, dark mana possessed innate superiority over most other attributes.
Experienced devils knew to avoid direct mana contact with members of the Dark Demonic House for this very reason.
But this fool—blinded by arrogance and prejudice—had casually grabbed Christian’s hand without hesitation.
It was practically a request to be dominated.
Especially considering Christian’s dark mana was 100% pure. And since they were both 5-star level, there was barely any gap in their total mana reserves.
In that brief instant, Christian had completely overridden his opponent’s mana and layered a Subjugation Curse over it.
Using a curse to amplify the effect of Beast Domination—this was a secret technique of the Tyramin branch family, a lesser lineage under the Dark Demonic House.
Christian had once stolen and mastered their hidden arts and now, by fusing both black magics in his own way, he’d utterly subdued his opponent.
 ‘Damn it, damn it, damn it!! I’ll kill you!!!’
The beastkin noble screamed with bloodshot eyes, writhing in rage.
But his resistance was useless.
 “Woof! Grrr! Woof, woof!!”
Christian sneered.
 ‘The more agitated you get, the better for me.’
The more overwhelmed he became, the more his defenses crumbled.
If he’d remained calm and collected, he might’ve been able to break free from the technique.
But now? There was no way.
It was nearly impossible for a Lycansloth—naturally wild and hot-tempered—to maintain composure in a situation like this.
Desperately trying to break free, the young lord of the Beast Demonic House surged his mana to its limit in resistance. But Christian's masterful control over his mana wasn’t something brute force could overcome.
Like a seasoned beastmaster restraining a rampaging monster, Christian had the beastkin’s mana completely immobilized.
 “Our little mutt here doesn’t seem very well-behaved. I’ll have to teach him some manners. Sit.”
“!!”
A horrific sight followed.
The beastkin dropped into a sitting position—just like a dog.
His face flushed beyond crimson, contorted into an expression that looked on the verge of fainting from sheer humiliation.
Only then did the nobleman of the Ghost Sword Demonic House and the noblewoman of the Illusion Demonic House step forward.
 “What are you doing?!”
Christian glanced at them and replied indifferently.
 “Isn’t it obvious? I’m training an unruly mutt.”
He extended his hand—right toward the beastkin’s nape.
 “But he’s not listening very well. I’m honestly debating whether I should just kill him. What’s the point in letting a disobedient dog live?”
The two nobles flinched.
That wasn’t an empty threat.
Christian’s gaze was low and chilling.
If provoked, he was ready to take a life.
And given that it was the Tri-Alliance who had started the insult, the moral high ground was clearly on Christian’s side.
 “So what do you think? Do you believe this guy deserves to live?”
Silence descended on the banquet hall.
Everyone was overwhelmed by Christian’s sheer presence.
 “If you go that far, the relationship between the Dark Demonic House and the Tri-Alliance will be shattered.”
 “And yet, knowing that, you dared to bark that kind of disrespect in front of me?”
“……”
The nobles from the Ghost Sword and Illusion Houses had no choice but to fall silent.
 “If I simply let this pass, won’t people start thinking our Dark Demonic House is weak?”
“……”
 “Now, if you want to spare this guy, you'd better show some proper sincerity. Don’t tell me you thought you could run your mouths like that and walk away clean?”
Their lips tightened.
Christian was demanding an apology—one loud and clear enough for everyone to hear.
A humiliating act, but there was no room left to argue. Christian had seized both momentum and justification.
With no way out, the two nobles bowed their heads.
 “W-We… we apologize. We take back what we said earlier.”
 “What was that? I couldn’t quite hear you. Mind speaking a little louder so everyone here can hear you properly?”
Their faces turned pale with shame.
 “I-I…!”
 “So you refuse? Then I’ll take this mutt’s life as your compensation.”
Backed into a corner, the two had no choice but to raise their voices and humiliate themselves even further.
 “W-We’re sorry! We sincerely apologize!”
 “M-My deepest apologies…”
The hall stirred with murmurs.
What they’d just witnessed was beyond shocking.
Christian nodded in satisfaction, accepting their apologies with arrogant ease.

                
Chapter 174

                    “From now on, show proper manners when entering someone else's house.”
“…Understood.”
“Take this one with you.”
Thud!
Christian kicked the heir of the Mystic Demonic House square in the abdomen.
“Gahk!!”
He vomited blood and was flung backwards, collapsing in a heap.
Christian had struck him directly in the Mana Heart, knocking him unconscious.
The heirs of the Ghost Sword Demonic House and the Illusion Demonic House bit their lips in frustration, picked up the fallen heir, and disappeared.
‘Well, I held back, so he should be able to get up by tomorrow.’
There was a reason Christian hadn’t inflicted fatal internal injuries.
‘He has to become my offering tomorrow—to make me shine.’
Yes.
Christian had no intention of letting them off with just a simple apology.
Tomorrow was the day of the main ceremony.
And they would suffer humiliation that far exceeded what they experienced today.
Thus, the ones from the Tri-Alliance retreated, looking utterly miserable like drenched rats, and the crowd began to view Christian with very different eyes.
‘So the rumors weren’t just empty boasts?’
‘He’s not someone to be underestimated.’
People began to realize there was something about Christian that couldn’t be explained by mere accomplishments.
The atmosphere of the banquet changed.
Those who had only observed him with slight disdain now began to approach him one by one.
And those who actually engaged him in conversation were impressed in another way altogether.
“Wasn’t that a bit excessive earlier?”
“Excessive? I was merciful just by sparing his life. The Tri-Alliance understands the honor of the Demonic Clans. Once they realize their own heir committed such rudeness, they won’t blame me at all.”
It was a subtle statement.
Said like that, the Tri-Alliance wouldn’t be able to make any complaints about what happened.
People began to realize that Christian also possessed sharp political instincts.
It was something many of the power-hungry demons overlooked, but a Grand Duke had to have that kind of discernment.
‘The more I see him, the more impressive he is.’
‘If he had been born five years earlier… no, even three… he might’ve rivaled Osin.’
A mixture of admiration and regret spread among the crowd.
If only there had been more time.
If only this were an age of peace, Christian would surely have grown into a giant among giants.
But those in the know were already aware—
—that a bloody upheaval was approaching the Magus Empire.
‘The question is, what role will he play in that storm?’
At that moment, an unexpected figure approached Christian.
“Haha. Just as the rumors said—you truly are remarkable. A pleasure to meet you. I am Hubert of the Venomous Demonic House.”
“!!”
Christian’s eyes lit up with interest.
He was the heir of the Venomous Demonic House.
“Ah yes, the infamous one. The disgraceful Grand Duke.”
A nickname utterly shameful—
 But not unearned.
Hubert was merely a 4-star.
He was named Grand Duke solely because he was the only son of Duke Huam, the head of the Venomous Demonic House. But even after assuming the title, his strength had hardly improved. As a result, he was constantly overshadowed by other capable relatives—both male and female.
Although he still officially held the title of Grand Duke, rumors were widespread that he’d be stripped of it before long.
Yet Hubert approached without the slightest trace of gloom.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve been hoping to speak with you, Grand Duke Christian.”
“With me?”
“Yes. Marisa spoke to me often about you. She really wanted to attend today as well, but something came up at the last minute, so she couldn’t make it.”
“Something serious, I assume.”
“Yes. There was an incident at the Mandokgwan she manages. Ah, the Mandokgwan is the primary research facility in our main estate where we study all kinds of poisons. Marisa was so outstanding that she was appointed as its director at a very young age.”
His tone carried a touch of pride for his younger sister.
But Christian’s gaze grew sharp.
‘An incident at the Mandokgwan… Just as I expected.’
The Poison Vein Conflict—it was about to erupt.
Behind the scenes, the wheels were already turning.
Hubert, mistaking Christian’s expression for concern for Marisa, shook his head with a smile.
“Oh, you don’t need to worry too much. She’s a clever girl. I’m sure she’ll handle it well. I just got a message—everything’s under control and nearing resolution.”
“…That’s a relief.”
That’s what he said aloud, but Christian knew better.
Marisa would never be able to resolve this incident.
In his previous life, this very incident had led to the deaths of thousands of innocent civilians, eventually escalating to the brink of all-out war between the two Houses.
‘Of course, I won’t let it play out the same way this time.’
In fact, Christian was planning to turn this event into a weapon for his own gain.
And those pulling the strings behind the scenes would come to bitterly regret choosing this path.
‘But first, I need to finish this investiture ceremony perfectly.’
Now wasn’t the time to get sidetracked.
Later during the banquet, a short break was given.
Christian quietly slipped away to a corner of the banquet hall where no one was around.
It was part of his plan—to lure in another offering to elevate his name.
‘Philip of the Destruction Demonic House. He’s the real one.’
A very well-known figure.
The true genius of the Destruction Demonic House.
‘And an amusing little bastard who plans to trample over me.’
He had learned this from a letter Kashmir had sent not long ago.
Philip, the famed genius of the Destruction Demonic House, was aiming to make a move on him during the investiture ceremony.
‘A genius like him will make the perfect offering to mark the day of my rise.’
But first, he needed to bait the hook.
And it wouldn’t take long before something bit.
Just as he was waiting—
 Mari sauntered over, swaying gently.
[Ohoho. You look especially dazzling today! Shall I fetch you a refreshing, invigorating glass of virgin’s blood juice to melt all that fatigue away?]
For reference, whenever Mari talks about “virgin’s blood juice,” she means strawberry juice.Bachelor’s blood juice is a strawberry-carrot mix.
Christian let out a soft chuckle and nodded.
“Sure, go ahead.”
[Ohoho, please wait just a moment! I’ll return in a flash with a sweet drink full of my love!]
With a flutter, Mari disappeared—
 But unexpectedly, another voice chimed in.
“…Surely, you don’t actually drink something like virgin’s blood, do you?”
Christian turned his head, eyes slightly widened in surprise.
Standing there was someone he hadn’t expected.
‘A member of the Trueblood Clan from the Bloodsword Demonic House!’
It was Idrinne.
Of course, she was still in disguise, using the power of a devil to mask her true identity.
‘She called herself Ria, didn’t she? Come to think of it, she said she’d be attending as an envoy.’
“What’s the matter?”
“What do you mean, ‘what’s the matter’? I’m hurt, you know. I came to say hello, as any proper envoy should. But more importantly—why on earth would you drink virgin’s blood? That’s filthy.”
“…Coming from a vampire, that sounds a bit hypocritical.”
“Not all vampires drink human blood, you know. Personally, I can’t stand the stuff—it’s foul and fishy. Too much impure energy. I prefer cow’s blood.”
Idrinne crossed her arms, lips slightly puckered in displeasure.
“To think the Grand Duke believed in such a barbaric superstition, that virgin’s blood is good for your health… I had high hopes for you, but I’m sorely disappointed.”
Christian blinked.
Now that was some unexpected nagging coming from a vampire.
‘It’s just strawberry juice…’
A smirk crept across Christian’s lips.
Seeing the prim and proper look on her face only stirred his mischievous side.
‘She’s got that look that just begs to be teased.’
“What exactly is wrong with virgin’s blood juice?”
“W-What do you mean, what’s wrong?! Are you seriously asking me that?! Only crazy old perverts among vampires drink that stuff! I never imagined you were one of them!”
“But I don’t drink virgin’s blood juice, though?”
“…You don’t?”
“Nope. My maid was just messing around, but somehow I’ve ended up being called a crazy old pervert.”
“…….”
Idrinne froze, flustered.
“Uh… I-I didn’t realize it was a joke…”
“So if you didn’t know it was a joke, you just go ahead and label someone a crazy pervert?”
“Th-That’s not what I meant…”
Christian chuckled inwardly as he watched her squirm, eyes darting in every direction.
Just like his first impression—
 She really was the stiff, overly serious type with no sense for social nuance.
‘Haven’t seen this kind of personality in a while. Kinda refreshing.’
She wasn’t like a typical vampire—or even like most demons.
‘Which makes her all the more worth teasing.’
“Didn’t you say before that you wanted to be friends with me? I was kind of looking forward to it… I’m disappointed.”
Idrinne asked cautiously.
“…Did you just say you were looking forward to it?”
“Hm?”
“Are you saying you were hoping to become friends with me?”
With her eyes sparkling, she asked the question. But Christian just gave a dry chuckle and shook his head.
“Nah, I was just saying that. As if I’d ever seriously hope to become friends with a vampire from the Bloodsword Demonic House.”
“……”
She visibly deflated.
Christian tried to hold back the laughter that nearly slipped out.
Definitely someone worth teasing.
‘Even if not a friend, she might make a useful pawn.’
He spoke in a casual, passing tone.
“Still, thanks for coming all this way.”
“……”
“You came as an envoy just to congratulate me, didn’t you?”
“That’s right!”
Idrinne nodded enthusiastically and reached out her hand.
“I came all this way because I truly want to become friends with you!”
“…I don’t really feel like shaking hands. We’re not exactly on that level, are we?”
“Ah— I… I’m sorry if I was rude again.”
Her face turned red from embarrassment.
Despite her cold, aloof appearance, she was surprisingly clumsy and awkward.
‘Would be a shame to let someone like her get killed by the Blood-Drenched Demon King.’
But judging from how she reacted earlier, warning her wouldn’t make a difference.
‘I’ll think about that later. For now, might as well make use of her.’
He hadn’t planned to involve her, but since they met anyway, it didn’t seem like a bad idea.
“Anyway, you really want to be friends with me?”
“Yes.”
“But you called me a pervert without even checking the facts.”
“S-Sorry.”
“Well, shouldn’t you make up for that?”
“…How?”
Idrinne blinked.
Christian flashed a sly grin.
“Want to play a little prank with me?”
* * *
After a brief explanation, Idrinne blinked in understanding.
“You sure this is okay?”
“Of course it is. The Bloodsword Demonic House and the Destruction Demonic House aren’t exactly enemies—but they’re not on friendly terms either.”
Surprisingly, the Bloodsword and Destruction Demonic Houses, both within the Demon King's Castle, weren’t in open conflict.
Even though they were part of the Southern Magus Nation, the Destruction Demonic House was located far from the Demon King’s Castle in terms of territory.
‘The ones directly opposing the Demon King’s Castle are our Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House. And also the Eastern Karn Empire.’
In other words, the Demon King’s Castle had enemies on two fronts:
 To the south—Dark and Venomous Demonic Houses.
 To the east—the Karn Empire.
As for the Destruction Demonic House, their main enemies were to the west—
 The Holy Empire and the alliance of prestigious noble houses known as the “Round Table.”
“What about you, though? You’re okay with this? Isn’t the Destruction Demonic House close with the Dark Demonic House?”
“We’re absolutely not close.”
Christian flatly denied it.
Despite being three of the great houses of the Southern Magus Nation—Destruction, Venomous, and Dark—none of them were particularly friendly with one another.
They cooperated when needed because they belonged to the same faction, but—
‘They’re more like lifelong rivals. Always at each other’s throats when given the chance.’
In fact, the Destruction Demonic House had long sought to dominate the other two and become the leading power of the South.
‘Might as well use this chance to knock that arrogance down a notch.’
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                    Idrinne asked for confirmation.
“So in the end, all I have to do is pick a fight with Prince Philip?”
“Yeah, just come up with some excuse—anything will do. If you wait, that guy will definitely try something shady. When he does, seize the moment and stir up trouble…”
And sure enough, it happened then.
A loud sound rang out.
Smack!
It was unmistakably the sound of someone getting slapped.
“!!”
Christian turned his head and frowned.
He saw Philip of the Destruction Demonic House—the one he had been waiting for.
The problem was the person standing before him with his head bowed: Kashmir.
As if Kashmir had done something wrong, Philip raised his hand and slapped him again.
Smack!
Kashmir said nothing. He just kept taking the blows, until finally, he crashed into a table and was flung backward as it toppled over.
Murmurs spread among the crowd.
“What was that? What’s going on?”
“Did the attendant do something to offend the prince of the Destruction Demonic House?”
No one even considered that Kashmir might be a prince of the Destruction Demonic House himself.
The way he dressed was far too shabby for someone from a noble house, and Philip was treating him like a mere servant.
‘So that’s how it is.’
Christian’s eyes narrowed coldly.
Kashmir was a prince from a collateral line—one constantly oppressed and looked down upon.
Because his mother came from a lowly background, his circumstances were entirely different from Christian’s, who, despite also being from a branch family, was acknowledged due to his maternal bloodline.
But still, a prince was a prince.
That kind of treatment was far too cruel—especially in front of everyone.
Christian quickly deduced Philip’s dark intentions.
‘This is a provocation. A warning aimed at me.’
Philip knew about his friendship with Kashmir and was trying to provoke him.
‘How dare he.’
Christian’s eyes turned icy.
He had already anticipated Philip would try something.
But this was lower than he expected—disgustingly petty.
Philip's actions escalated even further.
He placed his foot on the fallen Kashmir and coldly said,
“Get up. After making such a mistake in front of me, you’re not seriously expecting mercy, are you? I’ll give you a proper lesson right here.”
People began glancing nervously at Christian.
No matter how one looked at it, causing such a scene in the middle of a banquet was an act of blatant disrespect toward the host—the Dark Demonic House.
Especially towards the main figure of the banquet: Christian.
It was a situation where Christian would be expected to step in and put a stop to it.
And that’s exactly what Philip was aiming for.
Christian planned to step in so Philip would seize the chance to provoke a duel and trample him publicly.
‘I'll crush them both—Christian and Kashmir. Watching those two grovel in the dirt together would be quite the spectacle.’
Philip sneered with a twisted grin.
Just as he moved to strike Kashmir again, trying to bait Christian further—
 —he was interrupted.
But it wasn’t Christian.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
It was Idrinne!
Fwoosh!
A swirl of blood-red mist surged forward and blocked the kick aimed at Kashmir.
Philip flinched, startled. Idrinne stepped forward, her cold eyes fixed on him as she reprimanded him sharply.
“Such disgraceful behavior… And you call yourself the prince of a prestigious Magus family? This is utterly contemptible.”
Her voice was filled with genuine disgust.
This wasn’t an act.
Idrinne loathed those who abused the weak.
“Blood Sword Demonic House, is it? Who are you? I don’t recognize your face.”
“A worm like you doesn’t deserve to know my name. Now move your filthy foot—at once.”
Philip let out a dry, disbelieving chuckle.
That reaction said it all—he couldn’t believe the audacity.
‘Where does this no-name vampire even come from?’
Judging by her unfamiliar face, Philip assumed she couldn’t be an important figure from the Blood Sword Demonic House.
He tried to ignore her and raise his foot again—but then froze.
“I said, stop.”
“!!”
Philip swallowed hard.
A chill ran down his spine.
‘What… is this?’
It wasn’t that Idrinne had released any aura or unleashed her power.
But the way she stared at him—calmly, coldly—made it impossible for him to move.
There was a reason for that.
Idrinne’s strength was on a completely different level.
As the Archduchess of the Blood Sword Demonic House, she had already stepped into the realm of 7-star power.
If she used the strength granted by her contract with a devil, there were few in this banquet hall who could even dream of matching her.
“Stop this. And apologize to Prince Christian, the host of this banquet, for your disgraceful behavior.”
Philip stood frozen, unable to respond.
At that moment, Christian finally stepped forward.
“That’s enough. Let him be. If he knew a thing about courtesy, he wouldn’t have acted like this in the first place.”
“!!”
Philip’s face turned red with shame and anger.
‘Arrogant bastard… I won’t let this slide.’
But Philip had no idea—
What Christian was really thinking at that moment.
Nor did he realize—
The ordeal that was about to come crashing down on him.
Christian turned and walked toward Kashmir.
"It's been a while."
"!!"
Kashmir's chest tightened suddenly with emotion.
He had been longing for the day he would meet Christian again.
But to be seen in such a miserable state now—
He felt nothing but shame.
"Are you alright?"
"...I'm fine."
Kashmir lowered his head.
Truthfully, this kind of humiliation was nothing new to him. He had grown used to it.
But then—
"No, you're not fine. You're my friend."
"!!"
"I'm not the type to stand by while a friend is treated like this."
Kashmir’s eyes trembled.
Something heavy pressed against his chest.
"...My lord..."
In truth—
Christian understood Kashmir’s position all too well.
Philip wasn’t the only one who tormented him in the Destruction Demonic House. The entire house was complicit.
But what could Kashmir do, alone and powerless, other than endure and shrink back?
‘But it shouldn’t be that way.’
Kashmir had to change as well.
“I’ll ask again. Are you really okay with this? Or are you just going to let it slide?”
“……”
Kashmir clenched his fists tightly.
‘I’m not okay.’
He had endured only because he had no choice.
Because he was weak.
But now, seeing Christian’s unwavering gaze—
A flood of shame rushed in.
Christian’s path had been no easier. He too had been crushed by circumstances.
But he didn’t shrink back—he faced them head-on and rose to become the Grand Duke.
So why had Kashmir done nothing but make excuses and endure?
Christian whispered quietly.
“If you want to get back at that bastard, I’ll help you—as your friend.”
Kashmir gritted his teeth and stood up.
Then turned to glare at Philip.
“For everything you’ve done to me—apologize.”
“…What? You’ve lost your mind.”
“I haven’t. I’m a Magus too. If you won’t apologize, I’ll make you pay the price.”
Philip stared in disbelief.
And then, his face twisted in fury.
‘You worthless bastard…’
Philip ground his teeth.
‘This actually works out. I’ll take this chance to utterly destroy that bastard Kashmir.’
Once he crushed Kashmir, Christian would be forced to step in.
That’s when he planned to trample Christian as well.
‘I was planning to deal with Kashmir eventually anyway.’
Philip despised Kashmir.
And the reason was simple.
People were calling Kashmir a genius—one comparable to him.
But Kashmir was from a collateral bloodline. Worse, born of low birth.
The only reason Kashmir had even been allowed to become a prince was his talent.
He began training in dark mana only after being formally recognized as a Magus of the family at fifteen.
And yet in under ten years, he was already on the cusp of reaching 5-star.
A pace nearly equal to Philip’s.
Considering all the resources and advantages Philip received as a direct descendant, some even claimed Kashmir’s talent might actually be superior.
There were even whispers that perhaps Kashmir was the true top prodigy of the next generation of the Destruction Demonic House.
‘How dare a lowborn like him…’
Philip clenched his teeth hard, and the informal duel began.
Duels during banquets were common enough among Magi that an arena had already been set up in one section of the hall.
Still, the crowd responded with little enthusiasm.
“A dispute between members of the Destruction Demonic House?”
“The result’s obvious, isn’t it?”
Philip was a 5-star.
Kashmir was only 4-star.
Especially in duels between Dark Mages, the difference in star rank was nearly impossible to overcome.
But then—something unexpected happened.
“Hold on a moment,” someone said. “If we proceed like this, the outcome will be far too predictable. So how about this?”
“…??”
“I’ll join this duel as well.”
Christian had declared his intent to take part!
Philip’s eyebrows twitched.
“You intend to gang up on me with him?”
“Of course not,” Christian replied calmly. “I only plan to assist Prince Kashmir slightly while he casts his magic.”
“Assist?”
“Yes. If you manage to withstand an attack that Kashmir unleashes with my support, then the duel shall be yours to claim. And in return for your victory, I’ll grant you one request—whatever you desire.”
Philip furrowed his brow.
‘What’s he scheming now?’
In magic, one plus one does not equal two.
Trying to forcefully support another’s spell usually results in the formula becoming unstable and the entire spell falling apart.
Besides, the Dark Demonic House wasn’t even a house of Dark Mages.
At most, Christian may have dabbled in black magic in imitation.
 No matter what tricks he tried, there was no way he could pose a threat to someone like Philip, hailed as a prodigy even among the most elite black magic lineages.
“It seems you’re hesitating. If you’re not confident, there’s no need to go through with it.”
A remark clearly meant to sting Philip’s pride.
“…I’ll do it.”
Philip growled low.
“But—if I win, I want both Kashmir and you, Prince Christian, to kneel before me.”
The crowd stirred in shock.
For someone to demand that of Christian, who was soon to be officially instated as Grand Duke?
But Christian simply chuckled softly and replied in turn.
“Very well. But if you lose, it’ll be the same. You’ll kneel and apologize for the disgrace you’ve shown here today.”
And with that—the duel began.
“Prince Kashmir, unleash the most powerful destruction magic you can muster. I’ll take care of the rest.”
“……”
Kashmir looked bewildered.
He had no idea what Christian was planning.
‘I’ll trust him. There’s no way Prince Christian would say this without a plan.’
The strongest destruction spell Kashmir could use was Rusting Horn.
A black magic spell of destruction that cloaked its target in a spiral of icy blades, corroding all it touched.
It was powerful, yes—but in Philip’s 5-star eyes, it was laughable.
‘I’ll leave him crippled.’
Philip, too, called forth destruction black magic.
A True Steel Flame spell, laced with his iron will.
A terrifying fire burst forth.
This was no ordinary flame that merely burned its target.
It bore the nature of destruction itself—flames that incinerated all they touched and reduced everything to fine ash in the blink of an eye.
‘There’s nothing to see here.’
‘No 4-star magic could stand against a 5-star True Steel spell.’
People shook their heads.
A fundamental truth of magic:
A lower-tier spell cannot overcome a higher-tier one.
Especially when they’re of the same elemental nature.
This was why mage duels almost never defied the limits of rank.
But then—something unexpected happened.
Christian, who had been standing silently behind Kashmir, stretched out his hand.
Ssshhk.
A wisp of dark mana flowed forward, merging with Kashmir’s Rusting Horn.
‘What’s he trying to do?’
‘He’s not seriously attempting to infuse destruction magic with dark mana, is he?’
The spectators’ eyes widened.
‘To try fusing dark mana into a spell that’s already been cast?’
Magic was built on intricate and delicate formulas.
Behind every visible phenomenon was a towering structure of interwoven spellwork.
To try forcing dark mana into an already-cast spell like that—
It shouldn’t be possible.
But Christian moved on to his next action.
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                    Flaaash!
A magic circle appeared in midair.
“!!”
At that moment, the dark mages watching the duel instinctively jumped to their feet.
‘An interference spell?’
‘W-What?’
It was a technique that intervened in the opponent's magic formula.
The problem was, this technique was incredibly high-level.
It required real-time intervention in a formula that constantly changed in an instant.
Unless one had a deep and thorough understanding of the opponent’s magic, it was impossible to pull off.
‘There’s no way Lord Christian would know the forbidden black magic formulas of the Destruction Demonic House, right?’
‘Did he reverse-engineer and decipher the whole spell on the spot?’
But the real surprise was only just beginning.
The usual purpose of an interference spell was singular.
To disrupt and cancel the opponent's formula.
Of course, in theory, it was possible to intervene in other ways.
Like changing the direction of the magic, altering a part of its nature, and so on.
But that would require the ability to create new magic in real time.
Something impossible unless one was truly a master in that field, so realistically, the limit was just to disrupt the formula and cancel the magic.
‘He changed the nature of the magic that Lord Kashmir cast!’
The interference spell Christian unleashed altered Kashmir’s magic.
It added an enchantment attribute to the ice within the vortex.
The dark mana that Chris unleashed embedded itself into the ice.
‘Insane.’
The dark mages watching swallowed hard.
Even seeing it with their own eyes, they could hardly believe it.
‘Could it be... has Lord Christian reached the 5-star level in black magic?’
‘But even a professional black magician at 5-star level shouldn’t be able to pull that off?!’
If the black magic that Kashmir used had been a simple 2 or 3-star spell, maybe it’d be plausible—but it wasn’t.
4-star.
It was black magic at the level of “property transformation.”
‘This is absurd.’
But they didn’t know.
That the true shock was only just beginning.
“You may be playing tricks.”
Philip’s eyebrow twitched.
He was offended that Chris had pulled off something even he, hailed as a genius, couldn’t do.
“But it’s useless!”
Fwoooosh!!!
The flames of destruction surged even fiercer.
The icy vortex that Kashmir had fired now looked utterly feeble.
But then, a change occurred.
Whiiiiiir!!
The vortex of ice spread out wide.
As if it were surrounding the flames from a distance.
“What is this? How did the Rusted Horn undergo such a change?”
“That’s completely different from the original form of the Rusted Horn, isn’t it?”
Of course, this too was something Chris had accomplished.
‘He used the dominating nature of dark mana.’
The reason Chris imbued the Rusted Horn with dark mana wasn’t just to enhance its power, but to bring the spell itself under his control.
A feat possible only because Chris’s dark mana was pure at a ten-tenths level.
Of course, it was also only possible because Kashmir didn’t resist Chris’s interference at all.
‘Just because it’s Dark Demonic House's black magic doesn’t mean it’s invincible.’
Chris narrowed his eyes.
Dark Demonic House's black magic was similar to “Aura Force.”
It was black magic manifested through willpower.
Therefore, the spell had a core pillar of will.
‘All I need to do is collapse that pillar of will.’
Naturally, that was an extremely difficult task.
Especially to break the will of a 5-star Dark Demonic House's black magic with a 4-star spell—equivalent to breaking 5-star Aura Force with a 4-star Black Sword.
But it didn’t matter.
Even when he had only wielded a Black Sword in the past, Chris had displayed power that overwhelmed Aura Force.
“Lord Kashmir. Watch closely what I’m about to do.”
“!!”
Vmmmmm!
The dark mana imbued in the ice changed.
Chris’s “will” was carried into the dark mana and into the magic Kashmir had cast.
“This is the manifestation of will.”
Chris gestured with his hand.
The ice flew toward the flames of destruction.
Ice that, under normal circumstances, would’ve immediately melted and disappeared.
But unbelievably, the ice didn’t melt. Nor was it shattered by the destructive force imbued in the flames.
Chris’s “will” had overcome the power of destruction.
“…This is absurd!!!”
Philip’s voice trembled in disbelief.
And it wasn’t just Philip. Everyone watching had the same reaction.
It was supposed to be impossible to infuse will into a 4-star spell.
That’s why there existed special Dark Demonic House's spells, which served as “vessels” capable of holding will.
But Chris had already imbued will into his Black Sword, something originally possible only with Aura Force.
Though there was a difference between the Black Sword and magic, this level of control was well within his ability.
Chris spoke quietly once more.
“Will is the power that makes everything possible.”
The feeble ice tore through the flame like a giant.
An unreal sight—like an egg shattering a rock.
Kashmir trembled.
He could feel Chris’s will embedded in his own magic.
"Never forget this sensation you're feeling right now."
This was the very reason Chris had engaged in this duel.
He intended to let Kashmir experience his own “will” and use it as a foundation for growth.
If he didn’t become stronger, Kashmir wouldn’t be able to endure what lay ahead.
Meanwhile, Kashmir felt Chris’s intent and tightly resolved within himself.
‘Thank you, my lord.’
A determination began to rise in his heart.
‘I will never forget the grace you have shown me. I, Kashmir, will dedicate everything I have to you, my lord.’
And then—
An unbelievable miracle occurred.
Flaaash!
The flame, slashed apart by ice, scattered into pieces.
The spell had been dismantled!
“Guh-heok!!”
From the backlash, Philip coughed up blood and fell to his knees.
The hall fell into silence.
Everyone's expectations were overturned, and Kashmir had emerged victorious.
No—Kashmir hadn’t done anything. It was Chris’s victory.
‘How could something like this happen?’
Everyone in the banquet hall stared at Chris, stunned.
Had Chris defeated Philip in a straightforward duel, they wouldn’t have been that surprised.
But he had performed an absurd miracle and brought Philip down.
Everyone in the hall was left in speechless disbelief, wondering if what they saw had truly happened.
“Looks like this side has won.”
Srrrng.
A cold blade pointed at Philip’s throat.
“!!”
Philip clenched his teeth.
“I… I can’t accept this.”
“Hm?”
“You must’ve pulled some underhanded trick I don’t know about…!!”
Based on his knowledge of black magic, Philip couldn’t accept what had just happened.
‘He must’ve used some kind of unknown artifact. There’s no way something like that could happen otherwise!’
Philip was a genius.
But even he couldn’t dream of accomplishing what had just occurred.
So naturally, he assumed the opponent had cheated somehow.
Meanwhile, Chris looked straight at Philip and said bluntly:
“You’re a fool, so I guess your thoughts are limited too.”
“!!”
“Either way, that’s enough. As promised earlier, get on your knees and beg for forgiveness.”
Philip’s eyes widened as if they would tear apart.
Now that he thought about it, they had agreed before the duel that the loser would kneel before the victor.
“Y-You think… I’d actually do something like that?!”
“You better do it.”
Sshk.
“If you don’t, you’ll die.”
Chris’s sword dug into Philip’s neck.
“!!”
Blood trickled down.
“Why? Do you think I won’t do it?”
Philip’s eyes trembled.
“If… if you kill me… my main house won’t stay silent…”
“Who knows? But right now, what matters more to me is the honor of our Dark Demonic House that’s been disgraced. You really have no idea what you’ve done wrong, do you?”
Philip had disgraced the host—House of Darkness—by causing a scene in the banquet hall.
“When a demon noble’s honor is insulted, there’s only one rightful response. To make the offender pay with their life. But out of consideration for the Destruction Demonic House, I’m giving you a chance to beg for forgiveness.”
Chris continued in a detached tone, both his gaze and voice cold.
“If you refuse, then it can’t be helped. Do as you please. Honestly, I’d be just fine killing you right here.”
Philip’s body began to tremble.
He realized Chris truly intended to kill him.
“I’m going to count to three.”
The blade dug in deeper.
“One.”
Blood gushed out even more fiercely.
But Chris didn’t stop.
The blade sliced cleanly through the thin skin of his neck.
At this rate, once he reached three, Philip’s carotid artery would be severed, and he’d die.
“Two.”
And then—
“W-Wait!! Please stop!!”
The retainers who had followed from the Destruction Demonic House shouted in panic.
An unbelievable sight followed.
Philip dropped to his knees.
“S… sorry for causing a disturbance.”
Everyone in the banquet hall was stunned.
The famed genius of the Destruction Demonic House, Philip, showing such disgraceful submission?
Philip’s entire body trembled with shame.
But the humiliation wasn’t over yet.
“That all?”
“W-What…?”
“And to Kashmir?”
“!!”
To apologize to Kashmir, whom he had treated like trash?
His mind started to go blank.
Then Kashmir spoke.
“I’m fine.”
“Hm?”
“This victory isn’t mine. I’ll receive an apology properly later—after I’ve made Lord Philip kneel with my own strength.”
It was a statement that made Philip’s mind go blank.
With fury and shame flooding him, Philip felt like he might faint.
Chris let out a wide grin.
“Well, that doesn’t sound too bad either. Fine, you may rise.”
But Philip couldn’t get up.
Overwhelmed by extreme humiliation, he was unable to collect himself.
“Wait… Don’t tell me you pissed yourself?”
“!!”
Philip’s face went pale.
He hurriedly looked down—but thankfully, there was no stain.
It was Chris mocking him.
“Oh, my mistake then. You were zoning out so hard, I figured you might’ve pissed yourself like a mutt.”
“!!”
“Anyway, even if you’re ashamed or miserable, don’t go peeing yourself. Should I make your Destruction Demonic House clean it up?”
Never relenting with the mockery, Christian stepped down from the dueling platform.
Philip, having barely regained his senses, screamed from behind—but it was nothing more than the pathetic outburst of the defeated.
Everyone in the hall stared at Christian in complete shock.
Compared to when the banquet had first begun, their view of him had changed entirely.
No one could look down on Christian anymore.
Then, an entirely unexpected voice reached his ears.
“Fufu, how graceful. You’ve far exceeded my expectations.”
“!!”
In that instant, Christian flinched.
And it wasn’t just him. Everyone in the hall looked toward the newcomer with surprise.
‘Elder Märchen of the Four Demon Stars!!’
A being who stood at the pinnacle of the 7-star rank.
It was Märchen the Puppeteer.
“This is our first time meeting, isn’t it? I’m Märchen. Though I’m unworthy, I am one of the Five Evils of the Mystic Demonic House and currently serve as an elder of the Four Demon Stars. A pleasure to meet you. I’ve long wanted to see you.”
Märchen smiled alluringly.
Despite being an elder, she looked no older than someone in her thirties.
She had the ash-gray hair unique to the Mystic Demonic House, and her cloudy jade eyes gleamed with an enchanting glow.
“The puppeteer has arrived.”
“Is this okay? What if a fight breaks out?”
Tension spread through the room.
This was different from when Idrinne had shown up.
While Idrinne also belonged to the Four Demon Stars, she had come disguised as an ordinary envoy, hiding her status.
But Märchen was a true powerhouse within the Four Demon Stars—and one with deep, bitter history with the Dark Demonic House.
Worse yet was the nature of her ability.
Märchen’s “puppetry,” which transcended the very ‘laws’ of magic, could bring about brutal massacres regardless of the number of enemies.
As the tension in the air grew taut—
Christian responded in a relaxed tone.
“Pleasure to meet you. I’ve been wanting to see you too.”
Märchen looked intrigued.
“You wanted to see me?”
“Yes. Since I plan on cutting off your head someday, I figured I’d get a look at what kind of person you are first.”
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                    At that brazen provocation, everyone around them held their breath.
But Märchen simply burst into laughter without the slightest hint of offense.
“Ahaha, what a charming man you are. I like you. Truly. I might even fall for you.”
Chris frowned.
‘Like hell you do.’
Märchen had been an infamous figure even in his previous life.
Just as Sherad’s “I like you” meant “I want to kill you,” Märchen’s version of “I like you” meant “I want to stuff you and turn you into a living doll.”
‘She must’ve come in person because she’s already thinking about making me into one of her puppets.’
Not that it mattered.
Chris had no intention of letting her live either.
Märchen was one of the people he absolutely had to kill.
“But why did you leave such loose ends after that duel? Not just that brat from the Destruction Demonic House, but even those from the Triumvirate. If you’re going to crush them, you should make sure they can never rise again.”
Märchen asked in a tone that hinted at amusement.
“They didn’t look like the type to let things go. I’m sure they’ll try to retaliate.”
Chris chuckled.
“That’s what I’m aiming for.”
“Hm?”
“The investiture isn’t over yet.”
‘If the ceremony ended like this, it’d be way too boring.’
The Grand Duke’s investiture was held over two days.
Today had been the banquet, which served as a sort of pre-ceremony.
Tomorrow would be the formal ritual.
Chris had left room for retaliation from the ones who had provoked him earlier—specifically for the formal ceremony.
‘For a grand ceremony, you need proper offerings.’
Those fools probably had no idea.
That the humiliation they had just experienced wasn’t the end.
“Ahaha, how splendid. I’ll look forward to seeing just how elegant your plan turns out. I suppose I’ll take my leave now.”
Märchen wore a shadowy smile on her lips.
“If I stay any longer, I might lose control and actually try to kidnap you out of sheer affection.”
It didn’t sound like a joke.
And with that, Märchen disappeared, and the banquet—filled with so much chaos—came to an end. The next day arrived.
All that remained was the main ceremony.
The day Chris would officially become a Grand Duke.
And the day he would cause an incident that would go down in history.
* * *
A vast hall was filled with countless people.
At the podium stood Nordian, the family head, alongside a demon Chris had never seen before.
A representative sent from the “Central” domain of the Demon Emperor.
Chris, dressed in a lavish ceremonial outfit unlike his usual attire, tilted his head as he studied the “representative” from the Central Domain.
‘A high-level demon lord on the level of 8 stars. But I’ve never seen them before. There’s barely any reliable information on the Central Domain.’
For reference, during the war sparked by the Blood-Drenched Demon King, the Central Domain did not participate.
They had merely observed, like indifferent spectators, as the Blood-Drenched Demon King carried out his plans.
Even without the Central Domain’s participation, the demons had claimed an overwhelming victory—proof of just how powerful the Magus Empire truly was.
‘Still, why did the Central Domain, where the Demon Emperor resides, just stand by and watch the Blood-Drenched Demon King? They couldn’t have been unaware that his and the Mystic Demonic House’s goal was Ragnarok—the destruction of the world.’
A question he hadn’t considered back when he was part of the alliance.
Why had the Central Domain, the seat of the Demon Emperor, chosen silence?
It certainly wasn’t due to a lack of power.
‘After all, the top four ranked Demon Kings are all from the Central Domain.’
For reference, the hierarchy of the Demon Kings went as follows:
Rank 1: The Demon Emperor.
Rank 2: The Demon Empress.
Rank 3: The Magus Chancellor.
Rank 4: The Grand Marshal, the Demon King of Red Heavens.
Below them, lower-ranked Demon Kings acted as viceroys, ruling over the eastern, western, southern, and northern provinces as the Demon Emperor’s representatives.
‘Eventually, the Blood-Drenched Demon King rose to the fourth rank after gaining the Demon Emperor’s recognition.’
A fact with terrifying implications.
The fact that even the fearsome Blood-Drenched Demon King had only reached rank four meant that the Demon Kings above were even stronger.
A chilling thought.
‘Even the Magus Chancellor is a monstrous existence.’
For reference, the third-ranked Magus Chancellor was originally from the Dark Demonic House.
To be precise, he was the founding patriarch of the house and had once led it through its golden age.
‘Though now, he has no ties to the Dark Demonic House at all.’
Under the Demon Emperor’s command, the Magus Chancellor had severed all personal ties and now governed the Magus Empire as the Emperor’s proxy.
‘…The only relief is that the Central Domain can’t yet be considered an enemy. They’re merely watching from afar.’
The clearly defined enemies were the Blood-Drenched Demon King, the Four Demon Stars, and the Mystic Demonic House.
The Central Domain remained ambiguous.
Whether they were enemies or not would depend on why they remained silent.
And if Chris was being honest with himself—he hoped they weren’t enemies.
‘I'll think about the Central Domain later. It’s not something I can reach for right now anyway.’
What he needed to focus on at this moment was taking full control of the Dark Demonic House.
And raising it to the top.
Today’s investiture would be the first step toward that goal.
“Step up to the platform, Christian.”
Nordian spoke.
The words were stiff, but pride toward Christian was unmistakable in his tone.
Christian grinned widely and began to walk forward.
Step.
In the silent hall, each of his footsteps echoed clearly.
Everyone held their breath.
He was simply walking—nothing more.
Yet it felt as though the shadow of a giant had fallen over them, his overwhelming presence pressing down on all.
Everyone sensed it instinctively.
That in this very moment, another great figure was being born.
Still too young, too unformed for anyone to fully realize it yet.
One day, he would stand tall across the entire Magus Empire—a true titan.
“Pay your respects to His Majesty, the Demon Emperor.”
Standing atop the platform, Chris knelt on one knee before the “Representative.”
Just like a knight receiving his investiture.
The “Representative” finally spoke.
“I, Duke Sanct, acting under the will of His Majesty the Demon Emperor and by the authority of the Magus Chancellor, have come here to carry out this duty. Christian de Barren, receive the decree.”
“I shall receive it.”
As a note, Christian’s family name was changed to “de Barren” with his appointment as Grand Duke, shedding the former designation tied to his branch lineage.
“You shall inherit the Will of Darkness. Do you swear loyalty to His Majesty, the Demon Emperor?”
“I swear it.”
“Good. If there is anyone here who objects to Christian de Barren inheriting the Will of Darkness, let them speak now.”
It was a formal part of the ceremony.
The Magus Houses were the ruling families of the Magus Empire.
So, by the law laid down by the Demon Emperor, the head of a house had to be recognized by the other Magus Houses as well.
That’s why only direct bloodline representatives of each house were allowed to attend the Grand Duke’s investiture.
‘But it’s essentially a dead tradition now.’
If another house were to reject a successor chosen by a house itself, it would be tantamount to declaring war.
As expected, no one raised an objection.
Duke Sanct, the Demon Emperor’s representative, nodded and was just about to proceed to the next part of the ceremony.
“Then, with the investiture of the new Grand Duke—”
“Wait. Please, hold on a moment.”
A stir ran through the hall as Christian abruptly interrupted him—an act that bordered on blasphemy.
“…Why?”
“It seems there are those who object to my appointment as Grand Duke.”
“…What did you say?”
Everyone looked stunned by this sudden twist.
Even Nordian standing beside him glared sharply.
‘What’s this brat doing now?’
That was the look in his eyes, but Christian simply grinned.
‘You did say I could make a scene if I wanted, didn’t you?’
Indeed, what he did at the banquet yesterday wasn’t the incident he had in mind.
This was the real plan.
Chris turned his gaze.
Toward a certain someone, jaw clenched and stiff as a board.
“Isn’t that right, Prince Philip of the Destruction Demonic House?”
“!!”
Chris curled the corner of his lips into a smirk.
“You seem to have a lot of resentment about me becoming Grand Duke.”
All eyes turned to Philip.
His face flushed so red it looked like it might explode.
‘This damned bastard.’
After suffering that humiliating defeat yesterday, Philip had been preparing to take revenge on Christian.
However, Philip had no plans of stepping forward just yet.
No matter how arrogant he might be, even Philip wasn’t reckless enough to pick a fight in front of the Demon Emperor’s representative.
But Chris wasn’t about to let him go.
‘Aren’t I supposed to be the infamous bastard anyway?’
“Why so silent? Don’t just sulk like a petty man—if you’ve got something to say, spit it out.”
“…You… you…”
“Or is it that my investiture moved you to tears? I suppose it’s understandable. I did give you a valuable lesson yesterday. I guess a little admiration isn’t out of place.”
“You…!!”
The moment Chris brought up the humiliation from yesterday, Philip finally exploded.
“That trash like you could be the Grand Duke of a Magus House!? I absolutely refuse to accept it! I, Philip, as the representative of the Destruction Demonic House, challenge your qualifications!”
The means of judgment was simple.
As Magi, it would be a duel.
But Christian pushed it even further.
“I refuse.”
“…What?”
“How could a pitiful disgrace like you possibly be qualified to judge me?”
Then, Christian turned to another group.
Three individuals wearing the same twisted expression as Philip.
They were envoys of the Tri-Alliance.
The same ones who were humiliated yesterday.
“You all seem displeased with my appointment. Why don’t you come at me together?”
“!!”
“As the future head of the Dark Demonic House, I should at least be able to trample you all at once if I’m truly worthy.”
A stir rippled through the hall.
Even Philip wasn’t an easy opponent.
Despite yesterday’s disgraceful defeat, he had the skill to back up his reputation as a genius.
The young lords and lady of the Tri-Alliance were no different.
While they weren’t the absolute top talents of their houses, all three were battle-hardened veterans, having fought on the front lines against the Holy Empire.
Their combined technique, when used together, was especially feared.
‘Reckless. Has he gone mad?’
‘Those three from the Tri-Alliance recently took down a commander of the Holy Empire’s Star Paladin Order together.’
‘To face them all at once, you’d need to be at least 6-star level. Has Christian gone completely mad from arrogance?’
Everyone looked at Christian with those thoughts in mind—but he simply turned to the Demon Emperor’s representative and spoke calmly.
“As you can see, there are those who object to my succession. I’ll prove my qualifications myself.”
“What? Hah!”
Fortunately, Duke Sanct, the representative, didn’t get angry. He simply burst into hearty laughter, then turned to Nordian.
“You’ve raised a fine one in the Dark Demonic House.”
“…My apologies.”
Nordian bowed his head.
As the Demon Emperor’s representative, Duke Sanct was due that level of respect.
Then, Duke Sanct turned to Christian.
“Very well. Go on and cause all the chaos you want.”
“Thank you.”
“But keep this in mind.”
His voice suddenly dropped, cold and sharp.
“If you show even the slightest weakness, your succession will be revoked. You’re the one who made this reckless move, so you won’t have any complaints, will you?”
A chilling warning.
There was no precedent for it, but if the central authority intervened to block a house’s succession, Christian would never become Grand Duke.
Even so—
“I don’t mind.”
Christian stepped toward the circular arena at the front of the platform.
“There’s no chance I’ll show weakness.”
Right.
Chris’s goal wasn’t something as simple as winning.
He intended to use them as offerings—to imprint on everyone exactly how extraordinary he truly was.
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                    Philip stepped forward first.
“Why’d you come alone? I told you to come at me together.”
“Shut your mouth!! Someone like you—I can crush you on my own!”
Philip pulled out a remarkable item.
A staff etched with a chilling brand.
It was the arcane artifact, Orb of Ruin.
‘An arcane artifact that amplifies the destructive power of dark magic. A perfect match with the destructive spells of the Destruction Demonic House.’
Those who recognized the artifact began murmuring among themselves.
A dark mage wielding an artifact with matching affinity could unleash power far beyond imagination.
What’s more, Philip was a genius.
It was clear he’d be able to draw out the artifact’s full power.
“You’ll regret this. I’ll make you atone for your sins against me—through excruciating pain.”
Fwaaah!!
The brand on the orb flared with a crimson glow.
And then, fire erupted.
It was the same Jingang-class spell he had used in yesterday’s duel.
But this time, it was different.
White flames—White Blaze, flames of pure destruction.
It was a fire imbued solely with the nature of annihilation.
The watching dark mages widened their eyes in shock.
‘He’s evolved the 5-star Jingang spell Flame of Ruin into the 6-star Will-class spell White Blaze using the power of the artifact!’
Of course, it wasn’t a genuine 6-star Will-class spell.
It had merely been forcibly enhanced.
Even so, its power was on par with a 6-star Will-class spell.
‘That flame is unstoppable!’
‘Dodging won’t help! That flame never misses its mark.’
There was only one way to survive.
To admit defeat before the fire engulfed you and beg for the opponent’s mercy.
But then, Christian responded in an unexpected way.
He raised his hand slightly.
‘Is he really thinking of blocking it with dark aura?’
‘That’s suicidal.’
Everyone assumed Christian would use Dark Aura.
After all, the Dark Demonic House was a martial house, and the most powerful force Christian could wield would be Dark Aura.
But what Christian brought out wasn’t aura.
It was a long spear of water materializing at his hand.
A Destruction Dark Spell.
‘What the—?!’
‘He’s using destruction-type dark magic against a dark mage of the Destruction Demonic House?!’
And on top of that, it was merely a 3-star destruction dark spell.
It was like an amateur wielding a kitchen knife against a master wielding a sacred blade.
Yet—
 “So you’re called the genius of the Destruction Demonic House? And this is the best you’ve got?”
 “!!”
Many people are mistaken.
The speed of one’s progress isn’t what defines a true genius.
‘Of course, that guy is only at 5-star magic at the age of twenty. Even in terms of sheer speed of progress, it’s not all that fast.’
In his previous life, Christian had seen what true geniuses looked like—even if not quite at his own level.
And the one standing before him now couldn’t even be compared to those real geniuses.
 “Let me show you what a true genius really is.”
Fwaaah!
Christian cast another spell.
Destructive lightning magic.
A blade of wind magic.
Finally, a shadow spell fused together with the tip of the water spear.
A quadruple-layered magical cast.
To make this possible, all four spells had to be disassembled and reconfigured so they wouldn’t interfere with each other—only someone like Christian could achieve such a feat.
With a flick of his hand, the spear was launched.
Its target: the core of the White Blaze.
 “What the—?! Shut up!!”
With a furious roar, Philip amplified the power of the White Blaze.
At that moment, the icy spear Christian had unleashed began to produce an unbelievable sight.
Wooooooom!!!
The wind embedded within it instantly accelerated the spear’s velocity.
In a blink, the spear was already piercing through the blaze.
Naturally, it should’ve disintegrated upon contact—but incredibly, the spear didn’t shatter.
That was due to the shadow magic infused within it.
‘Shadow ignores physical attacks.’
Magic is a technique that manifests as a phenomenon.
In particular, this White Blaze may have taken the form of fire, but it wasn’t actual flame—it was the will of destruction, materialized in the form of fire.
Therefore, if the spell recognized the spear as “shadow,” the phenomenon of destruction wouldn’t be triggered.
Christian had intentionally added lightning magic to further disorient the spell’s recognition.
Lightning doesn’t burn either.
The moment the spear made contact with the flames, electricity burst in all directions, amplifying the confusion of the magical formation.
‘Of course, if this had been a properly formed Will-class spell, something like this wouldn’t have worked at all.’
The reason why Philip’s magic couldn’t truly be called a Will-class spell lay in its lack of completeness.
Because he had forcibly amplified only the destructive power using the artifact, gaps were inevitable.
‘Had he just used a Jingang-class spell suited to his actual level, I wouldn’t have been able to break through so easily.’
Granted, those gaps were still minuscule—but for anyone other than Christian, exploiting them would’ve been impossible.
The icy spear pierced straight through the core of the White Blaze, and the Will-class spell Philip had unleashed was snuffed out—utterly and in vain.
 “W-What…?! Impossible!!”
Philip’s face went pale with shock as he staggered back.
 “Impossible? If you don’t believe it, try again. I’d hate for this to end so boringly.”
Philip desperately cast more destructive dark spells.
All were pseudo–Will-class spells, forcibly boosted through the arcane artifact.
But it was no use.
The overwhelming destructive dark spells that Philip unleashed were repeatedly nullified by the light, effortless dark magic Christian cast.
Everyone stared in disbelief at the sight before them.
It was as if—
A master of dark magic was toying with an amateur.
And not just with any spell, but with the very type of magic the opponent specialized in—destruction dark magic.
 “Kuhk!!”
In the end, the cost of forcing such immense power out of himself hit Philip hard—he coughed up a mouthful of blood and collapsed to his knees.
Then came a voice, pressing down on him like a hammer:
 “A genius isn’t some pretentious fool like you. A true genius is someone who surpasses limits without a second thought.”
 “!!”
 “Like this, for example.”
Fwoooosh!!
Flames erupted from Christian’s hand.
It was the same Jingang-class destruction dark magic Philip had used—Flame of Ruin.
Christian had recreated it just by having seen it a few times.
Of course, it wasn’t exactly the same.
Christian hadn’t yet reached the 5-star level in destruction magic.
He hadn’t obtained the True Essence of Destruction.
So instead, he modified and restructured it with his own will and intent.
Even so, it wasn’t lacking.
In fact, aside from lacking the True Essence itself, every other aspect of the spell was more refined and powerful than Philip’s version—down to near perfection.
 “Ah…”
Philip’s eyes began to dull with despair.
Only then did he finally understand—
Christian was not someone he could compare himself to.
Christian was a true genius.
He felt like a massive wall—one that couldn’t be climbed or overcome.
Faced with that hopelessness, the light vanished completely from Philip’s eyes. Christian merely shrugged.
 “No need to finish it. Get him out of here. Oh, and try not to piss yourself.”
A deathly silence settled over the arena.
What Philip had just displayed was, without a doubt, not weak.
And yet, it wasn’t simply that he lost—it was that he had been completely toyed with.
What made it even more shocking was that Christian hadn't even shown his true strength.
Let it be repeated: the Dark Demonic House is a martial lineage.
Destruction dark magic, like all other spells, was something they used only as support.
And yet, using a form of magic that wasn’t even his specialty, Christian had humiliated the genius of the Destruction Demonic House's main bloodline.
Christian then turned to the stiffly frozen representatives of the Tri-Alliance.
 “What are you waiting for? Aren’t you coming up? Or are you scared?”
 “!!”
 “I’m giving you some friendly advice—you’d better come at me all at once. Though even then, you won’t stand a chance.”
Another wave of tense silence swept through the arena.
As a side note, in the Magus Empire, the region with the highest number of battles wasn’t, unexpectedly, the territory of the Four Kings’ Castle.
It was the Western Magus Nation—the region where the Tri-Alliance was based.
That’s because the most aggressive force of the Crusade Alliance, the Holy Empire, was right next door.
Not only that, but the Mirror Ice Palace, the Fanatic Cult, and the Round Table were all located in the west as well.
The three houses of the Tri-Alliance had formed deep bonds over time, forged through countless battles against the Crusade Alliance’s enemies.
As such, the Joint Combat Technique performed by these three houses was overwhelmingly powerful.
 “Don’t let your guard down.”
 “Just like when we took down the leader of the Starshade Knights.”
They had fought in perfect sync numerous times before.
In fact, they had recently captured a 6-star powerhouse, the commander of the Starshade Knights from the Holy Empire.
That meant their joint formation was powerful enough to go toe-to-toe with even a 6-star Master-class.
‘I was waiting for a chance to get revenge anyway… and now he walks right into it. I’ll kill him.’
The heir of the Beast Demonic House, still grinding his teeth after the humiliation Christian dealt him yesterday, seethed with bloodlust.
 “I’ll take the flank, as the Beast. The Ghost will take the front. Illusion disables him.”
It was a straightforward formation.
The Ghost Sword blocks and pressures the target from the front.
The Beast strikes from the flank.
And the Illusionist neutralizes the target completely from the shadows.
Simple, yet devastating—especially given the perfect synergy between the three houses.
 “Let’s begin. Grrrr…!!”
The Beast began his transformation.
His fangs and claws grew longer.
His body became covered in fur and swelled to nearly one and a half times its original size.
He had revealed his true form—a Lycanthrope.
The intensely trained body showed that he wasn’t the kind of tamer who stayed in the back, sending out monsters. No—he fought on the front lines, like a true martial combatant.
But that wasn’t all.
Fwoosh!
Magic stones shattered as the monsters sealed within them appeared.
They were Shavel Wolves, classified as 4-star beasts.
They weren’t top-tier magical beasts, fitting for someone who specialized in hand-to-hand combat rather than taming.
But the sinister magical energy swirling in their eyes made it clear: these Shavel Wolves weren’t ordinary monsters.
 “Are those beasts modified using a secret technique of the Beast Demonic House? They’re definitely not your average 4-star monsters!”
 “There’s eight of them too!”
Meanwhile, the heir of the Ghost Sword Demonic House wasn’t idle either.
 “I’ve always wanted to cross blades with someone from the Dark Demonic House.”
SCREEEEEEECH.
A terrifying scream echoed the moment he drew his sword.
It was the Ghost Sword—a grotesque weapon forged using the body of a captured Tri-Alliance knight.
The anguish and hatred of someone who died in torment had been sealed into the blade, granting it horrifying sharpness.
But of course, the true terror of the Ghost Sword Demonic House didn’t lie in the sharpness of their blade alone.
 “It’s honestly laughable that your house gets called a martial house too, when you’re just a half-baked lineage that doesn’t commit to either path.”
The Dark Demonic House was known for its magic swordsmen—those who combined martial combat and dark magic.
Because of this, both pure magic houses and pure martial houses tended to look down on them.
And no one looked down on them more than the Ghost Sword Demonic House.
To sword fanatics who devoted their entire being to the blade, the Dark Demonic House was nothing but a bunch of cowardly tricksters.
The daughter of the Illusion Demonic House also raised her skull-topped staff, gathering dark energy as she prepared her spell.
But then—Christian’s reaction was… strange.
He just stood there, silently watching them.
 “…What?”
 “I was worried you’d end up looking pathetic like that idiot from the Destruction Demonic House earlier.”
Christian let out a yawn.
There wasn’t the slightest hint of tension in his posture.
 “So please—give it your best. The more desperately you struggle, the more dazzling I’ll look by comparison.”
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                    But the princess of the Illusion Demonic House responded sharply.
 “Don’t talk like you know anything!! This isn’t just a matter of distinguishing between illusion and reality!!”
 “!!”
 “Th-this… it feels like it actually exists…? But how could that be at the 4-star level…?”
She was a 5-star illusionist.
A level where illusions could affect reality—but even at that level, she could never manifest something like this.
 “Ah, well… it’s because I’m a genius,” Christian said casually. “Breaking the boundary between reality and illusion so that they seem to exist as one—isn’t that something I can obviously do?”
 “!!”
 “Anyway, that’s not what’s important, is it? You’re just going to stand there and take it?”
The princess of the Illusion Demonic House grit her teeth hard.
‘Even if the level of that illusion is high, it’s still just a 4-star. There’s no way it can withstand a 5-star Jingang illusion…!’
Fwaaaash!
Light burst forth.
The Jingang-class 5-star illusion—Sinking in Ecstasy.
A horrifying spell that lured the target into a perverse euphoria, then shattered their mind.
The light of corrupted delight began to push back the darkness that Christian had summoned.
However—
Christian simply shook his head.
“Weak.”
Yes, it was weak.
Just like how the strength of dark aura varies depending on the one wielding it, so too does the power of a Jingang-class illusion depend on the caster.
And this illusion… was merely imbued with a half-baked will.
Weaker than even what Philip had shown.
Though Christian had yet to reach the 5-star level in illusion magic, something like this Jingang illusion—he could tear it apart with ease.
 “What exactly did you learn at the Illusion Demonic House? Watch closely. This—is what a real illusion looks like.”
The darkness changed.
Brrrrr.
A shudder, like the earth itself was trembling, and then—a nightmare unfolded.
From beyond the darkness, a chilling gaze descended upon the princess of the Illusion Demonic House.
 “!!”
Her eyes widened to the point they looked like they would tear.
Her whole body trembled under the weight of a primal fear.
And it was no wonder.
The illusion Christian had just manifested… was none other than the eyes of Mistrot, the demon of the Fourth Realm she had witnessed not long ago.
A being so unfathomably terrifying that even Christian had once trembled in its presence.
Of course, not even Christian could truly replicate an illusion of such a transcendent entity.
‘But I can certainly recreate the fear I felt in that moment.’
To that, Christian layered in the True Intent of the Curse Demonic House, which he had recently mastered—the ability to target and pierce through even the faintest gaps.
That cursed essence was now embedded into his illusion.
And it found its mark—ruthlessly plunging fear through the cracks in the princess’s mind.
She desperately tried to escape the terror, but it was hopeless.
In fact, had this not been a battle fought through illusions, she might have had a better chance.
She could’ve at least raised a mental barrier to reduce the damage.
But here—within a domain ruled by illusions—she was utterly defenseless.
As mentioned earlier, during an illusion duel, both participants’ minds are completely exposed.
In a single instant, a fear as vast as eternity consumed her consciousness.
 “Aaaaaaaaahhh!! S-Stop…!! Kuuuaaaaaargh!!!!”
The princess of the Illusion Demonic House collapsed, shrieking in horror.
She had completely lost her mind.
‘It’s as if she was exposed to the terror of a demon… She won’t recover her sanity anytime soon.’
Those watching the duel began to grasp what had just happened—and swallowed hard.
‘He defeated the Illusion Demonic House’s princess… using illusion magic?’
‘What the hell? Is he insane?’
Of course, Christian’s madness didn’t stop there.
 “What are you two doing? Still not thinking straight?”
 “!!”
Snapped out of it by Christian’s scolding, the heirs of the Ghost Sword and Beast Demonic Houses widened their eyes.
At some point, the illusion of darkness that had surrounded them had completely vanished.
Christian had, in his own twisted way, shown them some “consideration.”
 “You bastard…!!”
The Ghost Sword heir slashed his blade.
Fwoosh!
A lightning-quick strike like a thunderclap.
But that wasn’t all.
From the side, a Shavel Wolf lunged to rip into Christian’s limbs.
Controlled through Beast Enchantment Arts, the monster showed no fear, launching a wild and relentless assault.
Not only that—these beasts had been enhanced far beyond what a normal 4-star monster should be, both in speed and resilience.
 “Watch out…!!”
Even the mages from the Dark Demonic House gasped in alarm.
It looked like Christian would be torn to shreds at any second.
But once again—something unthinkable happened.
No matter how wildly the Ghost Sword heir slashed…
No matter how fiercely the Shavel Wolves pounced…
None of them could touch Christian.
Every attack missed him—by a hair’s breadth.
No—not by chance. Each dodge was deliberate, calculated to precision.
 “Aren’t your monsters’ movements a little too obvious? Hey mutt—are you this stupid, or are your Beast Arts just that basic?”
Predicting the erratic swordplay of the Ghost Sword Demonic House was difficult, even for Christian.
But monsters were a different story.
By nature, magical beasts had predictable movement patterns—and under the control of Beast Enchantment, even more so.
By reading the flow of magic controlling the beasts and their pre-attack body motions, Christian could fully anticipate their next move.
Sure, it should’ve been impossible for any human to track and predict eight monsters while simultaneously avoiding attacks from a master swordsman—
Unless that human was Christian.
And he wasn’t finished showing off his insanity.
 “You… That sword technique—?!”
The Ghost Sword heir’s eyes went wide.
The movements of Christian’s blade were familiar.
 “How do you know our Ghost Sword Demonic House’s Soul-Shearing Sword Art?!”
That’s right.
The sword technique Christian was using wasn’t from the Dark Demonic House—it was from the Ghost Sword Demonic House!
 “You showed it to me yesterday.”
 “What…?”
 “One of your Ghost Sword mages was showing off with it during the duels at yesterday’s gathering.”
The banquet the day before had brought together countless mages—and with so many gathered, fights had naturally broken out. Among them, one particularly stood out: a member of the Ghost Sword Demonic House who had won five consecutive duels.
The sword art he used in those duels… was exactly the same as the Soul-Shearing Sword Art Christian was now displaying.
 “It looked fun, so I copied it out of boredom. Not that hard, really.”
 “What kind of ridiculous nonsense is that?!”
The Soul-Shearing Sword Art wasn’t a secret technique reserved for the main bloodline—it was taught to affiliated mages of the house.
Still, that didn’t mean it was shallow or simple.
Some within the Ghost Sword Demonic House even dedicated their entire lives solely to mastering that one technique.
And this guy… was claiming he had copied and learned it in a single day?
 “Don’t lie! There’s no way that’s possible!”
 “I’m not lying. Something this basic doesn’t take more than a day to learn. Oh—did it take you longer, maybe?”
Claang!
Christian’s sword slashed through the air with a sharp, clean arc.
A strike that perfectly embodied the essence of the Soul-Shearing Sword Art.
Just like its nickname suggested—a blade that tears the soul from the body—its motion was eerily precise and mesmerizing.
The heir of the Ghost Sword Demonic House turned pale as he scrambled to evade.
‘No—I won’t lose!’
Fwoooosh!
Dark aura surged from his blade.
A chilling indigo energy—signature to the Ghost Sword Demonic House’s Dark Aura.
‘Fine. I’ll show you what real swordsmanship from the Ghost Sword Demonic House looks like!’
He unleashed a dazzling flurry of strikes.
It was the Flower Ghost Sword Art, a secret sword technique passed down only through the main bloodline—beautiful yet deadly, designed to steal a life in a single graceful flourish.
In theory, it should have held a natural advantage over the Soul-Shearing Sword Art Christian was mimicking.
 “What are you going to do with that fancy dance of yours?”
Slash!
A clean cut opened across his shoulder, blood spraying out.
 “You seem to be under a serious delusion.”
Christian’s blade roared forward.
 “It’s not what sword art you’re using that matters—it’s who is using it.”
As he fought, Christian recalled a certain person.
Evan.
Someone who, despite also being at the lower 5-star level, had wielded swordsmanship that made the guy before him look like a joke.
Back at the Gold Cross, Christian had seen Evan’s sword firsthand—and it was nothing like this.
‘If my opponent right now were Evan, I wouldn’t be able to push this far ahead.’
The guy in front of him was different.
The gap in skill was overwhelming.
Slaash!
 “Gahhh!”
Each time Christian’s blade flashed, blood burst into the air.
The mages watching the scene swallowed hard.
 “No way… He’s toying with a member of the Ghost Sword Demonic House like that?”
 “And without using any magic—only with swordsmanship?”
Christian had dismissed his opponent as lacking skill—but that wasn’t quite right.
The heir of the Ghost Sword Demonic House possessed more than enough strength to be considered a proper lower-tier 5-star.
The truly terrifying part was that Christian wasn’t even in a one-on-one duel.
He was forcing the Ghost Sword heir to his knees while simultaneously evading remote magical attacks from eight Shabel Wolves and the heir of the Beast Demonic House.
It was madness, pure and simple.
 “…He’s really just a lower 5-star?”
The same question echoed through everyone’s minds.
Was Christian truly just at the lower end of the 5-star level?
And yet, no matter how closely they observed, they couldn’t sense anything beyond that level of aura from him.
Which only led them to another terrifying thought—and another nervous gulp.
 “…If he’s this strong already at 5-star lower-tier, then what happens when he climbs further?”
Even within the same tier, actual power varies wildly from one mage to another.
And the higher one climbs, the more extreme those differences become.
If Christian—who already displayed this monstrous strength—were to reach 6-star… no, even 7-star or 8-star?
 “…He could become an even more dreadful monster than the infamous Duke of Nordian.”
While everyone sat frozen, overcome by the ominous thought, the duel reached its peak.
The heir of the Ghost Sword Demonic House finally fell—defeated by the Soul-Shearing Sword Art.
All that remained now was the heir of the Beast Demonic House.
 “Only the mutt left now, huh? Wanna bark again? You were kinda cute yesterday.”
 “You bastard…!!! I’ll kill you!!”
Humiliated by yesterday’s disgrace and mocked again today, the Beast House heir completely lost control.
His bloodshot eyes gleamed as he flew into a frenzy, unleashing a storm of attacks.
It was Berserk Mode—a last-resort transformation of the beastkin race.
But once again, Christian’s reaction was… strange.
He didn’t fight back directly. Instead, he just kept lightly dodging, glancing around.
 “…What kind of madness is he planning this time?”
The spectators, having now grown used to Christian’s bizarre patterns, all wore the same horrified expression.
He was definitely aiming for something again.
And they were right.
Something truly absurd happened.
Grrrrowwwl!
Out of nowhere, one of the Shabel Wolves lunged and sank its fangs into the Beast Heir’s thigh.
 “?!!”
And it wasn’t just one.
All eight of the Shabel Wolves suddenly went berserk—as if possessed—and bared their fangs at their own master!
 “What the—?!”
 “He stole control of the beasts!!”
That’s right.
What Chris had done was use Summoning Control Arts to seize the Beast Heir’s Shabel Wolves and turn them into his own!
Yet another absurd feat.
By now, no one even had the energy left to be shocked.
 ‘My dark magic’s dominance outclasses the Beast Demonic House’s yellow mana. That’s what made this possible. Especially since in Berserk mode, their control weakens—and frankly, his summoning technique isn’t nearly as refined as that of a proper beast tamer.’
And just like that, the duel came to a surreal close—with the heir of the Beast Demonic House getting mauled by the very beasts he had summoned, collapsing to his knees.
 “……”
 “……”
A deathly silence descended over the arena.
It would've been enough of a spectacle if Chris had simply won.
But he had defeated all three opponents using their own specialties against them.
Everyone stared at Christian with dazed, half-terrified expressions.
And then—clap clap—the sound of applause echoed through the hall.
It was from Duke Sanct, the Demon Emperor's official representative.
 “Splendid. Truly splendid. It’s been a while since I’ve witnessed such remarkable talent. I must say—I’m pleased. Who knows? At this rate, our Magus Empire may one day see the birth of a new Demon King. Though… that’s a tale for the distant future.”
Everyone was stunned at the Duke’s praise.
He had just suggested that Christian could one day become the Demon King.
Even with all the overwhelming strength Christian had shown today, that was still an almost unbelievable notion.
The Demon King.
To ascend to the transcendental realm of 9 stars was something no genius in history could ever guarantee.
But the words had come from no one less than the Demon Emperor's own envoy from the Capital—so no one could simply dismiss it.
And yet, Chris followed up with something even more outrageous.
 “Well… It might not be that distant a future.”
 “Hoh?”
 “I’m rather impatient, you see. If I’m going to become Demon King, I’d prefer to get it over with quickly.”
 “What? Hahaha! You brat—you’re bold! I like that!”
Duke Sanct burst into hearty laughter before sweeping his gaze across the audience.
 “Then—does anyone here still oppose Christian von Barren inheriting the Will of Darkness?”
Of course, no one raised their hand.
 “Then let us conclude this ceremony. Christian von Barren, I hereby command you to inherit the Will of Darkness. Speak now, so all may hear your resolve.”
It was the final stage.
The inauguration speech.
And—the climax of the chaos Chris had meticulously orchestrated.
Yes.
All the incredible displays of power Chris had shown up until now… were for the sake of what he was about to say in this very speech.
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                    “I won’t ramble on like those Alliance bastards. We of the Demonkind believe in proving ourselves through action. So I’ll say just one thing.”
Chris’s voice echoed throughout the grand hall.
It sounded casual, yet no one dared to dismiss the overwhelming pressure contained within it.
“There’s only one goal I seek as the Grand Duke—
To restore the Dark Demonic House to its former greatness.”
“!!”
“Just as it was under our founder, the ‘Demon King of Oblivion.’”
At the name Chris invoked, everyone in the hall fell silent.
It was a name no one could forget.
The Magus Empire has a long and storied history.
Throughout that history, prestigious demonic houses had risen and fallen, repeating the cycle endlessly.
In that sense, the Dark Demonic House was relatively young.
It first emerged only three hundred years ago.
And its peak came under its founder—the Demon King of Oblivion.
He brought the House of Destruction and the Venomous Demonic House to heel beneath him. Even the Tri-Alliance of the Western Magus Nations bowed their heads before the Dark Demonic House.
The Four Demon Stars? They wouldn’t have even dared to provoke him. They stayed prostrated, never even lifting their gaze.
Such was the might of the Dark Demonic House back then that all the noble houses that submitted to it were collectively known as the “Dark Alliance.”
It was an era when the Dark Demonic House, along with the Mystic Demonic House, was considered among the pinnacle forces under heaven.
And yet, ironically, the overall military strength of the Dark Demonic House back then wasn’t particularly exceptional.
How could they have formed such a powerful force, yet not be that militarily strong?
There was a reason.
That golden age existed solely because of one man—the founder, the Demon King of Oblivion.
One man had forced countless prestigious houses to kneel.
And until the day the Demon King of Oblivion left the Dark Demonic House to become the Magus Chancellor, ranked third in the Empire, all surrounding families had no choice but to cower before the shadow of the Dark Demonic House.
‘Don’t tell me… was today’s duel…?’
‘…Was it to imitate the Demon King of Oblivion?’
The crowd swallowed hard as they stared at the young heirs of the Tri-Alliance, now utterly crushed.
The Demon King of Oblivion had absorbed over ninety percent of the Dark element.
Like Chris, his specialty was wielding every form of dark magic and martial sorcery freely, without being bound to any single attribute.
—“Darkness is the force that reigns over all magic. Thus, the Dark Demonic House is the supreme house of magic.”
That was what the Demon King of Oblivion once said.
Back then, the Dark Demonic House wasn’t some mere lineage of magic swordsmen.
It was the absolute house that ruled over all forms of darkness.
In truth, the Demon King of Oblivion had subjugated each major house—whether in destructive magic, curses, or illusions—through the overwhelming force of his dark arts.
Just like what Chris had demonstrated today.
In short, through today’s duel, Chris had declared that he would become a being akin to the Demon King of Oblivion.
“Just like when the flag of the Dark Alliance once flew proudly.”
Chris grinned, looking down over the assembly, and declared,
“The entire Magus Empire will once again witness the greatness of the Dark Demonic House.”
Thus—
A moment that would one day be remembered as the beginning of the Second Dark Alliance.
A declaration worthy of being recorded in the imperial chronicles had been made.
* * *
That day, Chris’s proclamation caused a massive stir.
It had only been 200 years since the Demon King of Oblivion became the Magus Chancellor and left the Dark Demonic House.
None of the long-standing noble houses had forgotten the terror the Demon King of Oblivion once instilled in them.
“And even now, the Demon King of Oblivion is still active…”
The Magus Chancellor—none other than the Demon King of Oblivion—was the official from the Central Government who most frequently appeared in public.
Upon reaching the 9-Star Transcendence Realm, one escapes the limits of mortal lifespan.
And the Demon King of Oblivion had reached the apex of even that 9-Star Realm. That’s why he was still alive and well.
Of course, he no longer used the title “Demon King of Oblivion” and was simply called the “Magus Chancellor” now—a sign that he had officially severed all ties with the Dark Demonic House, by order of the Demon Emperor himself. In that sense, he was no longer considered to have any direct involvement with the House.
“It’s said he’s never offered any private assistance to the Dark Demonic House either.”
He was their founder, yes—but that didn’t mean they could expect anything from him.
In fact, in the worst-case scenario, he could even become an enemy. One could only hope it wouldn’t come to that.
Nevertheless, the memories of that era still lingered like trauma for many houses. So Chris’s declaration struck a deep chord.
Particularly shocking was what Chris had shown during the duel.
To toy with opponents using each of their own specialties—that alone proved he had the potential to grow into a figure like the Demon King of Oblivion.
And beyond that, there was a strength within him that couldn’t be explained by the level of Seong (Ascendance) alone.
Several noble houses had started to take a serious interest in Christian.
But that didn’t necessarily mean it was a good thing.
“You were reckless.”
Nordian scowled.
“All you’ve done is make the other houses wary of us. Our Dark Demonic House doesn’t yet have the strength to back up such bold claims.”
For the House Leader himself to admit weakness—
It was bitter, but undeniably true.
They weren’t in a place to talk about restoring the Dark Alliance. In fact, the immediate future looked unstable.
However—
“Because we’re lacking, that’s all the more reason we can’t stay idle.”
“!!”
“Our enemies are already waiting for a chance to devour the Dark Demonic House. Whether we speak or stay silent, it doesn’t change that.”
That was the truth.
It wasn’t just the Four Demon Stars.
The House of Destruction. The neighboring Venomous Demonic House.
Even the Devil King of Blue Flow, ruler of the Southern Magus Nation—
All of them were watching the Dark Demonic House like wolves stalking prey.
“The Venomous Demonic House is at least better off, since Duke Huwam, the current House Leader, is somewhat friendly toward us…”
But the real problem was this:
Duke Huwam wasn’t the one actually holding power in the Venomous Demonic House.
It was the Deputy Lord—Marquis Goras.
He was the true authority behind the Venomous Demonic House.
“The upcoming ‘Poison-Dark Conflict’ and the horrific tragedy known as the ‘Jinnok Incident’—both are caused by Marquis Goras.”
Chris stared straight at Nordian and said firmly:
“I’m fully aware that a storm of bloodshed is about to sweep through the Magus Empire.”
“……”
“If we stay curled up and passive, we’ll just be swept away and destroyed by the coming storm. If we want to survive, we have no choice but to strike first—crush the others before they crush us.”
Nordian shut his mouth tightly.
Christian was right.
Doing nothing would lead only to ruin.
He sighed inwardly.
‘How unfortunate… that I have so little time left.’
If only Nordian had more time.
If he could serve as a shield until Christian had grown strong enough—what would there be to fear?
But Nordian didn’t even have a year remaining.
And after he was gone… would that boy truly be able to withstand the violent storm on his own?
At that moment, Christian’s jet-black pupils met Nordian’s directly.
Filled with unwavering trust.
As if to say: Don’t worry.
“Grandfather, please believe in me.”
“!!”
Nordian’s eyes trembled faintly.
Then, a soft chuckle escaped his lips.
Hearing Christian’s steady, resolute voice somehow made him laugh.
‘Come to think of it… this brat has never once failed to keep his word.’
Yes.
Looking back, Chris had always fulfilled what he promised—
No matter how difficult the task.
Even this time, although the scale of what he claimed was so grand it bordered on absurd, something about it still struck true.
“You really intend to form a new Dark Alliance?”
“Yes. Absolutely. There’s no other path for the Dark Demonic House to survive.”
Chris hadn’t just made a showy threat for dramatic effect.
The restoration of the Dark Alliance was a necessity.
‘At the very least, we have to bring the House of Destruction and the Venomous Demonic House under our banner. Only then will we be able to withstand the catastrophe that’s coming.’
Nordian slowly shook his head.
“Sure, I know you’ve done things no one thought possible until now. But… forming the Dark Alliance? You’re not the Demon King of Oblivion, you know.”
The Demon King of Oblivion had been able to form the Dark Alliance because of his overwhelming, absolute power.
“Of course I’m not the founder. But that doesn’t matter. Because I have something the founder didn’t.”
“…And what would that be?”
Chris grinned widely and answered.
“Genius.”
Nordian looked dumbfounded.
But Chris meant every word.
“Unlike the Demon King of Oblivion, I plan to build the Dark Alliance in my own way. Please, believe in me and just watch. A year from now, the banner of our Dark Demonic House will be flying above the Houses of Destruction and Venom.”
Nordian let out a soft, wheezing laugh.
To think he claimed he’d stand above Destruction and Venom in just a year.
It was absurd—so far beyond belief, it was almost comical.
But as Nordian looked at Christian’s absurd level of confidence, he couldn’t help but feel—maybe… maybe he really could pull it off.
“I won’t be around a year from now.”
“……”
“You’ve probably figured it out already. I don’t have much time left. Honestly, I should’ve died long ago.”
Chris fell silent for a moment.
‘In truth, he has even less than a year left.’
Because of the events that were about to unfold in the Dark Demonic House.
More specifically—because of Marquis Langham.
Marquis Langham would gain strength surpassing even Nordian’s through terrifying means… and then kill Nordian with his own hands.
‘But I won’t let it come to that.’
Chris already had something in mind regarding Nordian.
A plan Nordian couldn’t even begin to imagine.
‘Still, it’s too early to bring it up. Even for me, there’s no certainty it’ll succeed.’
No—in fact, it was far more likely to fail.
So Chris was preparing under the assumption that Nordian would die.
But… if everything fell into place—
If he could first obtain the power he sought: the Realm of Painted Creation—
‘Then maybe… just maybe, I could perform a miracle.’
Of course, the odds were so slim that even Chris couldn’t be sure of himself. So he simply said:
“It’s alright. Like I said earlier… just believe in me.”
“……”
Nordian chuckled again under his breath.
The situation was still bleak, but for some reason, his heart felt just a bit lighter.
“All right… do you have a concrete plan in mind?”
“To start with—I’m going to make the Venomous Demonic House kneel. I’ve received some personal intelligence that they’ve been making suspicious moves recently.”
Soon, the Southern Magus Nation would be plunged into chaos.
Disasters that would shake the entire region.
Originally, the Dark Demonic House would’ve been caught up in those upheavals and suffer devastating losses.
But Christian—he would use those very events to force the other houses to submit.
‘…Though it’s going to be a hell of a ride.’
Chris fell silent for a moment, picturing the backbreaking effort that lay ahead.
If one were to reverse-engineer his plan—it meant he would have to single-handedly resolve every one of the upheavals in the Southern Magus Nation.
It was difficult to even imagine how brutal that would be.
But it had to be done.
‘…Damn it. How the hell did I end up in this mess? When it’s all over, I’m going to live like a king. I’ll be the laziest Demon King the world has ever seen. I’ll even name myself the Demon King of Sloth, just to make a point.’
Chris shook his head to cast out the useless thoughts and brought himself back to the task at hand.
‘It all begins with the upcoming Poison-Dark Conflict.’
He planned to turn the Poison-Dark Conflict into a perfect victory for the Dark Demonic House—and use that momentum to begin forcing the Venomous Demonic House into submission.
‘By now, the first reports should be coming in.’
Right on cue—there was a knock at the door.
It was the deputy butler, Sebastian.
“Lord Nordian, I have an urgent matter to report.”
“What is it?”
Nordian frowned.
Sebastian was in charge of the main estate. He had no business coming all the way to Nordian’s private quarters unless something major had happened.
And indeed—
“A mysterious plague has suddenly broken out in the western territory.”
“!!”
“We suspect foul play by the Venomous Demonic House. I request your judgment, my lord.”
And so—
The curtain rose on the Poison-Dark Conflict, the very first of many disasters that would shake the Southern Magus Nation to its core.

                
Chapter 181

                    An emergency council meeting was convened immediately.
“We pay our respects to the Lord of the House.”
As Nordian entered, Marquis Langham rose from his seat and offered a formal greeting.
At the time, Marquis Langham had been seated in the Head of House seat.
This was not unusual—Nordian often attended such meetings only as an observer, sitting silently in the rear without voicing his opinions. That’s why Langham had taken the central seat in the first place.
But then, something unexpected happened.
“I’ll be leading today’s meeting.”
“!!”
Marquis Langham flinched.
“Why? Is there a problem?”
Nordian’s tone was calm, but heavy with intent.
“…No, Lord of the House.”
Marquis Langham moved to the second seat on the right. And then—Nordian said something even more surprising.
“That seat belongs to the Grand Duke, Marquis.”
“!!”
“The Grand Duke is the heir who will succeed me. The second-in-command of the Dark Demonic House. I expect you to show him proper respect.”
A collective sharp inhale filled the chamber.
Technically, Nordian was right.
Marquis Langham was not a Deputy Lord—he was merely acting as a temporary stand-in for the Lord of the House.
That was never an official title.
He had simply been fulfilling the duties of leadership unofficially, in Nordian’s place.
So, according to the formal hierarchy of the house, Christian, the heir, was indeed ranked above Langham.
Still—
“To declare it so directly, in front of everyone like this…”
The retainers could clearly read Nordian’s intent.
First, it was a public reaffirmation that Christian was the legitimate successor to the Dark Demonic House.
Second—
“A warning to Marquis Langham.”
Nordian had no intention of passing the lordship to Langham.
Which meant: if Langham wanted to become the next Head, he would have to eliminate Christian.
So this was Nordian’s way of sending a warning in advance:
This child is my chosen heir. Don’t even think about doing anything foolish.
“Now then… how will Marquis Langham respond?”
Tension gripped the room.
Had he taken this as an insult?
For a moment, Langham said nothing.
Then—
“Please take the seat to the right, Grand Duke.”
“!!”
His tone was calm and composed as always.
But everyone present sensed it instantly.
Marquis Langham was furious.
He simply chose not to show it.
“Whew. The air in here is suffocating. Sitting in that seat feels like it’s going to invite all sorts of hell later.”
Of course, Christian wasn’t someone who would shrink away.
“No, please, Marquis—this seat is yours. Just from your years of hard work alone, you’ve more than earned my respect.”
“……”
A collective gasp passed through the retainers once again.
At first glance, it sounded like a respectful statement.
But if you paid closer attention, it wasn’t that at all.
Referring to “years of hard work” subtly framed Marquis Langham as someone whose time had already passed.
And for Christian, the Grand Duke and designated heir, to say such a thing—it was no less than a direct provocation.
Marquis Langham gave no visible reaction.
A chilling silence spread, like a sheet of ice cracking underfoot.
But Chris’s expression remained perfectly calm.
‘No reason to be scared.’
As long as Nordian was still alive, Marquis Langham wouldn’t dare move openly against him.
‘In fact, I need to draw out his weaknesses.’
Chris’s gaze sharpened.
Langham’s rebellion—it was a future already set in stone.
He would rise up.
‘I need to throw off his timing. Create a crack in his otherwise flawless preparation.’
Because Langham was the meticulous type, he wouldn’t show an opening easily. That’s why Chris had deliberately provoked him.
To make him act out of spite.
But Langham wasn’t one to be baited easily.
He responded by saying nothing and simply sat in the seat to Nordian’s right, his face expressionless.
Chris just shrugged and sat calmly in the seat to Nordian’s left.
And so, the meeting began.
“Let’s hear the report. The western territory falls under Count Faiben, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, my lord. I’ll handle the report.”
Count Faiben was the noble in charge of the western border region and a 6-Star Master Class sorcerer.
“We’ve had a sudden outbreak—over 500 people in the territory are now ill. The death count is still low, but many are in critical condition. Fatalities are expected to rise rapidly.”
“Is there any possibility this is a naturally occurring epidemic?”
“Very unlikely. It doesn’t match the pattern of any known disease.”
“What’s the basis for suspecting the Venomous Demonic House?”
“Because honestly, no one else would pull off something this foul.”
It sounded simplistic—but there was logic to it.
Only two Demonic Houses had the ability to unleash such large-scale plagues: the House of Curses and the Venomous Demonic House.
But the work of the Curse Demonic House always left behind traces of black magic.
Since no such traces were detected—only the Venomous Demonic House remained.
“Moreover, when we had alchemists analyze the water from the Tenne River, which flows through the western territory, they found traces of an unknown contaminant.”
The Tenne River was the main source of drinking water for the western lands.
It originated in the lands of the Venomous Demonic House, and they had caused trouble through it before.
“That contaminant—are we sure it’s the cause of the illness?”
“…It’s presumed to be.”
“Why only presumed?”
“…We administered it to a criminal, and the symptoms didn’t appear.”
Nordian frowned deeply.
It was… inconclusive.
However, the fact that the contaminant didn’t trigger symptoms upon ingestion wasn’t enough to rule out the Venomous Demonic House.
There were many types of toxins that worked through complex mechanisms.
“Judging by the surrounding circumstances, it’s still most likely the work of the Venomous Demonic House.”
The voices of the retainers began to rise.
“There’s nothing more to discuss! It’s definitely those Venomous bastards—we should strike them immediately!!”
“We can uncover the truth after we spill their blood!!”
Typical responses from Magi—those who walk the path of magic and might.
Nordian’s gaze darkened.
It wasn’t that he sought peace.
He simply feared for the future of the Dark Demonic House.
If they went to war against the poison-wielding Venomous Demonic House, massive casualties were inevitable.
He wanted to avoid a fight if it could be helped.
“What is the Marquis’s opinion?”
“I believe we must strike the Venomous Demonic House without delay.”
A firm and resolute answer.
“Isn’t that too hasty of a decision?”
“The more we hesitate, the harder this situation will be to contain. Even now, the number of infected in the western territory is rising.”
Not an incorrect point.
The Dark Demonic House didn’t have the means to identify or counter the venom.
Dragging things out would only increase the casualties. Swiftly eliminating the source was, in principle, the correct solution.
But Nordian still felt uneasy.
He turned to Christian.
“What does the Grand Duke think?”
“I agree. I believe we must strike the Venomous Demonic House.”
“…I see.”
Even Christian siding with military action made Nordian give a heavy nod.
But then, Christian added something unexpected.
“However, I believe we must first be certain who we are fighting.”
“What do you mean?”
“We need to know who in the Venomous Demonic House is responsible. Only then can justice be served.”
The chamber instantly fell silent.
A critical truth they had overlooked came back to the forefront.
“The Venomous Demonic House is currently divided into two factions.”
The faction of Duke Huam, the Head of House.
And the faction of Marquis Goras, the Deputy Lord.
So who among them was behind this?
“I know the answer to that.”
It was Marquis Langham who spoke.
“I happened to receive intelligence that the Venomous Demonic House was in the process of developing a toxin with symptoms nearly identical to this plague.”
“!!”
“The developer is a young noblewoman of the Venomous Demonic House, a prodigy in toxicology known as ‘Little Poison Empress’—Marisa. She’s likely the culprit.”
A name no one expected to hear.
Excited murmurs spread around the room.
“Marisa? Isn’t she the biological daughter of Duke Huam, the Head of House? Then… does that mean Duke Huam is behind this?”
“They say Duke Huam pretends to be friendly with us on the surface—only to commit such horrific deeds behind our backs!!”
“We must strike Duke Huam’s side immediately! Even his rival, Marquis Goras, won’t stop us!”
As the others shouted in anger, only Christian remained calm, thinking things through.
“It’s a lie.”
This wasn’t Marisa’s doing.
Christian knew exactly who the real culprit was—and why this entire incident had been orchestrated.
So why did Marquis Langham lie?
“He’s made a deal with the true culprit. That’s why he’s been pushing for war since earlier.”
The true mastermind behind the outbreak was Marquis Goras, the Deputy Lord of the Venomous Demonic House.
A member of the opposing faction.
His goal was to pin this crisis on Duke Huam—the Head of House—and drive him from power.
“In exchange for helping carry out that scheme, Marquis Langham must have received something.”
Most likely, the Amulet of Dusk—a powerful artifact he failed to obtain in his previous life.
It had been the key that allowed him to surpass Nordian in strength.
“Alternatively, it could be a by-product from the Poison Well.”
Whatever Langham had received, it had to be stopped.
“To be sure, I’ve discreetly contacted Marquis Goras’s faction. If Duke Huam is truly behind this, Marquis Goras’s capabilities should be enough to uncover the truth.”
Everyone nodded in agreement at Langham’s words.
But then Christian’s mocking voice rang out across the chamber.
“Leaving the fish to be guarded by the cat, are we? And you expect us to trust Marquis Goras?”
Langham’s brow furrowed slightly.
“And do you claim to have a better idea? Unless you’re from the famed Medical Clan, analyzing poison from the Venomous Demonic House is impossible.”
It wasn’t wrong.
But then—
“I can do it.”
“…What?”
“I’ve studied poisons before. I’ll uncover the truth myself.”
For a moment, disbelief spread through the room.
The retainers looked at Christian as if he’d lost his mind.
“Even if he’s a genius, this is too much…”
Everyone knew how extraordinary Christian was.
But still—why had the Dark Demonic House given up on even trying to investigate?
Because the poisons of the Venomous Demonic House were peerless on the continent.
They were fiendishly intricate, and only the Medical Clan, said to be their natural enemy, could properly analyze them.
“Enough nonsense. Has becoming Grand Duke made you so arrogant? Watch your tongue.”
“This isn’t nonsense. I swear it on my title as Grand Duke—I can do it.”
Gasps rippled through the retainers at his declaration.
Even Nordian was visibly surprised—but seeing Christian’s subtle gaze, he said nothing.
Langham responded coldly.
“You’re swearing on your title as Grand Duke? Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”
“I mean it.”
“You’re saying… if you fail to uncover the truth behind this incident, you’ll forfeit your position as Grand Duke?”
“Yes, of course. But I have one condition.”
Christian curled his lips into a smirk.
“Since I’m staking my position as Grand Duke, it’s only fair that Your Excellency puts something equivalent on the line as well. If I succeed, I want you to grant me part of your authority as Acting Lord.”
“!!”
“In particular… ‘personnel authority’ would suffice. And at the same time, I’ll be taking the position of the House’s Great Instructor.”
The hall stirred—this time with a very different kind of tension.
The Lord held multiple rights—financial authority, military authority, diplomatic authority, administrative authority, and more.
Among them, personnel authority was the most vital.
It gave control over everything regarding the House’s magi—making it the true power of leadership.
“Now that I’ve become Grand Duke, it’s about time I started claiming actual authority too.”
Christian was planning to strip Marquis Langham of his powers one piece at a time—until they were his.
The retainers, grasping Christian’s intentions, all wore tense expressions.
But it was his demand for the position of Great Instructor that truly left them baffled.
Traditionally, the Lord also held the title of Great Instructor, which symbolized being the teacher of all within the House.
However, the position had long since lost any real purpose and had become little more than ceremonial.
“Why would he ask for a title like that?”
“Surely… he doesn’t actually plan to teach?”
No matter how much of a genius he was, Christian was still only at the 5-star level.
It would be absurd for someone at that level to serve as the Great Instructor.
“Maybe it’s just for the prestige?”
“Or he’s got some strange scheme in mind. He’s always pulling off outrageous things.”
Most assumed Christian had some clever ploy behind his unusual request.
But in truth, he didn’t.
There was no hidden motive.
He genuinely wanted to teach the magi of the Dark Demonic House.
“We need to raise the strength of the entire House. And with my guidance, we can.”

                
Chapter 182

                    In his previous life, Chris had led the Hero’s Party to explosive growth.
If someone like him were to start teaching in earnest, even the stagnant forces of the Dark Demonic House could experience a dramatic surge in power.
Right now, they were the subject of ridicule among the prestigious families—but it wouldn’t be long before they shocked everyone.
“……”
The retainers’ gazes turned to Nordian.
The decision was now his to make.
Nordian let out a quiet sigh.
‘Just what is this guy…’
To be honest, he had doubts about whether Christian could truly pull this off.
This wasn’t something that could be achieved through cleverness or brute strength alone, like before.
He’d be going up against the Venomous Demonic House—those unmatched in all things poison—armed only with toxicology and medicine.
However…
The moment he met Christian’s eyes, curved into that familiar confident grin, a laugh involuntarily escaped his lips.
There wasn’t a trace of doubt in that gaze—he wasn’t even considering the possibility of failure.
“…Fine. We’ll go with the plan proposed by the Marquis and the Grand Duke’s heir.”
Nordian finally spoke.
“I’ll give the Grand Duke’s heir one week. Within that time, uncover the truth.”
* * *
Beyond the western borders of the Dark Demonic House.
Deep in a densely forested region stood a vast estate.
Its sheer scale was unthinkable for a place so remote and untouched by human steps.
This was Jinrok Castle—the ancestral seat of the Venomous Demonic House.
The estate was composed of luxurious gardens and residences for affiliated magic-wielders, and at its heart stood a massive mansion.
An especially grand and opulent building even among the sprawling grounds.
Lakeheart Pavilion.
This was where the head of the Venomous Demonic House resided.
But currently, the master of Lakeheart Pavilion was not Duke Huam, the official head of the House.
It was the Vice-Lord, Marquis Goras.
A tyrant who had reduced Duke Huam to a mere puppet and seized real control of the Venomous Demonic House.
“Vice-Lord, things are proceeding exactly as you instructed with the Dark Demonic House.”
At his subordinate’s report, Marquis Goras turned his gaze.
The snake-like stare made the subordinate gulp.
It wasn’t merely the presence of a magic-wielder at the peak of 8-star power that made him nervous.
There was something else in Goras’ eyes—a complete absence of humanity.
A terrifying nature that would sacrifice anything to satisfy his greed.
‘That’s why he caused this mess in the first place…’
The subordinate clenched his fists.
It was true—Marquis Goras was the one behind the incident that occurred in the Dark Demonic House.
Just as Chris had suspected, he was trying to completely bring down Duke Huam.
‘But even so… he tried to massacre civilians…’
Even among magic-wielders who lived surrounded by bloodshed, there were lines that could never be crossed.
And that line was the slaughter of powerless civilians.
Not just that.
If things continued as they were, both the Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House—entangled in this scheme—would suffer heavy casualties.
No one could tell how many lives would be lost, but even so, Marquis Goras had coldly committed this horrifying act for the sake of his own greed.
The aide hesitated for a moment, then spoke.
“…Will that really be all right? If the Dark Demonic House somehow uncovers the truth behind all this, it could become quite a serious problem.”
He had attempted to massacre civilians. If this incident were exposed, even Marquis Goras—despite being the most powerful figure in the Venomous Demonic House—wouldn’t be able to sweep it under the rug.
“There’s no chance of that happening.”
Marquis Goras answered flatly.
His voice was parched and cracked.
“Marquis Langham just contacted me. Apparently, the Dark Demonic House has assigned this matter to Grand Duke Christian.”
“To that boy, Grand Duke Christian?”
The aide exclaimed in disbelief.
Of course, Christian’s talent was well-known even within the Venomous Demonic House.
Whether in magic or dark sorcery, he displayed monstrous potential—an undeniable genius.
He was certain to grow into a tremendous force in the future, but this incident wasn’t something mere talent could resolve.
‘The Dark Demonic House must be insane. This is the kind of situation where they should be mobilizing a member of a renowned healing family, not handing it over to a child.’
The only ones capable of uncovering the truth behind this incident were the disciples of the renowned Healing Family.
Even then, not just any disciple would do. It would take someone at the level of a fully-fledged medical scholar—someone with complete understanding of the Healing Family’s academic body of knowledge.
“You don’t need to worry about the Dark Demonic House getting to the bottom of this. Just proceed as planned—frame Lady Marisa and Duke Huam for the crime.”
“Yes, as you command.”
The aide bowed his head and vanished, and as Marquis Goras stood alone, the signal orb beside him chimed.
A message from the Demon King of Azure Flow.
—How is the operation progressing?
A shocking revelation.
This meant the Demon King of Azure Flow was the one backing this entire incident.
The reason Marquis Goras had committed such horrific acts without hesitation was because he had the Demon King's approval.
“You need not worry.”
Marquis Goras answered calmly.
“Your Majesty will have exactly what you desire.”
The signal orb flickered and then powered down, seemingly satisfied.
Marquis Goras looked out the window.
From there, he could see the full view of the massive estate.
Once this plan was completed, that estate would truly become his.
“It won’t be long now.”
* * *
Meanwhile, Christian had already begun preparations to resolve the incident.
Time was short.
‘It’s not just the one-week deadline that’s the problem. Even now, the number of patients is rising.’
Fortunately, so far, the number of deaths remained low.
But Chris knew—thanks to his memories from a previous life—exactly how this incident would unfold.
‘More than a thousand people died back then, and the two Houses nearly went to war over it…’
The real problem was that solving the case would be anything but easy.
‘Just figuring out what the poison is will be a nightmare.’
The Venomous Demonic House possessed an almost countless array of toxins—creating new poisons was practically their hobby. People joked that they had as many poisons as they had members.
For every rare symptom, there were dozens of compounds that could produce something similar.
No one—no matter how skilled—could identify them all one by one.
‘But I can. If I lean on what I know, it’s possible. My medical expertise surpasses even the “medical scholars” of the Healing Family.’
In his previous life, Chris had never mastered the Healing Family’s inner techniques, yet he’d still earned a reputation bordering on the divine, thanks purely to unparalleled medical knowledge.
Even in the Healing Family—the cradle of medicine—no one could outmatch him in theory.
‘The catch is nailing Marquis Goras. I need proof that he spread the poison.’
Knowing how meticulous Goras was, he would have scrubbed away every trace.
Unmasking the toxin and finding hard evidence in just one week would be difficult for anyone—even Chris.
‘But that’s fine. I have a plan for that, too.’
He smiled to himself with confidence.
‘Who says you always have to play by the book? Under‑handed tricks are my specialty.’
Marquis Goras would never see it coming; he had no idea what was about to hit him.
‘Time to get started.’
Just then, an unexpected visitor arrived.
Melin announced, “My lord, you have a guest.”
“Who is it?”
“Grand Duke Hubert of the Venomous Demonic House.”
A moment later, the man himself stepped inside.
“It’s an honor to see you again, Grand Duke Christian. We last met at your investiture.”
It really was Hubert—the notoriously ineffectual heir of the Venomous House.
‘He hasn’t gone home yet?’
Most of the envoys who attended the ceremony had long since returned to their own estates.
At any rate, this was unexpected.
“What brings you here? You must realize the Dark Demonic House is hardly a hospitable place for you right now,” Chris said, folding his arms.
“I could have you restrained and locked up.”
Hubert chuckled. “Frightening words. But I trust you won’t do that—there’s little value in me as a hostage anyway.”
He flashed a wry grin.
“As you know, I’m nothing more than a puppet grand duke.”
Chris’s eyebrow twitched.
Something about Hubert’s attitude rubbed him the wrong way.
‘He seems far too composed for the situation.’
Hubert was the son of Duke Huam, the head of the Venomous Demonic House.
And yet, despite his father's faction being in serious trouble, he didn’t show the slightest hint of concern.
It was difficult to understand.
Chris studied Hubert’s expression carefully and then asked,
“Why are you here?”
“I came because I have something to tell you about this incident.”
Hubert lowered his voice.
“The incident in the Dark Demonic House’s territory was indeed caused by my younger sister, Marisa’s, poison.”
“……”
“She was working on her new masterpiece—a poison called Blood of Malice. It was accidentally released into the Tenne River due to a lapse in oversight at the Poison Vault.”
For the record, the Poison Vault was under Marisa’s management.
In other words, Hubert was claiming that the entire incident was Marisa’s fault.
If this were true, even if Chris managed to uncover the truth, he wouldn’t be able to legally hold Marquis Goras responsible.
“And why are you telling me this? From the perspective of her brother, it would make more sense to hide this.”
If the blame fell on Marisa, whether it was a mistake or intentional, it would be impossible to let it slide.
At minimum, she would be sentenced to death.
And her brother, Grand Duke Hubert, along with their father Duke Huam, would also suffer severe consequences.
‘In my previous life, Marisa did end up taking the blame and died because of it.’
Thinking back, Marisa had lived a tragic life in that previous timeline.
During the “Devil’s Amulet” incident, she was falsely accused and subjected to a horrific punishment—both eyes gouged out, her tongue ripped out, and her limbs severed.
Even then, she didn’t give up. Despite being disabled, she climbed her way up and became the head of the Poison Vault… only to fall victim again to Marquis Goras’ scheme.
In the end, she died a terrible death, having been wrongfully blamed for everything.
“I’m telling you this because I want to save my sister.”
“…What do you mean by that?”
“Marisa is still denying any wrongdoing. She admits that a small amount of poison leaked due to negligence, but she says she quickly neutralized it and insists her poison had nothing to do with the current outbreak.”
Hubert’s voice grew heavy.
“That’s why I want you to reveal Marisa’s guilt before it’s too late. At the very least, I want to save her life.”
Chris went silent for a moment.
He already had a general understanding of how this incident unfolded.
But until now, he hadn’t known exactly how Marisa ended up being framed.
Then, listening to Hubert’s words, it all clicked.
‘Now that I think about it… this guy. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen him.’
Chris narrowed his eyes and studied Hubert more closely.
The face was unfamiliar—but there was an undeniable sense of déjà vu.
Suddenly, a voice resurfaced in his memory.
— “Once this is over, I’ll never have to see that wretched girl Marisa’s face again.”
That voice came from the Devil’s Amulet incident—a conflict between exploration parties from the Venomous and Dark Demonic Houses over a powerful relic.
Back then, someone from the Venomous House had tried to frame Marisa.
He had worn a mask, so Chris couldn’t confirm his face, but the body type… was eerily similar to the man standing in front of him now.
Chris stared at him and asked directly.
"Are you really doing this out of concern for Marisa?"
For a brief moment, Hubert’s face stiffened.
He quickly returned to a gentle expression, but Chris didn’t miss the shift.
‘Sure, having a similar build alone isn’t enough to prove he’s the same man from back then…’
But there was one decisive reason for his suspicion.
It was the look in Hubert’s eyes.
“What do you mean by that? I care for Marisa deeply.”
“I’m aware you and Marisa get along well.”
Marisa had occasionally sent Chris frivolous letters, and she’d often mentioned her brother Hubert in them.
They seemed to share a rare sibling bond—unusual even among noble households steeped in dark magic.
“But then, why is it that I don’t see a trace of concern for her in your eyes?”
“!!”
“On the contrary… I see something much darker lurking there. And, well, detecting malice is something I happen to specialize in.”
At first glance, Hubert’s words sounded like he was worried for Marisa.
But that wasn’t his true intent.
He was trying to plant the idea in Chris’s mind—that Marisa was the cause of everything.
Hubert’s expression turned grim.
"How dare you say such a thing?! I shared that information with you because I trusted you, and now you insult me? I have nothing more to say—I’m leaving!"
“Not so fast.”
Fwish!
Christian’s sword was suddenly at Hubert’s throat.
‘When did he…?!’
Hubert swallowed hard, and Christian smiled leisurely.
“You may come and go as you please in most places—but not here. Not without my permission.”
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                    “…I’m the Grand Duke of the Venomous Demonic House. After doing something like this to me….”
“So what?” Chris interrupted. “Our Houses are already on the verge of war anyway. If I were to chop off your head and mount it on a spike during our House’s darkest hour, wouldn’t that be a good morale boost?”
Hubert trembled as he looked into Chris’s cold, sunken eyes.
Then Chris suddenly chuckled.
“Relax. I don’t actually plan on killing you. You’re shaking just because I pointed a sword at you? Don’t be so pathetic.”
“…W-What did you say?”
“I’m just going to keep you locked up for now. So behave. You look like you could be a useful card to play.”
“You…! You coward…!”
“What, you didn’t know I was a bad guy?” Chris sneered. “Seriously, what were you thinking, coming here without a plan?”
He turned to Melin standing nearby.
“Take him. Make sure he’s comfortable—but also make sure the restraints are nice and tight so he doesn’t try anything funny.”
But Chris didn’t stop there.
“Marie. Since he’ll have a hard time moving around with the restraints on, I want you to personally attend to him.”
He didn’t have enough hard evidence yet to justify torture.
But direct, physical torture wasn’t the only way to extract information.
‘Mental pressure works even better when it’s subtle and leaves no marks.’
And Marie was an expert in that field.
“If you look after him gently enough, who knows? Maybe our dear Grand Duke Hubert will be so moved by your care that he starts talking.”
Chris was, of course, telling her to mentally break Hubert until he confessed something.
[Understood, young master. This Marie shall devote herself wholeheartedly to serving this man with all her love and sincerity.]
“W-What the—! Let go of me!”
Hubert shouted, only for Marie to smile sweetly and say:
[Ohoho… how adorable. Would you rather die? Or should I start by pulling out that noisy tongue of yours?]
“!!”
A cold chill ran down Hubert’s spine at Marie’s serene yet terrifying aura. His face turned pale.
[Now then, come along. By the young master’s orders, I shall ‘devote myself’ to you, so let’s spend lots of precious time together, shall we?]
And just like that, Hubert was dragged away.
For the rest of his confinement, he’d be under constant mental assault from Marie.
‘He doesn’t seem particularly strong-willed. He’ll crack eventually.’
An unexpected windfall.
And there was even more.
“What’s this?”
“Items we confiscated from him, sir.”
There were rows of toxin samples and antidotes.
But what caught Chris’s attention was something else—a communication orb.
‘A direct-link orb from his House?’
Chris examined it closely.
It was protected by a high-level security barrier, but with some effort, he managed to bypass it.
He sent a signal through.
—Hubert? What’s going on? Things are urgent here. Why haven’t you returned to the House yet?
It was a voice he recognized—one he’d heard before.
It belonged to none other than Duke Huam, head of the Venomous Demonic House.
“This is not Grand Duke Hubert. This is Christian. I greet Your Grace.”
—Christian? How did you get access to this communicator?
The duke’s voice rang with clear surprise.
For now, Christian chose not to reveal that Hubert was being detained.
“Grand Duke Hubert is currently resting in my chambers. I borrowed the communicator because I have something important to discuss with Your Grace regarding the recent unpleasant incident between your House and mine.”
As soon as Christian mentioned the current incident, a heavy silence came through the line.
—Let me be clear. This was not orchestrated by me or my faction, but by Marquis Goras. I have no desire for a conflict with the Dark Demonic House.
“I believe that as well. In this situation, only Marquis Goras stands to gain.”
—...I'm grateful to hear you say that. But the situation is still dire. If things go on like this, we won’t be able to avoid clashing with your House.
Indeed, it was a dangerous standoff.
Marquis Goras had pinned the blame on Marisa.
If nothing was done, over a thousand lives could be lost. The Dark Demonic House would hold Duke Huam’s side responsible, and it would spiral into a bloodbath between the two Houses.
Only Marquis Goras would benefit from such a disaster.
“Please don’t worry. I will take care of it. I have a plan.”
—You have a plan?
The duke’s voice rose with surprise.
“Yes. But before that, I wanted to say something in advance.”
—What is it?
Christian lowered his voice.
“Do you remember what I told you before, Your Grace?”
—What you said before…
Duke Huam suddenly fell silent.
He remembered what Christian had said.
“I asked you to forgive me if I ever needed to spill blood in the Venomous Demonic House.”
—...Yes, I remember.
“I’ll ask again. Will you still permit it, if I must spill blood within your House?”
This was something that had to be confirmed.
Because contrary to what some might think, Christian wasn’t aiming to resolve this peacefully.
There would be bloodshed.
—...I will permit it.
The duke’s reply came, heavy and deliberate.
—To cut out rot, pain is unavoidable. As the head of the Venomous Demonic House, I ask you to help remove the decay within our main family.
Christian gave a small nod.
“There is one more thing I’d like to ask.”
—What is it?
“If I resolve this matter completely…”
Christian finally spoke of his true objective in this whole affair.
“…I want you to help me obtain the Poison Well, the very core of the Venomous Demonic House.”
Poison Well.
It was the source of the Venomous Demonic House’s power.
Not just a wellspring for poison techniques—but a force capable of elevating Chris to an entirely new realm of existence.
A long silence followed over the communicator.
The Duke was clearly stunned by Chris’s demand.
—You mean... the refined byproduct of the Poison Well, don’t you?
“No. I’m talking about the origin itself.”
—...Do you even know what the Poison Well is?
“Of course I do.”
Simply put—
The Poison Well was akin to the Sacred Black of the Dark Demonic House.
It was the ultimate power source that turned the Venomous Demonic House’s members into true poison wielders.
Even among their own, only the most exceptional were ever granted access to it.
“Unlike the Dark Demonic House’s Sacred Black, the Poison Well isn’t restricted solely to blood relatives. As long as I can prove my worth, I’m sure we can find the proper justification.”
—You’re saying that like it’s so simple…!
Duke Huam raised his voice in outrage.
—Are you unaware that if someone who hasn’t mastered the peak of our venom arts so much as touches the Poison Well, they’ll be reduced to a puddle of blood on the spot?!
This was precisely why, unlike the Sacred Black, the Poison Well wasn’t exclusively limited to bloodline members.
The process of absorbing the Poison Well was incredibly dangerous.
Only those with the highest mastery—who had developed a complete, personal philosophy of poison—could endure its essence without being devoured by it.
Such individuals were rare, even once in several years. Hence, the allowance for non-bloodline candidates—if they were truly qualified.
—Absolutely not. This has nothing to do with others in the House objecting—you attempting to access the Poison Well is suicide.
But Chris calmly offered something shocking in return.
“Then what if I prove myself worthy?”
—...What?
“I don’t think it’ll take very long.”
The duke’s silence was almost incredulous.
—You don’t think it’ll take long? Even a lifetime of training in venom arts can’t guarantee success!
A perfectly reasonable reaction.
Even among those who had spent decades honing their craft in the Venomous Demonic House, few dared to approach the Poison Well.
“That’s nothing to worry about. I’ll only make my move once I’m fully prepared. But when the time comes and I’ve proven myself, I ask that you cooperate in granting me access to the Poison Well.”
—Ha.
A dry laugh trickled through the communicator.
The duke clearly saw it as impossible.
But Chris didn’t waver.
“The Poison Well is essential for what lies ahead.”
His goals weren’t to become just another strong Demon King.
No—he aimed to possess the power to stand over the entire Magus Empire, alone.
Just like the founder of the Dark Demonic House, the Demon King of Shadow’s End.
No—he aimed to surpass even him.
But no matter how much of a genius he was, talent alone wouldn’t be enough to reach that level.
From now on, he needed to claim everything he could get his hands on.
‘Especially the Poison Well… it’s not just something that helps with poison arts.’
Just as the Sacred Black had fundamentally transformed him, the Poison Well too would reshape Chris into something entirely different.
Above all, it was absolutely essential to achieving his first major objective: the State of Painted Reflection.
—...You’re that serious about it? Fine. I’ll cooperate with you in obtaining the Poison Well.
The duke’s voice sounded bitter.
—But only if you actually resolve this situation. If things keep going as they are, there won’t be a Poison Well or anything else left.
If Chris couldn’t dismantle Marquis Goras’ conspiracy, Marisa would be executed, and Duke Huam would fall from power.
Marisa would be condemned as the one responsible for the disaster, and the duke would lose everything.
“Don’t worry. It’s Marquis Goras who will be brought to his knees.”
Chris responded with cold resolve.
“As the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House, I say this—Marquis Goras dared to manipulate our family for his own gain. He will pay the price.”
* * *
With that, he began preparing in earnest to resolve the crisis.
But he didn’t head straight for the western territories.
There was somewhere he had to stop by first.
Ruina’s gambling hall.
“Go.”
“All in!”
“Hey! Are you messing around? You’re not cheating, are you?”
As usual, Chris thoroughly emptied the gambling house, purely as a way to draw Ruina out.
‘Lately, I’ve been so stressed. Seriously—how long do I have to keep putting up with this crap?’
Chris frowned internally.
He’d been enduring all this with the mindset of “it can’t be helped,” but the resentment kept building.
‘All I ever wanted was to live a carefree, spoiled noble life!’
Maybe it was that frustration that made him go a bit overboard. Either way, he cleaned the place out, and soon enough, Ruina rushed over—her face pale after hearing rumors that a devil had appeared at her establishment.
“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
“Y-Yes… it has. Ahaha…”
“How’s Evan doing?”
“Y-Yes, he talks about you from time to time. Lord Evan, honestly… I don’t know what he sees in someone like yo—I mean, please, forget what I just said.”
Ruina, the beautiful woman with a composed appearance, forced a smile that looked like she’d just swallowed a bug.
‘Aaargh! When will I finally be free of this guy?!’
She reacted like she’d seen death itself.
And it wasn’t just because he cleaned out her gambling den again.
There was another reason.
‘He’s giving me another one of these absurd jobs!!’
Just remembering the task Chris had assigned made her want to rip her hair out.
‘Lord Evan must be blind! Saying this devil is secretly kind-hearted? Do you know how much hair I’ve lost from stress because of him? I’m practically going bald!’
Meanwhile, Chris tilted his head curiously.
“You don’t look very happy to see me. I brought you a golden opportunity to make a fortune, you know.”
“Y-You call this a favor?! You never told me it’d involve something like this!“
“What? It’s not like it’s as hard as the Gold Cross job, is it?”
Ruina looked like something had gotten stuck in her chest.
“That’s true, but it’s way more dangerous! You’re basically turning the entire Venomous Demonic House into your enemy!!”
She hadn’t known at first.
When Chris first mentioned “taking from the Venomous Demonic House,” she thought he was planning some sly little con.
‘But this… this is too much! If I’d known it’d be something like this, I’d never have agreed!’
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                    But things had already progressed far too much—it was too late to take it back.
 “I heard the devils of the Venomous Demonic House never forget a grudge. Ugh! That Christian is the worst! What kind of grudge does he even have against me?!”
As she clutched her head in distress, Chris spoke in a smug, irritating tone.
 “You’re not turning the entire Venomous Demonic House into your enemy. You’re just turning Marquis Goras’s faction against you.”
 “Isn’t that the same thing?! The core power of the Venomous Demonic House is Marquis Goras’s faction!”
 “That was the case until now.”
Chris crossed his arms.
 “After this incident, that’s going to change.”
Ruina flinched.
She realized Chris was planning something terrifying again.
 “Still… no matter how remarkable you are, Young Master, to bring down Marquis Goras... that’s…”
Marquis Goras was a formidable mid-tier 8-star demonic lord and held sway over more than seventy percent of the Venomous Demonic House's total influence.
No matter how talented Chris was, it didn’t seem possible for him to go up against someone like that.
What’s more, Chris wasn’t even a member of the Venomous Demonic House. He was just an outsider.
But then—
 “You must’ve heard what I said during the Grand Duke succession ceremony, right? I intend to rally the other Houses under the banner of the Dark Demonic House. And you think someone like Marquis Goras would be a problem for me?”
Ruina swallowed hard.
It was an utterly outrageous claim.
And yet, Chris’s tone wasn’t arrogant. It was calm—like he was stating a simple fact, something he naturally expected to achieve.
 ‘What on earth is he thinking?’
She couldn’t begin to guess.
What was even more terrifying was how that absurd claim didn’t sound like a bluff at all.
 “Of course, I’m not saying I’ll bring down Marquis Goras with just this incident. But it’ll be enough to become a turning point—enough to shake the power balance within the Venomous Demonic House.”
 “……”
 “Once this is over, the Venomous Demonic House won’t be in any position to concern itself with your merchant guild. So you really don’t need to worry too much.”
Ruina cleared her throat.
 “W-Well, in that case… I’ll trust you, Young Master.”
 “Aren’t you forgetting something? No words of gratitude?”
 “G-Gratitude…?”
 “Yes. I’ve brought you a golden opportunity to make a fortune. Shouldn’t you at least show a little appreciation? Even I, generous and kind as I am, find this a bit disappointing.”
Ruina’s lips flapped.
She wore the expression of someone unsure if they were hearing nonsense or not.
 “And you didn’t even send a gift for my Grand Duke succession.”
 “…I did send one! Under the name of the Rudolf Merchant Guild, to the Dark Demonic House! It was an incredibly expensive gift!”
 “But you didn’t send anything directly to me, did you? Naturally, you should’ve sent some personal ‘funds’ on the side as well.”
Chris wore an expression that said, Why are you being so amateurish?
Ruina’s jaw dropped at his brazen attempt at extortion, and Chris added with a magnanimous tone:
 “Even though I’m deeply disappointed, I’ll let it slide—just this once—because of our long-standing friendship. Just send some medicine and relief supplies to the western territory.”
 “W-What the…!!”
“Well, it’s not like the Dark Demonic House is short on funds, but it’s obvious Marquis Langham is going to pull some tricks in the middle, so I figured the procurement might run into delays,”
Chris said with a sly smile.
“Besides, this way, your guild gets to officially earn favor with the Dark Demonic House. I’d say that’s not a bad outcome for you—especially considering your real ‘goal.’”
Ruina immediately shut her mouth.
She realized that Chris, in his own twisted way, was being considerate by extorting her like this.
Up until now, her relationship with Chris had been strictly person-to-person.
But if her merchant guild were to offer official aid to the Dark Demonic House at Chris’s request, that would elevate their connection to a formal alliance between her merchant guild and the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House.
That meant Chris would be able to protect her from the standpoint of the Grand Duke of the House.
Considering her true “goal,” she definitely needed powerful figures in her corner. In fact, this was something she should have proposed first.
 “Ugh!! Why does this still feel like I’m being extorted?! That bastard! That devilish bastard!”
Her pride was in shambles.
She wasn’t even sure if it was because she was such a money-grubber… or if Chris was just that irritating.
Chris, acting even more smugly, handed over a document.
“Here. Stamp it.”
 “…What is this?”
“This is still a formal transaction between your merchant guild and a noble house. We need a proper contract. Wouldn’t you prefer having things documented properly? Of course, if you don’t want to, that’s fine too.”
Ruina stamped it with the face of someone chewing on dung.
“Good. Here’s the list of required supplies. It’s urgent, so send them immediately. If there’s a delay, I’ll be claiming damages.”
 “Aaargh! What kind of man claims damages over this?! Fine, it won’t be late! Just get out already! I can’t stand your face another second!”
Every time she spoke to Chris, it felt like she shaved months off her lifespan from sheer stress.
Once Chris was gone and she had calmed herself, Ruina looked over the item list he had left behind.
 “Are you insane?!”
Tucked away in small text at the bottom of the page were absurdly expensive items that made no sense at all.
 “You rotten, demonic bastard!!”
* * *
Now that it was time to depart for the western territory, Chris was assigned attendants as befitted his position as Grand Duke.
“I’ve been assigned to accompany you. My name is Randol.”
A face Chris didn’t recognize.
 ‘A demon from Marquis Langham’s faction.’
Chris, thanks to Marie—who controlled the ghosts residing in his family’s main estate—was well-informed of covert information others didn’t know.
According to that intelligence, this Randol was secretly loyal to Marquis Langham.
 ‘So he’s been planted to sabotage me.’
Normally, it would have been right to dismiss him.
But Chris smirked.
 ‘Perfect. I’ll use this bastard.’
He was already laying out a plan to use Randol as a pawn to strike back at both Marquis Langham and Marquis Goras.
“Understood. I’ll be counting on you. Go ahead and prepare for departure.”
After casually dismissing Randol, Chris turned to the others—his usual companions who followed him like magnets: Melin, Alros, and Jupien.
 “Let’s move. My heart’s racing at the thought of cutting down those Venomous Demonic House bastards alongside the Grand Duke.”
“…U-Um, can I… not go?! I still need to train, and I’m not very smart, so I probably won’t be much help in this…!!”
 “Come on, let’s go. I’m bored.”
Each of them made their case, but to their surprise, Chris shook his head.
 “Melin, you’re not coming.”
 “Huh?”
 “You’re not going to be much help in uncovering the truth behind this incident anyway.”
 “But there might be bloodshed, right?”
As expected of a battle maniac, Melin looked like she was itching for a fight with the Venomous Demonic House.
 “I’ve got something else I need you to do.”
 “What is it?”
 “It’s important.”
Chris lowered his voice so no one else could hear.
Melin’s eyes widened as she listened to his whisper.
 “Wait, you mean… Master?”
 “Yeah. It’s exactly what you’re thinking.”
Chris had no intention of just exposing the truth behind this incident and calling it done.
He was planning something far bigger—something that would cause a serious upheaval.
And for that, he intended to use Melin to lay the groundwork in advance.
 “Ahhh… as expected of the Master I chose to serve. This is beyond anything I hoped for. I’ll carry out your command with a pounding heart.”
Melin licked her lips, trembling with excitement.
 “Jupien, you’re not coming either.”
 “Why not? I’m smart. I’ll be helpful in figuring things out.”
 “…You? The hot-blooded fool?”
 “I am smart.”
Jupien replied with confidence.
Though she often came off as airheaded, there was a sharp edge to her at times—so it wasn’t entirely untrue.
 “You’ve got something else to do, too.”
 “What is it?”
 “Take this.”
Chris handed her a stone, which she looked at quizzically.
 “A phantasm stone?”
A magical artifact imbued with illusions.
 “It contains training illusions that will help with your phantom sword arts. Drill them thoroughly and get stronger.”
 “!!”
 “Because with your current strength, you’re no help to me at all.”
It was a blunt statement—but a truthful one.
Of course, Jupien wasn’t lacking in potential.
She had unmatched perseverance, and if she continued on her path, she could one day rise to the rank of a high-class demon of 7-star or above. But the problem was the present.
At the very least, she needed to reach 5-star to be of use to Chris.
 ‘The one good thing is that Jupien has already built a solid foundation.’
What’s needed to grow stronger is a strong foundational "vessel" and the right "realization."
In Chris’s case, he had found realization before his vessel was ready. But Jupien was the opposite.
She had the most solid foundational vessel in the entire Dark Demonic House.
She was, without question, the top training fanatic of the entire house.
Except for when she was eating or sleeping—or even while eating and sleeping—Jupien trained relentlessly in her own way. Her dedication was so extreme that it had given her one of the most solid foundations among anyone.
The issue was enlightenment.
 ‘Thankfully, illusion arts make it relatively easier to indirectly experience enlightenment.’
The phantasm stone Chris had handed her was packed with realizations Jupien would need to climb to the next level.
 ‘Of course, that doesn’t guarantee rapid success.’
Even with simulated experiences, the actual realization had to be achieved and internalized by Jupien herself.
But Chris believed she could do it.
Because even in his previous life, it had been rare to find someone with Jupien’s level of persistence.
 “…Why are you giving me something like this?”
Jupien, fully aware of just how immense a blessing this was, looked momentarily at a loss for words.
 “To squeeze more value out of you, of course.”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth with an irritating smirk.
 “Don’t forget. I’m the Grand Duke now. That makes you a pawn who works for me.”
And it wasn’t just Jupien.
Everyone in the Dark Demonic House had become Chris’s pawns in one way or another.
Jupien scoffed and snorted.
 “I’ll get stronger and crush you one day.”
 “Sure, sure. The higher the goal, the better. Now hurry up and go.”
Finally, it was Alros’s turn.
 “I-I don’t have to go either, right? I can just stay behind and do something for the House?”
 “Stay behind? Not a chance. You’re coming with me.”
 “W-What?! But I’m dumb and not good at anything! It’s not the poison that I’m afraid of, I just… I’m scared I’ll be dead weight to you, Your Grace!”
Alros flailed in panic, clearly more terrified of heading to the poison-ridden western territory than of disappointing Chris.
 “Don’t worry. You’re sturdy enough, right? You think you’d die that easily from poison?”
 “Wh-What are you saying?! That sounds like you expect me to get poisoned!”
 “Yeah. That’s the plan. You need to be poisoned.”
Not “might get poisoned”—Chris said Alros had to be.
That subtle shift in phrasing hinted that Chris was plotting something involving Alros.
 “I-I think I misheard something just now?”
 “Oh, no, I’m not intentionally trying to poison you or anything… Well, actually, the end result might be similar?”
 “W-What? What?! Y-Your Grace?! That’s a joke, right? Haha, you’re so funny! What a hilarious joke!”
 “It’s neither a joke nor a lie, so listen carefully.”
 “W-What…?”
Chris lowered his voice.
 “There’s something you’ll need to do once we reach the western territory.”
 “What is it…?”
Alros gulped in fear.
And once he heard the full details of Chris’s “operation”—
 “T-That kind of plan could get me killed, you know?!”
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                     “You won’t die. You’ll just suffer a bit. Either way, I’m trusting you with this.”
 “Aaaaagh!!”
Alros screamed, but it was a futile protest.
Dragging the wailing Alros along, Christian mounted his horse.
But just as he was about to leave the castle gates, an unexpected figure blocked his path.
A composed beauty with a gentle expression—
It was Yulian.
 “…Lady Yulian.”
 “You’re heading somewhere dangerous, so I stopped by just to see you off.”
Yulian offered a soft smile.
It was the kind of beautiful smile that seemed to brighten everything around her—but Chris couldn’t look at it comfortably.
 ‘She’s stronger than before…?’
Outwardly, nothing about her power seemed different.
But the demonic aura lingering around her had grown markedly denser.
A trace that only someone like Chris, who had lived through the Age of Ruin, could recognize.
 ‘She’s received an additional blessing from a devil. But why?’
Chris’s gaze darkened.
More important than the fact that she’d been granted stronger demonic power… was the reason.
All devil contractors form pacts out of deep and desperate desires.
So then, what exactly did Yulian desire?
 ‘There’s no way she made a pact just to become Head of House.’
Yulian had never once tried to obstruct Chris from becoming the Grand Duke.
That meant her true aim wasn’t the position of House Leader.
It was something else entirely.
 ‘I have no leads.’
Chris suddenly realized just how little he actually knew about Yulian.
He had been far too indifferent toward her.
 ‘But there’s one thing I’m sure of.’
Yulian was undoubtedly harboring some chilling ambition.
The subtle tension she gave off now made that clear.
She was smiling calmly… but it felt as though a blade hovered in the air between them.
 “Come to think of it, I never gave you a proper congratulations on becoming Grand Duke. As your older sister, I should’ve taken better care of that—sorry.”
 “There’s no need to put on that act. You don’t actually care about me in the slightest, do you?”
 “!!”
For a moment, Yulian’s expression froze.
But then it softened again, as smoothly as if it had never changed.
 “That’s not true. In my own way, I’ve always considered you special.”
 “You mean me?”
 “Yeah. Strange, isn’t it? We’re not even that close. I don’t fully understand it myself, but… maybe it’s because you seem different from everyone else. I’m not even sure how I feel about you.”
Her vague, unreadable words left Christian in silence.
Yulian chuckled softly.
 “You’re going to the western territory in person this time… It’s to save the people, isn’t it?”
 “…What are you implying?”
 “I heard what happened during the plague outbreak at Gold Cross—that you treated the people. They’re even calling you the Saint of Darkness, aren’t they?”
Chris looked genuinely surprised.
It wasn’t a story that had spread widely in the Magus Empire.
Compared to other major events, it was seen as relatively minor and didn’t garner much attention.
 “I only did it to stop the Curse Demonic House’s scheme. It wasn’t out of concern for the people.”
 “But if stopping their scheme was all you cared about, you wouldn’t have needed to work so hard healing the infected. From what I heard, you saved every patient.”
 “…I just happened to have the ability, so I helped while I was at it.”
 “Heh… that’s what sets you apart from others. There are so many people in this world who don’t even possess basic goodwill—only malice.”
Yulian’s voice turned subtly strange as she continued.
 “People who wouldn’t hesitate to drag others into hell for the sake of their own selfish desires.”
Chris flinched.
 ‘Just now…?’
Her words had sounded casual, as if she were merely musing aloud—but they weren’t.
Chris instinctively sensed that what Yulian had just said held a key to revealing her true nature.
 “You say that like you’ve experienced something similar yourself.”
He probed, but she simply laughed it off.
 “Who knows~? Anyway, I’ve been holding you up too long. Safe travels.”
With that, Yulian disappeared without another word.
After parting with Chris, she climbed the tower of the castle.
Facing the wind, she gazed up at the sky.
 “‘Experienced something similar,’ huh…”
Her expression turned bitter.
 “More like lived through it.”
A dreadful scene surfaced in her mind—
The personal hell she had once endured.
If not for that experience, she would never have sold her soul to a devil.
And then—
A sharp, high-pitched voice called out to her.
 “So? What did you think of Christian?”
She turned her head—and standing there was a shocking figure.
Radiant silver hair.
A beauty like that of a woman.
And a chilling scar slashed diagonally across his face.
It was Sherad, the First Prince—
The very same Sherad who had once tried to kill Christian.
He had been cast into Gehenna by Christian’s scheme… but somehow, he had returned alive.
And not just alive.
Beneath his eyes shimmered the mark of a devil’s stigma.
Proof that Sherad had become a devil contractor.
 “Is your body all right now… Brother?”
 “Ah, thanks to you. Though… calling me ‘brother’ sounds a bit strange, doesn’t it?”
Sherad grinned darkly.
 “You’re not my real sister, after all.”
 “!!”
A shocking, deeply meaningful revelation.
Yulian didn’t deny his words.
 “Things like that… don’t matter to people like us, do they?”
 “Kuhuhu, true enough. You want the blood of the Dark Demonic House… and I just want to drink that blood alongside you.”
Sherad stuck out his tongue and slowly licked the jagged scar that slashed diagonally across his face.
 “So then, what are you going to do about Christian?”
Yulian stayed silent for a moment.
She planned to drench the Dark Demonic House in blood.
And yet—strangely—while she could kill anyone else without hesitation, she didn’t want to kill Christian.
At least… not with her own hands.
 ‘But if I’m to achieve my goal… I can’t let Christian live.’
That left only one option.
Yulian’s voice hardened.
 “You kill Christian. Use the chaos of this incident with the Venomous Demonic House to find an opening.”
 “Kuhuhu, gladly. I never intended to let anyone else take Christian’s life anyway—it belongs to me.”
Sherad’s lips curled into a twisted grin.
His features were beautiful—like a woman’s—but paired with the grotesque scar across his face, the smile he wore was spine-chilling.
 “I’m curious to see what brilliant display he’ll put on this time.”
He raised a hand and caressed the scar across his face.
A glint of madness shimmered in his jewel-like eyes.
 “Every time I think about Christian… this scar aches. Even now. Ah… I’m so excited, my heart’s practically trembling.”
And then, Sherad vanished in a blur, leaving behind only his lingering malice.
Yulian’s expression darkened.
 ‘It can’t be helped.’
In the past… in a hellish nightmare she could never forget—
She had made a vow.
To become a devil.
And so, it was fine.
Everything was fine.
Thus, from behind Christian’s back, a new threat began to take shape.
* * *
 ‘Yulian is dangerous.’
While en route to the western territory, Christian reflected grimly.
He had no idea what her true objective was—but one thing was clear:
Yulian was harboring a tremendous, deadly ambition.
 ‘I need to be ready.’
There was a good chance she might try to make a move during this incident with the Venomous Demonic House.
If that were to happen, a difficult situation would only grow more dire.
But that was fine.
 ‘After all… Lady Yulian has no idea what trump cards I’m holding.’
Yes.
No matter what kind of sinister scheme Marquis Goras of the Venomous Demonic House had prepared.
No matter how Marquis Langham tried to interfere.
No matter what kind of dagger Yulian intended to plunge into his back.
None of it mattered.
Because in the end—he would crush them all.
“Alros?”
“Y-yes?”
“You haven’t forgotten what I asked you to do, right?”
Alros’s face turned pale.
“I’m counting on you.”
And with that, Christian’s grand scheme—meant to deceive everyone—began its first act.
* * *
The next day.
They finally arrived at the western territory.
As soon as they reached it, a heavy and gloomy atmosphere blanketed the surroundings.
The people were consumed by fear of the mysterious plague spreading through the land.
 “Who are they?”
 “They’re from the main house. Could that be Lord Christian?”
A beautifully handsome young man revealed himself before the crowd.
 “They say he might be the greatest genius in the history of the main family.”
 “If it’s him, maybe he really can stop this plague!”
 “Long live Lord Christian!”
 “Long live!!”
A chorus of hopeful cheers rang out.
But Christian’s reaction was strange.
Normally, he would’ve worn his trademark smug, arrogant expression—but now, he could only force an awkward smile.
There was a reason for it.
 ‘Aaaaah! You damned devil bastard! How could you make me do something like this?!’
Because he wasn’t Christian.
Chris had once again used the Seal of the Constellation to disguise Alros as himself, making him play the decoy.
Alros squeezed his eyes shut and recalled his prior conversation with Chris.
 — “Y-you want me to be a decoy?! I don’t know a thing about poisons or diseases!”
 — “That’s fine. Actually, it’s better.”
 — “B-better?!”
 — “Our main goal is to fool the enemy. So just act lost and clumsy like you normally do. Actually, to sell it even better, it might be good if you get infected too.”
At those words, Alros had gulped nervously.
He realized that Chris had no intention of just investigating the plague—he was planning something far more devious.
He was clearly using Alros as bait to blind the enemy while he carried out something terrifying behind the scenes.
 — “I-I can’t believe this! You’re telling me to get poisoned? Absolutely not!”
 — “Well, yeah, even I wouldn’t go that far. I’m not that cruel. I’m nice, remember? Instead… here, take this.”
 — “…W-what is this?”
 — “An elixir. A specially enhanced one. It boosts demonic energy far more efficiently than the old formula. Even an idiot like you should be able to absorb it.”
 — “…Why would you give me something this valuable?”
Alros had looked at him suspiciously.
And rightly so.
 — “Well, it does have a few side effects.”
 — “…What kind of side effects?”
 — “You’ll show symptoms similar to the plague spreading through the western territory. But hey, it won’t be too bad, so don’t worry too much.”
 — “…Are you sure?”
 — “Probably? You won’t die, most likely.”
 — “ARGHHH! That answer is not comforting at all! So in the end, you’re basically just poisoning me!”
 — “All good elixirs are a bit harsh on the body. If you don’t want it, I can always take it back.”
It was clear Chris intended to completely disarm the enemy by sacrificing(?) Alros.
Alros was on the verge of tears, but he couldn’t bring himself to refuse.
Because the elixir Chris had handed him was something so precious, someone like him—just a lowly branch family member—could never hope to obtain under normal circumstances.
 ‘Ughhh… You damned devil bastard! Sigh… Lord Roy, I miss you. When will I ever be free from this hellspawn?!’
Today of all days, Alros deeply missed Roy, the viscount he’d met back in Gold Cross.
Meanwhile, Randol—a spy sent by Marquis Langham—let out a quiet chuckle.
 ‘Just as I thought. He’s nothing special. Of course—how could even a genius know anything about poisons or diseases? He probably let the praise get to his head and rushed in blindly. Serves him right.’
The sight of the fake Christian—Alros—bumbling about cluelessly made him snort.
 ‘Marquis Langham ordered me to sabotage the investigation, but it looks like I won’t even need to bother.’
Randol began writing a report to Marquis Langham, stating that there was no need to worry—Grand Duke Christian wouldn’t be uncovering any truths.
But what Randol didn’t know was…
What the real Christian was doing at that very momen
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                    Chris wandered through various parts of the city to assess the situation firsthand.
After gathering a rough overview of the situation, he made his way to a treatment center where the patients had been gathered.
“I’m a doctor. I’m here to help.”
Thanks to his disguise using a magical device, the healers at the treatment center accepted Chris without suspicion.
“Oh, thank goodness!! We’ve been overwhelmed—patients have been pouring in so fast that we’re severely understaffed.”
“Is the situation that serious?”
“Yes. We already have over a thousand patients. While there haven’t been many deaths yet, at the rate things are deteriorating, it won’t be long before we see a significant number of fatalities.”
The healer spoke heavily.
“What are the exact symptoms?”
“Loss of consciousness. All the patients initially complain of severe headaches and vomiting, and then gradually lose consciousness.”
“No fever or any other symptoms?”
“No one has shown any signs of fever. No respiratory or other typical symptoms either.”
Chris thought to himself.
‘This pattern doesn’t match any natural infectious disease.’
There are certainly some contagious diseases that impair consciousness.
But most of those are accompanied by fever.
‘So it’s not encephalitis or meningitis either.’
The symptoms were eerily similar to those caused by Bloodstream of Malice, the poison Marisa had been developing.
It was known that the poison she had been researching induced exactly this kind of reaction.
Could the drug Marisa was developing have leaked and caused this incident?
He needed to examine the patients more closely to be sure.
“Then, may I take a look at the patients?”
“Of course. Ah—please get assistance from that woman over there. Her name’s Lisa.”
“Lisa?”
“Yes. She’s a healer from outside who joined us recently. Thanks to her treatment, many patients have been able to hold on without dying.”
From the sound of it, she was a skilled healer.
Chris tilted his head in curiosity and approached—only for his eyes to widen in shock.
Someone completely unexpected was tending to the patients.
‘…That’s Marisa.’
Though she had attempted to hide her green hair—distinctive of the Venomous Demonic House—Chris could see through the disguise.
It was Marisa of the Venomous Demonic House!
‘Why is she here? Don’t tell me… she’s trying to resolve the situation herself?’
That seemed to be the case.
Marisa glanced over at Chris, who was just standing there, and barked sharply,
“New healer? What are you doing just standing there?! Can’t you see this patient’s blood pressure is dropping? Get over here and help!”
“…Your treatment method—looks like it’s incorrect.”
“What did you just say?!”
“It’s a case of hypotension caused by cerebral edema. That treatment won’t help in this situation.”
“…What?”
Chris calmly treated the patient who was on the verge of death using the medical techniques passed down in the prestigious House of Medical Saint. Soon, the patient's condition stabilized.
“…Wait, what? How…?”
Marisa’s eyes widened.
For the record, poisoncraft and medical arts are often two sides of the same coin.
The Venomous Demonic House—renowned for its mastery of poison—was also one of the most prestigious healing families on the continent, second only to the House of Medical Saint.
Yet what Chris had just demonstrated far surpassed the skills of even her, the famed prodigy of the Venomous Demonic House.
“Aah… well, you know, I am a genius.”
That familiar, insufferably smug voice—unforgettable.
* * *
Marisa’s eyes flared, as if they were about to tear at the edges.
Chris grinned with that irritating smile.
“Been a while. How’ve you been?”
Marisa recognized Chris immediately.
His appearance had changed, but that uniquely annoying presence of his was unmistakable.
“W-What are you doing here?!”
“Isn’t it obvious for the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House to come to a disaster zone?”
“N-No, I mean, I heard you collapsed from poisoning the moment you arrived!”
For reference—Alros had indeed spread a rumor that Chris had been poisoned upon arrival after taking the elixir Chris gave him back in the western territory.
Having boasted loudly and then fallen victim to poison right away, the gossip had quickly spread like wildfire.
“Oh, that was just a fakeout to fool the enemy. But you—what’s with that expression?”
Chris tilted his head.
“Are you that happy to see me?”
Marisa’s face twisted into something hard to describe.
She stared at Chris with a blank look and then quickly turned her head with a snap.
“W-What kind of nonsense are you spouting?! As if!! I-I just… I just heard you were poisoned by a drug I made, that’s all…!!”
The truth was—
Marisa had recently been cornered mentally.
The poison she was developing—one of the deadliest—had somehow ended up in the Dark Demonic House’s water supply, and this horrifying incident had broken out as a result.
If things continued like this, she would be the one blamed entirely.
So she had taken a huge risk sneaking into the Dark Demonic House’s territory to try and resolve the situation somehow.
And then, on top of everything else, she heard that Christian had been poisoned by her drug.
The moment she heard that, it felt like the world went dark in front of her.
She was on the verge of collapse… and then Chris appeared.
Hearing his irritating voice, seeing his smug face—it was strange, but a rush of relief welled up, and her eyes turned red with emotion.
“Th-The only reason I’m acting like this is because if you had collapsed from my poison, the blame on me would’ve been even worse! That’s all!”
“You didn’t have to explain in such detail, you know.”
“…Yeah, I guess.”
Marisa’s face quickly went expressionless out of embarrassment.
‘You bastard.’
Now that she thought about it, it really had been a long time since she’d last seen him—and yet Chris didn’t seem even slightly happy to see her.
Still… Marisa had honestly been hoping to see him again. Not in that way, of course. Definitely, absolutely just in the way a friend would.
‘Now that I think about it—this jerk. He barely even replied to my letters.’
At that moment, Chris spoke again.
“Anyway, I’m glad we ran into each other.”
“…Why?”
“What do you mean ‘why’? I came to help you. We’re allies, remember? We agreed to support each other. You can’t just die over something like this, being falsely accused.”
Chris had plans to use Marisa later—specifically, to leverage her to obtain the Poison Path from the Venomous Demonic House—so he couldn’t let her die over something like this.
But strangely enough…
When Marisa heard Christian say that, the heavy weight in her chest loosened—just a little.
‘Ahem. Acting timid isn’t befitting of a demon. I’m just being the bigger person, that’s all.’
Still, this wasn’t the time for catching up.
“Marisa. What do you think? Do you believe this happened because of the poison you developed?”
The first step was to confirm whether this disaster really was caused by Marisa’s leaked poison.
“…I don’t think it was.”
“Why?”
“The symptoms are identical. But my poison doesn’t have this kind of widespread lethality.”
The distance from the contaminated water source to this western territory was quite far.
Even if a large amount had been leaked, it would’ve been diluted along the way. The actual amount each person consumed would’ve been minuscule.
“I didn’t develop it for mass killing, either. Unless someone ingested it past a certain concentration, it wouldn’t even activate. So… it’s not my poison.”
Chris nodded.
Similar—but it was likely a different poison.
It seemed probable that someone had intentionally created a poison with similar symptoms to frame Marisa and then spread it.
“Any poisons come to mind? With this level of lethality, I’d guess it’s probably an Intent-Infused Poison.”
That was a poison created by a Master-class poisoner—rated at 6 stars—infused with “intent”, a metaphysical willpower that challenges the boundaries of natural laws.
As expected, such poisons possessed absurdly potent effects.
“I doubt it’s an Intent-Infused Poison. None of the ones I know of produce these symptoms.”
Intent was the manifestation of one’s life-long will—something honed and solidified through years of training and conviction.
At most, even a top poisoner could only wield two or three Intent-Infused Poisons.
Even for the Venomous Demonic House, the number and types of Intent-Infused Poisons were extremely limited.
‘Strange. If it’s not an Intent-Infused Poison, it shouldn’t be possible to make something this effective.’
Creating a new poison wasn’t that hard in itself.
But making a truly useful and powerful poison? That was a different story entirely.
Especially a poison that could cause mass casualties with mere trace amounts—even the Venomous Demonic House couldn’t create that easily.
“…Trying to treat these patients is pointless. If this poison causes the same symptoms as my ‘Bloodstream of Malice,’ then it’s impossible to save them.”
Even Marisa had only barely managed to keep the patients alive.
Her voice was hollow.
“There are going to be countless deaths.”
But Chris shook his head.
“That might’ve been true… if I hadn’t shown up.”
“…What?”
“Now that I’m here, not a single patient will die.”
Marisa looked at him, stunned.
But Chris wasn’t bluffing.
‘Even without an antidote… there’s still a way to save them.’
And more than anything, there was a crucial reason Chris had to save the patients.
“We have to restore the patients if we want to uncover the identity of the poison.”
“…What?”
“All the answers lie within the patients.”
What Chris had just said was one of the founding mottos of the House of Medical Saint.
‘Right now, most of the patients are in a state of unconsciousness, so it’s hard to conduct a proper investigation.’
But once they were healed and regained consciousness, a full investigation could begin.
This was the famed investigative method of the House of Medical Saint—epidemiological tracing.
Of course, just questioning patients wouldn’t immediately reveal the nature of the poison itself.
However, there was one crucial piece of information that could be uncovered through them:
The method of administration—how the poison had been delivered.
And once that route was traced in reverse, the true culprit behind this incident would come to light.
* * *
Two days passed.
In that time, public sentiment within the Dark Demonic House had only worsened.
After all, Christian—who had gone to uncover the truth—had supposedly collapsed from poisoning himself.
“So much for all that bravado.”
“Knew he wasn’t anything special.”
Members of the main house, particularly those loyal to Marquis Langham, mocked him openly.
Watching the mood shift in his favor, Marquis Langham opened a communication device and contacted someone.
—It’s been a while, Marquis Langham.
A low, sinister voice came through from the other side.
“It has indeed, Marquis Goras.”
A shocking scene.
It confirmed what Chris had suspected: the two were colluding.
—How are things progressing?
Marquis Goras inquired.
“You needn’t worry at all about Grand Duke Christian, who left to uncover the truth.”
Marquis Langham replied calmly.
“Everything will proceed just as you wished, Marquis Goras.”
A murky laugh echoed through the communicator.
—Excellent. I won’t forget the favor you’ve done for me. You’ll receive the power you’ve long desired.
“……”
—At long last, the era of Nordion will come to an end, and the Dark Demonic House will welcome a new ruler.
A statement laced with implication.
With that, the transmission ended, and a cold gleam settled in Marquis Langham’s eyes.
His gaze turned toward the eastern wing of the estate.
Where Nordion resided.
His eyes grew frigid.
And in a low, subdued voice, he muttered,
“Everything I do… is because of you, Father.”
* * *
While Marquis Langham engaged in his shadowy dealings, Chris was quietly tending to patients.
“…How in the world do you even know about medical arts like this?”
Marisa exclaimed in disbelief beside him.
“I told you, didn’t I? I dabbled in it once—just as a hobby.”
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                    “How can you even say that?! I mean, even if you’re a genius, how is this even possible?!”
That’s how shocked Marisa was. And rightfully so.
Chris’s performance over the past two days had been nothing short of extraordinary.
First, his emergency interventions—treatments that pulled patients back from the brink of death.
They weren’t just on par with renowned doctors.
No, he surpassed them.
‘Even the elders of the Venomous Demonic House couldn’t pull off treatments like that. That’s on the level of a Divine Healer.’
And more unbelievable still—
‘How is he treating the Bloodstream of Malice? There’s no antidote!’
Chris just shrugged casually.
“Well, even without an antidote, as long as you understand how the symptoms are triggered, you can treat accordingly, right?”
“……”
“Your poison causes fluid buildup in the brain. So I adjusted the pressure to counteract that.”
“W-What kind of absurd…”
Chris explained it like it was nothing—but it was completely absurd.
He had, essentially, developed a treatment drug on the spot.
A compound that acted on the kidneys to regulate the body’s fluid concentration.
‘According to the House of Medical Saints, fluid build-up in the brain can be drained by adjusting the body's fluid concentration.’
That was exactly how the House of Medical Saints dealt with poisons.
Rather than trying to create a unique antidote for every toxin, they treated the symptoms the poisons caused.
And thanks to Ruina, who quickly sent over expensive medicinal herbs, Chris was able to synthesize the medication and produce it in bulk.
On top of that, he used his clan’s medical knowledge to precisely adjust IV fluid administration.
As a result, the patients began to recover rapidly.
But that wasn’t even the most impressive thing Chris had accomplished.
“I’ve figured it out. The identity of the poison.”
“What do you mean?”
“Marisa—it is your poison.”
“!!”
Marisa’s eyes shook.
“Th-That’s impossible…!”
“Using alchemy, I confirmed the presence of crystallized traces of your ‘Bloodstream of Malice’ in every patient’s bloodstream.”
“But it was only trace amounts! That concentration would never cause symptoms this severe!”
Marisa refuted it.
“That would be true… if it were just your poison.”
“…What are you saying?”
“It’s a composite poison.”
“…What? No… don’t tell me—”
Marisa’s eyes widened in disbelief.
Of course she knew the term.
A composite poison—harmless or mild on its own, but when combined with another specific toxin, it amplifies the effects to a deadly degree.
“Exactly. Someone spread a composite poison throughout this territory. Once it combined with your poison, it triggered this entire catastrophe.”
“Who would even do something like that…?”
“We’ll find out—once we go and confront them.”
Chris spoke in a low, cold voice.
“I’ve figured out how the poison was spread.”
He hadn’t just been treating patients these past two days.
He’d gathered and compiled detailed information on each one—and from that, identified a common factor shared by all.
“It was the Maho Tea.”
“Maho Tea?”
A type of tea cultivated in the territory of the Venomous Demonic House, and commonly consumed even here in the western lands.
Upon investigation, it was confirmed that only those who had consumed a particular batch of Maho Tea—distributed by a certain merchant group—developed symptoms.
That tea had been grown in the territory controlled by the faction loyal to Marquis Goras.
Chris moved without hesitation and stormed into the merchant company.
“Wh-Who are you? Huh? Grand Duke Christian?!”
“Are you looking to die?”
“Wh-What?! I—what?!”
“You dare to distribute poisoned tea to the people of the main house?”
“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about!”
The merchant master dropped to the ground, trembling.
“The Maho Tea your company distributed was laced with poison. That tea was cultivated in the Seccia region of the Venomous Demonic House. Were you ordered to do this by the lord of Seccia?”
The lord of Seccia was a well-known supporter of Marquis Goras.
“W-What?! I-I swear I had no idea!! I’ve been framed! Please, you must believe me!!”
The merchant grovelled, shaking in fear.
“You claim you didn’t know?”
“Yes! I swear! I had no idea!!”
“Then prove it.”
“Wh-What?”
“Swear that you’ll speak the truth. And then, say again that you’re innocent.”
Something must’ve felt off—the merchant’s throat bobbed nervously as he swallowed.
“T-That’s…”
“What’s wrong? If you’re truly innocent, a little oath shouldn’t trouble you.”
Srrrk—
Christian’s sword slid out and pressed coldly against the man’s throat.
The merchant cried out in terror.
“F-Fine! I swear I’ll speak the truth!! I—I don’t kno—”
And then, he suddenly choked.
“I—I don’t kno… I do kno… not… not unknown…”
His voice trembled uncontrollably.
Chris let out a quiet chuckle.
In his hand, a dark magical sigil had appeared.
It was the Mark of Binding—a black curse spell he’d used many times before. A powerful magic that compelled the target to act according to set conditions.
“You swore you’d speak the truth, didn’t you? Go on—say it.”
“I… I—”
The merchant’s tongue began to move on its own, against his will.
At the moment he was about to reveal the truth under the Seal of Binding—
Something horrific happened.
“G-Gk?!”
The merchant’s face turned ghostly pale.
“GYAAAAAAAHHH!!!”
With a bloodcurdling scream, the merchant’s body began to melt alive.
It was poison.
“A Forbidden Poison from our family,” Marisa said, her voice stiff and grim.
“One that kills the moment someone attempts to speak the truth.”
“…Now what?”
With the man dead, there was no longer anyone who could testify that the lord of Seccia had laced the tea with poison.
The trail had been cut.
But then Chris said something unexpected.
“It’s fine. Actually, this is better.”
“…Better?”
“At this point, isn’t it obvious who’s behind it?”
“…I guess that’s true.”
The Maho Tea originated from lands under Marquis Goras’s faction, and the merchant died from a Forbidden Poison—one that only the Venomous Demonic House could manufacture.
There was no definitive proof, but the culprit was as good as revealed.
“Since we already know who did it, there’s no need to waste time gathering hard evidence, is there?”
The implication was clear.
Chris wore a villainous grin.
“Now that we’ve uncovered this much, we can just fabricate the rest to fit.”
That’s right.
From the beginning, Chris had no intention of collecting every piece of real evidence.
‘We’re short on time—why bother with that?’
It would only give the enemy more time to prepare.
‘It’s time to move on to the next phase of the plan.’
Because in truth, revealing the facts had never been his true objective.
His real goal—was to use this incident as a pretext to cause a massive stir.
“Bring it in.”
Clap—he snapped his fingers, and someone entered the room.
A composed beauty with a face like she’d just swallowed something rotten.
It was Ruina.
“You’re all set, right?”
“…Yes.”
Ruina’s expression twisted even more.
How could it not?
After all, Chris had ordered her to forge evidence.
Using her merchant network, she’d fabricated documents and records proving that the poison had been spread from territories under Marquis Goras’s faction.
For the record, the forged materials also included none other than Seccia itself.
‘Ugh! You bastard! What do you think I am, a criminal?! Sure, I’ve run a few shady businesses, but I’m still a legitimate merchant at heart!’
“Are you really sure this is okay?!”
Ruina asked with a face full of anxiety, and Chris simply shrugged.
“Maybe?”
“Eek! What kind of answer is that?!”
“Well, no one knows how the world will turn out. How can I give a definite answer? I’m not someone who makes blind promises.”
“You sound even less trustworthy saying that!”
“Don’t worry too much. Once we raid those territories, real evidence will turn up anyway. In the end, it means you won’t have really lied.”
“…Raid them?”
Ruina flinched at the strange word. And so did Marisa.
“Oh right, I haven’t told you what my real goal is yet, have I?”
Just then, the door creaked open, and someone entered.
It was Melin—the one Chris had sent away with a certain mission.
“I’ve returned after carrying out your orders.”
“Good. What’s the status?”
“As instructed, the Dark Army’s elite Black Banner Unit has covertly positioned themselves within the Venomous Demonic House’s territory and are standing by.”
Ruina and Marisa’s eyes went wide as if about to tear.
They finally realized what Chris was after.
“Seccia, Balmont, Lodrak, Kalia.”
Chris began naming them one by one.
These were the names of territories within the Venomous Demonic House.
All of them were under lords loyal to Marquis Goras.
“As the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House and Vice Commander of the Dark Army, I hereby declare—”
His voice was ice-cold.
“—that as punishment for deceiving the Dark Demonic House, I will purge these four territories.”
That’s right.
Chris’s real objective was to subjugate these territories by force.
‘Because simply revealing the truth won’t change anything.’
Even if he managed to prove that Marquis Goras was the one behind all this…
Would that be enough to make him pay?
Unlikely.
Sure, even in the Magus Empire, poisoning civilians en masse was a tremendous crime.
But Marquis Goras would never willingly admit his guilt.
Naturally, he would deny all evidence, and with Marquis Langham being in league with him, there’d be no way justice would be served.
‘In the end, the only way to exact justice is through force—but even that won’t be easy with someone like Marquis Goras.’
It wasn’t like when the Duke Huam was the suspect.
The Duke Huam, though a head of house, led only a minor faction within the Venomous Demonic House.
Fighting him had far fewer consequences.
But attacking Marquis Goras was essentially a declaration of full-scale war against the Venomous Demonic House.
So there was only one viable method.
‘We have to strike first and crush them in a single, overwhelming surprise attack before it escalates into a war.’
And that—was why Chris had orchestrated all of this.
‘No one would ever expect that I’d mobilize the Dark Army while they're still stationed to guard the Demon King's Castle.’
That was the key to the plan’s success—complete unpredictability.
And Chris had one more important ally.
‘The Duke Huam agreed to delay Marquis Goras’s movements.’
He had discreetly requested it during their last communication.
‘If I subjugate these four territories, Marquis Goras’s power will take a massive hit.’
Chris hadn’t chosen the four territories at random.
He had specifically picked regions whose loss would cause severe damage to Marquis Goras’s influence.
‘No time to waste.’
With Melin, Chris spurred his horse toward the rendezvous point where the Black Banner Unit was waiting.
Before long, a squad came into view.
Warriors clad in jet-black armor.
They were the Black Banner Unit, the most elite cavalry of the Dark Army.
Their numbers were small—around 300.
But every single one radiated power and sharp discipline that couldn’t be compared to regular Dark Army soldiers.
Each member appeared to be at least 2-star to 3-star rank in combat capability.
‘With soldiers like this, they’d be elite even in a royal knight order.’
Three hundred such individuals.
It was a terrifying force.
And they didn’t ride ordinary horses either—they rode magibeasts, granting them vastly superior speed and stamina.
But the most striking thing wasn’t the army itself.
It was the two standing at the front.
“Oh ho! Vice Commander! It’s been a while! First time seeing you since that drinking night. Gotten any better at holding your liquor?”
A man with a playful grin and roguish charm.
It was Leon, the third of the Dark Army’s Five Captains.
A formidable 6-star mid-tier powerhouse.
But he wasn’t alone.
“…Greetings, Grand Duke.”
A stiff tone and clearly displeased face.
It was Baron Sanin, the youngest of the Five Captains—who had once knelt before Chris.
Two of the Five Captains were here.
“I’ve heard the full briefing from Dame Melin. Ah, truly—you are our young lord… no, Grand Duke now, aren’t you?”
Leon smirked and raised the corner of his lips.
“The moment I heard your plan, a thrill ran through me.”
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                    “We were furious too when we heard the bastards from the Venomous Demonic House pulled this stunt,” Leon said. “But from our position in the Dark Demon Army, we couldn’t exactly act on it, so we’ve been bottling up our anger. And now, you’ve given us the perfect excuse.”
The main duty of the Dark Demon Army was to guard against the Four Kings’ Castle.
Because that fortress could strike at any moment, their doctrine was to refrain from getting involved in other disputes—especially those between Gold Cross and the Venomous Demonic House.
But with Chris’s plan, it was different.
The objective was to launch a lightning strike while the enemy was off-guard—settling things swiftly so the army wouldn’t be away from its post for long.
Sanin added his own words.
“This time, I’ll show the Grand Duke just how strong I really am.”
His expression was still stiff, but it wasn’t out of resentment. If anything, it showed a renewed determination—like a rival eager to prove himself.
‘He’s clearly gotten stronger. Probably because he’s finally cast off that inner demon.’
During their duel, Sanin had been trapped in a Heart Demon born of inferiority.
Despite being at the level of a 6-star lower-tier master, he’d failed to show his true strength—ending up completely toyed with by Chris, who was then only 5-star.
Now, having acknowledged Chris and overcome his inner demon, Sanin’s power felt far more stable and refined.
‘If we fought again, I probably couldn’t beat him so easily this time.’
Chris opened his mouth to speak.
“I’m glad to see both of you. Let me explain the operation briefly.”
It was simple.
Strike swiftly and destroy the enemy before they had time to respond.
“The key is speed. Before the Venomous Demonic House’s main family can send reinforcements, we’ll overrun all four territories.”
And it was feasible.
Those four territories were closer to the Dark Demonic House’s border than to the Venomous Demonic House’s capital.
More importantly, from the perspective of the Venomous Demonic House, the border with the Dark Demonic House was a rear line, not a frontline—so few elite troops were stationed there.
‘Just like us, their primary enemies are the Four Kings’ Castle and the Gold Cross.’
The Venomous Demonic House, like the Dark Demonic House, bordered the Four Kings’ Castle and the Gold Cross on their northern and southern ends, respectively.
The difference was, because of geography, direct conflict with the Four Kings’ Castle was rare for them. Instead, they often clashed with Gold Cross.
‘Several militaristic powers within Gold Cross are clustered near the Venomous Demonic House’s border.’
If the Theocracy is the spiritual leader of Gold Cross, then its true strength lies in those powerful militaristic states.
And those nations didn’t always heed the Theocracy’s commands. In fact, they often acted independently, and many had territories bordering the Venomous Demonic House—so clashes were frequent.
As a result, the Venomous Demonic House had focused its strength elsewhere, leaving its border with the Dark Demonic House relatively unguarded.
‘Two of the lords ruling those four territories are said to only be 5-star class.’
Of course, 5-star wasn’t a low rank by any means—it qualified one as a high-ranking demon noble.
But against the elite Black Banner Unit of the Dark Demon Army, they wouldn’t be enough.
‘The remaining two territories are the real problem. Each is governed by a 6-star Master-Class demon.’
Still, it wasn’t too concerning.
This side had two 6-star Master-Class powerhouses as well.
As expected, Leon, one of the Three Captains, spoke with his usual carefree tone.
“Let’s get going, shall we? The sooner we finish this, the sooner we can grab a drink. Oh, right—didn’t the Grand Duke say he’s a lightweight?”
He showed not a trace of worry.
Suddenly, an unexpected voice cut in.
“W-Wait a second! Are you seriously planning to attack our Venomous Demonic House like this?!”
It was Marisa!
Chris tilted his head.
“You’re still here?”
“O-Of course I’m still here! More importantly, aren’t you underestimating our main house a bit too much? Do you even know why we haven’t stationed a large force near the border with the Dark Demonic House?”
Marisa spoke in a grave tone, issuing a warning.
“Each of our fortresses is protected by Poison Arrays.”
These were magic arrays crafted from poison—lethal formations unique to their house.
“Sure, you or those Five Captains over there might be able to get through them unharmed, but regular demons? If you’re careless, you’ll be annihilated in an instant.”
That was what made the Venomous Demonic House so terrifying.
Even when outmatched in military strength, they could reverse the entire situation in a blink with a properly deployed poison array.
Especially since poison only grew more lethal the weaker the victim was—making it a natural counter to the Dark Demonic House, which had a high proportion of average-level demons.
That was also the reason why even Nordian avoided direct conflict with the Venomous Demonic House.
Leon, one of the Three Captains, tilted his head.
“Didn’t the Grand Duke already say he had a plan for dealing with the poison arrays?”
The Five Captains weren’t unaware of the danger either.
But Chris had dispelled their concern in just one sentence:
“Leave the poison arrays to me.”
Everyone gave him curious looks, wondering what kind of countermeasure he had in mind, but Chris only shrugged.
“It’s nothing special. Poison arrays are just another type of formation in the end.”
“…What?”
“Hm… It’s a bit complicated to explain. You’ll understand when we get there.”
Vague, cryptic words.
The others tilted their heads in confusion, while Chris simply grinned and mounted his steed.
“Well then—march out!”
And with that, the battle began.
The first target was the territory of Balmont.
It was governed by a mid-tier 5-star demon.
Late at night, the air was suddenly torn apart by screams.
“GAAAHH!”
“W-What the—?! The Dark Demonic House! It’s an ambush! Everyone, wake up!! Khgh—!”
The sentries of the Venomous Demonic House shouted in panic, but it was already too late.
Other demons rushed out to fight, but it was useless.
The Venomous Demonic House’s greatest strength, of course, was poison.
Used correctly, it could overturn even hopeless battles in an instant.
Especially when deployed through traps or ambush tactics, its destructive power was terrifying.
But that also meant one thing:
In situations where they were the ones ambushed—they were extremely vulnerable.
And the Dark Demonic House had come thoroughly prepared for poison.
Thanks to Chris.
“…What is this medicine, anyway?”
“It’s the antidote the Grand Duke gave us to boost poison resistance… but the effect is just…”
The demons of the Black Banner Unit stared blankly at their own bodies in disbelief.
Before going to war with the Venomous Demonic House, they had all taken antidotes meant to enhance resistance to poison.
But the effect of such antidotes was usually very limited—just enough to delay the spread of toxins slightly.
However, the medicine Chris had handed out was on another level entirely.
Even low to mid-tier poisons seemed to have no effect at all.
‘Well, I made it myself, after all. Ugh, it cost me a fortune in secret funds to develop it without anyone noticing.’
Even for Chris, making a resistance elixir with that level of potency hadn’t been easy.
The main problem was money.
The better the herb, the more expensive it was.
And to get that level of efficacy, you had to pour in a fortune's worth of rare, high-grade herbs.
Honestly, it was too costly to supply such medicine to all 300 soldiers… but today, there was no helping it.
In any case, thanks to the potion, the battle was overwhelmingly one-sided.
The enemy garrison was subdued in no time.
The real issue, however, was the Poison Array.
“What’s the situation inside the inner citadel?”
Like most castles, Balmont’s fortress was split between an outer wall and an inner keep where the lord resided.
A black poisonous mist loomed thick around the inner keep.
“That’s the poison array,” Marisa said grimly. “If we enter that mist, we’ll get caught up in the formation.”
Poison Array—a complex formation constructed with deadly poison.
“Don’t take it lightly,” she warned. “The poison array at Balmont was set up by one of our former house elders—Groben—a master of formations.”
The Venomous Demonic House wasn’t merely a clan of poisoners.
They had developed various auxiliary disciplines to enhance the effectiveness of their poisons.
Magic engineering, shadowcraft, dark magic, mechanical arts—all of these had evolved to support their poison-based warfare. And formation arts were among them.
‘While they’re not as famous as the Illusion Demonic House, the allied tribes of ritual sorcerers, or the Sky Tower of Arcane Magic, they’ve still reached a considerable level of expertise in formations.’
Chris had even heard of this “Groben.”
The greatest formation master produced by the Venomous Demonic House in the last century.
‘I’ve heard he personally crafted every poison array guarding their key strategic locations.’
Marisa continued in a grave tone.
“This isn’t public knowledge outside the Venomous Demonic House, but… Groben paid special attention to Balmont’s poison array. He personally upgraded it to deal with surprise attacks like this.”
Leon, one of the Three Captains, frowned.
“What should we do, Vice Commander? That bastard lord is holed up inside the array, probably planning to wait until reinforcements arrive.”
But Chris said something unexpected.
“What’s there to worry about? We’ll just dismantle it.”
He spoke lightly, as if he were talking about breaking a toy.
“…It won’t be that easy,” Leon said awkwardly.
“Just like Lady Marisa said, the aura coming from that formation is way stronger than expected. I didn’t think it’d be reinforced to this level…”
“……”
“Even if Sanin and I work together, I’m not confident we can break through it.”
It was a startling statement.
By the time one reached the level of a 6-star Master-Class demon, most ordinary formations could be forcefully broken through.
But here they had two 6-stars present, and they still said it would be difficult.
That meant the poison array wasn’t just a high-level formation—it had likely entered the domain of a Deadlock Formation, a level where brute force no longer worked.
Marisa added gravely,
“If you go in recklessly, you’ll suffer a major blow. In the worst-case scenario, Chris, even you could lose your life.”
Everyone turned to Chris with tense, anxious expressions.
But then Chris gave an unexpected reply.
“Seems like you’ve all forgotten what I said before we departed. What did I say? I told you—just leave the formations to me, didn’t I?”
He gave a sly grin.
“It’s fine. I have a way.”
With that, Chris began walking forward step by step.
Leon, realizing Chris intended to confront the formation head-on, cried out in alarm.
“Then let me and Sanin accompany you!”
“No need. I’ll go alone.”
“G-Grand Duke?!”
The others were clearly shaken.
Especially Marisa, who knew all too well how terrifying this formation was. Her voice trembled in panic.
“Christian! Don’t do anything reckless!”
“Reckless?”
“Yes! I don’t care how brilliant you are—even you can’t possibly break through a formation created by Master Groben all by yourself! If you must go, then let us go together!”
“You’d just get in the way.”
“!!”
“Besides, the formation doesn’t look all that impressive anyway.”
“…What did you just say?”
Marisa blinked in disbelief.
What was this lunatic saying?
‘Wait… could it be—Christian can’t even read formations?’
That might be it.
If he had even a shred of understanding about formations, there was no way he’d dare say something like that.
No matter how much of a genius he was, he couldn’t possibly be good at everything.
“Anyway, we’ve wasted enough time. I’m going in. You all stay here and wait.”
“W-Wait…!!”
But before anyone could stop him, Christian’s figure slipped right into the formation and vanished without a trace.
“He’s trying to get himself killed!”
Marisa tried to rush in after him, but a hand stopped her.
It was Sanin.
“Please remain where you are.”
“What? Are you serious?! He’s your Grand Duke! And you’re just going to stand here and watch him die?!”
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                    When Marisa sharply raised her voice, Sanin and Leon exchanged glances.
“It’s because he’s the Grand Duke’s heir. That’s why we’re staying put.”
“…What?”
“Because we know just how insane the Grand Duke is… I mean, how mad His Grace can be.”
An outrageous thing to say.
Leon shook his head in disbelief.
“To be honest, we’re just as worried. We keep wondering what state of mind would drive someone to take on a formation like that all on his own.”
“…Then why let him?”
“Because this isn’t the first time His Grace has done something completely insane.”
“……”
“So just wait. He’ll definitely come back after pulling off another outrageous stunt.”
Marisa stared at the two of them, her mouth agape.
‘Everyone’s acting crazy.’
Even the attendant Melin, following behind them, didn’t show a shred of worry from the very beginning.
Her eyes were filled with unwavering faith in Christian.
‘…That formation isn’t something a talented genius can just dismantle on instinct! You need complete and thorough mastery over formation techniques to break through it!’
Marisa bit her lip.
She silently resolved that if time passed with no news, then regardless of what the others said, she would rush in to help him.
* * *
Of course, Marisa’s worry was entirely unnecessary.
Inside the formation, Christian calmly surveyed his surroundings.
Because of the array of disorienting devices and techniques, his vision was far from reliable.
It wasn’t just the cardinal directions that were thrown off—up and down, even the left and right sides of his own body felt uncertain, as if everything was shrouded in illusion.
It was a level of sensory disruption befitting a so-called “Absolute Formation.”
But Christian scoffed.
“This low-grade formation is supposed to impress me?”
A shocking reaction.
Just as Marisa had shouted earlier, this formation was not something to take lightly.
It was designed to confuse the senses as a mere starting point. From there, the victim would wander endlessly through an indistinguishable maze until they were finally poisoned and succumbed to death.
“This is a direct ripoff of the formation style from the Gallos School at the Sky Mage Tower. What kind of so-called master just copies others? No originality whatsoever. Then again, it’s exactly what I’d expect from the Venomous Demonic House.”
Exactly.
The Venomous Demonic House handled formations skillfully, but only as a method to administer poison more effectively. They didn’t possess deep expertise in formation techniques themselves.
“The true masters of formations are the Mystic Demonic House and the shamanic clan from the Alliance. And of course, the Sky Mage Tower too.”
Compared to those three, the Venomous Demonic House was far behind.
“And I was someone who didn’t even bother acknowledging formations from those three.”
That wasn’t to say Christian was a formation master.
To lay out a formation properly, one’s magical power or divine radiance had to reach a significantly high level.
To be exact, Christian was a formation analyst.
Even if he couldn’t set up a formation himself, he possessed the highest-level theoretical knowledge about them.
“There were many times when formation knowledge came in handy.”
Like back when he made his name as a treasure hunter, hailed as the “Excavator of Light.”
When Christian had once traveled as part of a Hero’s party, acting as the group’s Guide—
Formation knowledge was essential.
Especially since he had experienced all sorts of extraordinary formations firsthand during the Age of Ruins, and his expertise in the field was by no means inferior to that of the most acclaimed specialists from the Venomous Demonic House, the shamanic clans of the Alliance, or even the Sky Mage Tower.
“Sure, if it were a formation cast by the top experts of the Mystic House, the shamans, or the Sky Tower, even I’d have a hard time breaking it—but something like this? It’s nothing.”
Of course, that didn’t mean he could afford to entirely dismiss the Venomous Demonic House’s formations.
Even if their theoretical grasp of formation technique was lacking, their real weapon was poison.
From the beginning, their formations weren’t crafted for spatial manipulation or illusion—they were designed with a completely different purpose.
To create an opening.
An opening just wide enough for their poison to get through.
One wrong step, and you'd be poisoned—suffering a gruesome death.
“But if I fully analyze the formation, there’s no chance of being poisoned in the first place.”
Christian narrowed his eyes.
First, he needed to determine the base orientation.
Though the disorientation still lingered, it didn’t matter.
He adapted to the skewed perception and recalibrated his senses using them as a new standard. From there, he reverse-calculated the orientation.
“The core of the Gallos School’s formation is to trap the target in a maze with no exit.”
Formations normally contain what’s called a “Gate of Life”, a way out—but this one had none.
Only “Gates of Death” kept appearing, one after another.
“The only solution is to find and destroy the core.”
Of course, finding the core wasn’t easy.
It was, essentially, the life of the formation.
How well it was hidden often defined the sophistication of the entire formation.
“There are even fake cores set up. If you hit the wrong one, the formation counterattacks and kills you instead.”
This formation, too, had hidden its core well—appropriate for a so-called Absolute Formation.
“But there’s a way to find it. By combining the pattern of the Gates of Death, the movement traces of the formation’s flow, and the four spatial directions, I can estimate the general location. Then I interpret the spell structure forming the formation, find a gap, and lock in the coordinates. There’s always a minute flaw—no formation is perfect.”
This wasn’t some secret trick only Christian could do.
It was a classic, standard method used by formation specialists when analyzing formation arrays.
The difference was—
Most specialists had to work in groups, carefully and slowly pouring time and effort into the process.
But in Christian’s case—
“There?”
He didn’t need any of that.
“Bingo. Got it.”
Christian clicked his tongue.
“What kind of security is this? This is supposed to be impressive? Compared to the Mystic Demonic House, the shaman clans, or the Sky Mage Tower—this doesn’t even qualify.”
To be fair, that was an overly harsh judgment against the Venomous Demonic House.
Sure, compared to the best, their formations were lacking—but this was a Poison Formation.
As mentioned earlier, analyzing a formation takes time.
But Poison Formations are terrifying because they don’t give you that time.
If you delay even a little, the poison infects you. That’s why even a flawed Poison Formation is difficult to exploit.
But Christian identified the weakness so fast, the poison never had a chance to activate.
No—the reason he could spot the weakness so quickly was because he was Christian.
“Still… once I destroy this formation, the main family of the Venomous Demonic House will likely notice right away.”
Christian folded his arms.
A good idea soon came to Christian.
“Maybe I should have a little fun.”
* * * 
Meanwhile, inside the inner fortress shrouded by the poison formation—
Baron Valmont sat slouched in his chair, his face dark and heavy.
“To think they’d launch a surprise attack like this... Those damned Dark Demonic House bastards.”
He’d been completely caught off guard.
“But it’s fine. This fortress still has the poison formation left behind by Lord Groven. If I can just hold out for a few days, reinforcements from the main family will arrive.”
He even let out a scornful laugh.
“Wasn’t it the Grand Duke’s heir, Christian, who led the troops here? Foolish brat. To dare pull something this stupid against our Venomous Demonic House.”
And as if that weren’t enough, the brat had taken it a step further into the absurd.
“What? The Grand Duke’s heir, Christian, entered the poison formation alone?”
“Yes, my lord. It’s been about three hours now.”
“Idiotic wretch. They say ignorance is courage, but there’s a limit to reckless bravado. So much for being a so-called genius—he’s just a fool who doesn’t even know his own limits.”
Baron Valmont curled his lips into a sneer.
“Three hours, huh? He must be a corpse by now. Go recover the body. I’m curious how the Dark Demonic House will react when they see his head mounted on a pike atop our walls.”
“Yes, understood.”
Just as the subordinate bowed and turned to leave the room—
Thwack! Fsssh!
A sudden spray of blood erupted.
“?!”
Startled, the baron jumped up, eyes darting wildly—only to see a figure standing there.
A disgustingly handsome face.
It was Christian.
“Y-You?! How the hell are you here?!”
“How do you think? I broke through the poison formation.”
“Don’t be ridiculous! The formation is still active!!”
There are two main ways to get through a formation.
Open the Gate of Life .
Or destroy the core.
But the poison formation in the Valmont territory had no Gate of Life. That meant the only way out was to collapse the formation by destroying its core.
“The formation’s still intact… So how did he get through…?”
Christian answered calmly.
“Oh, if the core collapses, the main family of the Venomous Demonic House would be alerted immediately. That’d be annoying. So I took the roundabout way. I tampered with the formation and turned one of the Gates of Death into a Gate of Life.”
Baron Valmont looked completely dumbfounded.
Was this brat seriously spouting nonsense right now?
“You tampered with a functioning formation? And you’re saying you converted a Gate of Death into a Gate of Life? That’s impossible unless you alter the foundation of the entire formation! What are you babbling about?!”
“Like I said, it was troublesome. Even for a genius like me, it took nearly three hours. It wasn’t easy.”
* * *
Christian massaged his shoulder as if he were genuinely exhausted.
“Is this really the time for idle conversation?”
Christian’s voice turned cold.
“I came here to kill you.”
“!!”
Baron Valmont instinctively stumbled backward.
In truth, his level as a Magus wasn’t much different from Christian’s. But even so, he was overwhelmed by sheer presence—crushed by the weight of Christian’s killing intent.
“I… I need to send a report—!!”
A thought flashed through his mind.
If he died here, the main family would have no idea the territory had fallen.
After all, the poison formation was still intact.
That would delay their response.
Just as he urgently reached toward the hidden emergency communication device—
“So loyal, aren’t you? Prioritizing the report, even in this situation.”
“!!”
A chill ran down Baron Valmont’s spine.
Christian’s voice had come from right beside him.
He’d closed the distance in a blink.
“Urgh…!!”
FWOOSH!!
Poison flared up from Valmont’s hand.
It was True Poison Energy—a level of poison arts comparable to martial force.
Valmont’s specialty was corrosive poison.
Combined with his will to dissolve, even a slight touch could cause a fatal wound.
But—
“Your poison’s not bad. But you made a big mistake… You underestimated me. If you wanted to live, you should’ve gone all-out the moment you saw me.”
Christian’s voice was low and composed.
And then his aura flared.
A perfect vessel.
A perfect will to destroy—condensed into an overwhelming manifestation of martial energy.
“!!”
In that instant, Baron Valmont’s vision darkened.
Overwhelmed by Christian’s black aura, his sight faltered for a moment—paralyzed.
And it wasn’t just his vision.
It was as if time itself froze. All his senses shut down.
A terrifying feeling, like being trapped under the gaze of a giant.
“W-What the hell is this aura…?!”
Fsssh!
Christian’s black aura crushed the True Poison Energy completely.
Without even the slightest deviation, the path of destruction continued.
Slice.
A long, clean line split across Baron Valmont’s body.
“…I-It can’t be…”
Those were his final words.
Baron Valmont collapsed backwards with a heavy thud.
Afterward, Christian picked up the emergency communicator Valmont had been reaching for.
“As expected of an emergency device—tight security.”
It wasn’t just protected by technique-based security. It also required authentication from the user’s own mana signature, similar to a fingerprint.
“But there’s always a way.”
Christian approached Valmont’s corpse.
The baron was completely dead, and the core mana within him was scattering into the air.
Normally, that mana would soon fade into nothing.
But Christian used the dominative nature of Dark Mana to gather the scattered energy into his hand and activate the communicator.
The security spell lifted.
Christian sent a single message to the main family of the Venomous Demonic House:
—Enemy repelled.
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                    The next target was the Rodrac Territory.
And this one was easier.
Whether it was thanks to the trick Christian had played through the communicator or not, the territory still showed no signs of taking any defensive measures.
“The poison formation was pathetic anyway.”
Only Valmont’s territory—being a borderland—had a particularly strong poison formation. That didn’t mean every territory under the Venomous Demonic House was heavily fortified.
“We’ve reached a fork. Which way should we go?”
asked Leon, one of the Three Commanders.
“The remaining territories are Cessia and Kalia.”
Christian paused in thought.
“Both are critical.”
The regions of Kalia and Cessia were both important, but for different reasons.
Cessia was the source and primary storage zone for the core poisonous herbs used by the Venomous Demonic House.
Kalia, meanwhile, controlled the dam built along the Shutran River that ran through their domain.
“Taking both would be the same as putting a blade to the Venomous Demonic House’s throat.”
What if they burned the poisonous herb farms and storage in Cessia?
What if they destroyed the dam on the Shutran River in Kalia?
The Venomous Demonic House would suffer devastating damage.
Once Christian secured both regions, the House would be like a hostage with a dagger at its neck—unable to act rashly. The conflict would essentially end in his victory.
“The issue is, neither of them will be easy.”
As befitting their strategic value, both territories—though not on the front lines—were guarded by powerful Magi. Each had a lord of the 6-Star Master Class.
“Only by taking both will I truly break the Venomous House’s will to fight.”
The real issue was time.
“By now, the Venomous House must’ve realized what’s going on. There might not be enough time to conquer both.”
Christian made his decision.
“Commander Leon, take half of the Black Cavalry and move on Kalia.”
“And you, Vice-Commander?”
“I’ll take Baron Sanin and the rest of the Black Cavalry to attack Cessia.”
A pincer maneuver.
“Kalia’s lord is a 6-Star (Low). Leon, being a solid 6-Star (Mid), should be more than enough.”
On the other hand, Cessia’s lord—whom Christian would face—was a strong 6-Star (Mid).
Leon, clearly worried, spoke up.
“Wouldn’t it be better if I handled Cessia? You and Baron Sanin alone might not be able to handle that opponent.”
The gap between Low, Mid, and High in the 6-Star realm was significant. The difference between 6-Star (Low) and 6-Star (Mid) wasn’t minor.
Especially since Christian wasn’t even 6-Star—he was still 5-Star.
Objectively speaking, it was a matchup he had no chance of winning.
But Christian simply replied,
“It’s fine. I can win.”
“But, Vice-Commander—”
For once, Leon couldn’t hide his concern.
“Please reconsider. Count Cessia is a notorious powerhouse, even among our Dark Demonic House—his Malicious Will Poison is infamous.”
“Still… he can’t be worse than a devil, right?”
“!!”
Christian grinned.
“Already forgotten what I am?”
He was referring to the time he repelled the monster Patera from the Venomous Demonic House.
If it hadn’t been for Christian back then, no one could say what kind of price Marquis Shupen and the Five Commanders would’ve had to pay.
“But even so…”
Leon still couldn’t shake his concern.
That’s how powerful a 6-Star (Mid) Magus was.
‘To be honest, with my current strength, it’s true that taking on a 6-Star (Mid) Magus would be difficult.’
But it was fine.
He already had something in mind.
“Sanin, how about you? Are you afraid?”
Sanin’s eyebrow twitched.
She had long overcome her inferiority complex, but that didn’t mean she’d let go of her competitive spirit toward Christian.
“If I’m with you, my lord, then somehow we’ll manage. However, the one who earns greater merit this time will be me.”
“And you, Melin?”
“Hehe, do you even need to ask me? I am simply your blade, my lord. I will cut down any enemy in your path.”
With responses like that from everyone else, Leon could only sigh and shake his head.
“…Understood. I trust you have a plan, Vice-Commander. But in return—you must definitely win.”
As Christian decisively laid out the strategy, Marisa—who had been listening in a daze—suddenly yelled in panic.
“W-Wait! Are you insane? You’re really going through with this?!”
“Is there a problem?”
“You’re going to die! Do you have any idea how terrifying Count Cessia is?!”
“I have a way.”
“A way?! You’re about to fight a 6-Star Master-Class Magus, and you’re talking about some dumb-ass way?!”
It was a valid point.
Tactics only worked when the power gap wasn’t so wide.
When the difference in strength was this extreme, no brilliant plan could make up for it.
But Christian gave a completely ridiculous response.
“I’m strong enough.”
“…What?”
“I’m just as strong as Count Cessia. So there’s no need to worry.”
A 5-Star saying he could take on a 6-Star (Mid)?
Anyone would dismiss it as complete nonsense, and Marisa stared at him, utterly speechless.
Christian just let out a soft chuckle.
“By the way, why do you keep following me around and nagging like this? Someone might think we’re still engaged.”
Marisa’s face flushed red in an instant.
“W-Who cares about that old, already-broken engagement?! I—I don’t care about that at all!”
“Yeah, I know. Me neither.”
“…….”
“So don’t get yourself involved for no reason. Just go back to the Venomous Demonic House’s main estate.”
Marisa clenched her fists tightly.
‘This jerk. He always has to speak like an ass. Why did I even like someone like that? Not that it matters—it’s in the past, and I absolutely, totally, one hundred percent do not like him anymore.’
Marisa forcefully shook her head.
“I’ve made up my mind. I’m coming with you.”
“Hm?”
“We’re friends, aren’t we?! If you’re going to do something reckless and stupid, and things go south, then I at least have to be there to help you!”
“…Don’t think you’d be much help though?”
“Shut up!”
Of course, even she knew she wouldn’t be of much help in terms of power.
‘Still… if things go terribly wrong, I could use my status to negotiate and at least save Christian’s life somehow.’
Christian just shrugged and turned toward the Black Cavalry.
“Move out!!”
“We’re moving too!”
And so, Leon set off for the Kalia region.
Christian and Sanin headed toward Cessia.
But the moment they arrived in Cessia, Christian’s face hardened.
Something completely unexpected was waiting for them.
“So the rats have scurried their way here too. Looks like the rumors about Valmont and Rodrac falling might be true after all.”
“Does it really matter? As long as we kill them now, that’s all that counts.”
Two powerful Venom Mages stood atop the fortress wall, radiating a fierce and oppressive presence.
One of them was Count Cessia—the lord of this territory, a powerful 6-Star (Mid).
But the problem was the other man.
Count Kalia—the lord of the region Leon was supposed to assault.
Two 6-Star Master-Class Magi gathered in one place.
* * *
‘Why is Count Kalia here in Cessia?’
Christian bit his lip tightly.
The answer was simple.
‘They’ve decided to join forces instead of being picked off one by one.’
This battle had always been a race against time.
Christian had to conquer the territories before reinforcements from the Venomous Demonic House arrived. But the enemy only needed to stall.
‘They abandoned the less critical Kalia Castle to jointly defend Cessia instead.’
The worst-case scenario had come true.
Even just facing Count Cessia alone—who was a 6-Star (Mid)—would have pushed their current force to the edge.
But now, Count Kalia—another 6-Star Master-Class—was here too.
“Lord Christian, we should retreat for now. With our current forces, there’s no chance of victory,” Sanin said firmly.
But up on the wall, the two Counts laughed derisively.
“Afraid already?”
“Surely they’re not foolish enough to think they can escape unscathed.”
Fwoosh!
Count Cessia and Count Kalia leapt from the fortress wall.
A wave of murky, sinister venomous energy spread out from their bodies, blanketing the area.
“None of you will leave this place alive. You’ll all die in unspeakable agony.”
“Especially you, Grand Duke Christian. I’ll melt your limbs with venom and keep your torso alive to use as a hostage.”
The two Master-Class Venom Mages stared down at Christian’s group with cold, heavy gazes.
“W-Wait!! Please stop!”
Marisa stepped forward in a panic.
“Hm? Lady Marisa? You’re here too.”
Marisa clenched her teeth.
“I’ll take full responsibility for this incident. Just let Christian go.”
“Hoh?”
With a resolute face, she continued.
“Further damaging the relationship with the Dark Demonic House wouldn’t be good for my uncle, Marquis Goras, either. So please… let my life be enough.”
* * *
Either way, if this operation ended in failure, Marisa would not escape blame.
The evidence Ruina had prepared was falsified. They were planning to secure real proof only after seizing the estate.
So if things continued like this, Marisa would die regardless. That’s why she was trying to at least save Christian.
‘We’re friends, after all. If I’m going to die anyway, it’s not a bad end to offer my life for a friend—like a proper demon should.’
With that determination, Marisa screamed:
“What are you all doing?! I’ll try to hold them off—Christian, you need to run! And you people! Why are you just standing there?! Take your idiotic Grand Duke and get him out of here!”
Sanin and Melin nodded resolutely at her outburst.
“Lord Christian, please retreat. I, Melin, will give my life to stop the enemy. Huhu… I do regret never getting the chance to duel you more seriously.”
“…I’ll stay and fight too. I hate to admit it, but you're more valuable to the Dark Demonic House than I am. Since things turned out like this, I’ll just say it—you really are the most annoying guy I’ve ever met.”
And it wasn’t just Melin and Sanin.
Even the Black Cavalry stood tall, their auras solemn and unwavering.
Their resolve was clear: they would make sure Christian survived—no matter what.
In the middle of that determined scene, Christian…
“…What are you all rambling about? Why would I run away?”
…stood there with a baffled look on his face.
His demeanor didn’t match the dire crisis they were in, and it made everyone raise their voices in frustration.
“Stop acting tough and just run already!”
“He’s right, my lord! Even for you, this is too much!”
“Don’t go down as an arrogant idiot! Get lost already!”
“……”
Christian gave a dry chuckle at their responses.
“Why do you all assume we’re going to lose?”
“Because, obviously—”
“No, let me rephrase that. Do you really think someone as brilliant as me wouldn’t have foreseen this exact situation?”
That’s right.
When he planned the feint operation, it wasn’t as if he hadn’t considered the possibility of facing the worst-case scenario.
And even so, he chose to go through with it.
Why?
Simple. Because even if things came to this… he was confident he could win.
“I told you already, didn’t I? I’m strong. Strong enough to defeat this so-called Count of Cessia or whatever his name is.”
“!!”
Everyone’s eyes widened in disbelief.
No matter how talented Christian was, claiming he could defeat a 6-Star (Mid) Master-Class mage sounded utterly absurd.
Meanwhile, the two Venomous Demonic House Counts burst into laughter at Christian’s declaration.
“Haha! They say the new Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House is impressive—sure enough, he’s unrivaled when it comes to bluffing. That much, at least, must be true across the entire Magus Empire!”
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                    It was Count Cessia.
His eyes gleamed with a cruel light as he spoke.
"At this point, the area is already under the influence of my poison. It's too late to run. Just as I said—I’ll melt your limbs away with poison, leave your torso intact, and take you hostage."
Swsssh—
A shadow-like darkness crept beneath the feet of Christian and his party.
It was Count Cessia's poisonous aura.
To be exact, it was Willborne Poison—a poison imbued with the user’s will.
At the moment Cessia gave the signal, the poison underfoot would transform into serpents and strike at them.
Just as the entire party realized it was too late to react, their faces hardened.
“Melin, I have a task for you. I’ll attack Count Cessia and create an opening. Take the Black Flag Unit and fall back.”
“Fall back…?”
“I’m not telling you to flee. There’s something else I need you to do.”
Through message magic, Christian silently relayed further instructions, and Melin’s expression grew complex.
“That order… So you really do intend to win this.”
“Of course. Did you think I ever considered losing in the first place?”
Melin let out a small laugh.
It was a hopeless situation by all logic, yet seeing Christian's confidence again stirred an inexplicable sense of trust.
“Understood. But… I still haven’t properly crossed swords with you yet, so you must come back safe.”
Next was Sanin.
“Sanin, you’ll take on Count Kalia. You’re both 6-star Lower-Rank, so you can handle it, right?”
Christian added with a crooked tone,
“It might be a bit much for you, so it’s fine if you don’t win. Just stall her. As long as you hold out, I’ll defeat Count Cessia and take care of Kalia myself.”
It was a ridiculous, almost insane-sounding boast—something too absurd to take seriously.
Yet when Sanin looked into Christian's eyes, he fell silent.
There was a weight in Christian’s gaze.
He meant it.
“…I won’t need Your Highness’s help. I’ll take full responsibility for Count Kalia.”
And lastly—Marisa.
“…You’re probably not going to be of much help.”
“W-What?!”
“Kidding. Go with Melin and assist her. There might be traps using poison, so you’ll be useful.”
Marisa bit her lip hard.
There was still worry clouding her eyes.
Christian chuckled softly.
“And… thanks for stepping in earlier on my behalf.”
“T-That was just as a friend!!”
“I know, I know. Don’t worry—I won’t misunderstand.”
“……”
That was the end of the conversation.
Christian stepped forward.
Sanin followed at his side.
Count Kalia and Count Cessia stepped forward as well, naturally forming a two-on-two confrontation.
“The Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House is this much of an idiot? I didn’t think you’d be such a fool who can’t even gauge your own standing.”
Count Cessia spoke with a tone of disbelief.
It wasn’t even sharp contempt—because mockery requires at least a similar level of status.
His gaze was more like one directed at a being of a completely lower class.
“If you had sacrificed your subordinates and run away, you might have had a speck of hope left.”
“So noisy. By the way, do you even know your breath stinks?”
“…What did you say?”
“Every time you talk, this rancid stench wafts all the way over here. It’s not even poison—what is it, poop? Do you like poop or something?”
Christian sneered.
“Well, considering you follow Marquis Goras around eating his crap like a mutt, it makes sense your breath smells like it.”
“You bastard…!! I’ll kill you!!”
Fwoooosh!!
A toxic miasma erupted from Count Cessia’s body.
At the same time, Count Kalia also unleashed her own poison.
The battle had begun.
* * *
Sanin and Count Kalia, both 6-star Lower-Rank, clashed evenly.
Count Kalia’s specialty was Concentrated Poison.
Rather than wide-area devastation, she focused the potency of her poison into a single point—delivering deadly force in one strike.
Sanin, on the other hand, was a Phantasmal Swordmaster—a rare class that blended illusions and swordsmanship. He skillfully countered her poisons through precise timing and illusions.
It was clear this wouldn’t be a short fight.
Meanwhile, the battle between Christian and Count Cessia was playing out differently.
Count Cessia’s specialty was Wide-Area Poison.
This poison was designed to slaughter large groups of weaker foes. However, that didn’t mean it was ineffective against stronger individuals.
Though its potency wasn’t focused on a single point, it acted like a trap—a miasmic net that ensnared enemies like wild beasts driven into a snare.
The problem was, this kind of tactic was poorly matched against someone like Christian.
“You little—!”
Toxic fog surged in from all directions.
But that was a feint.
The true attack came from poison striking up from the shadows.
Anyone else would have been taken off guard and stabbed through the heart.
But Christian effortlessly dodged the venomous strike.
‘There’s no way I’d lose in a battle of wits.’
That held true even if the opponent was a 6-star Master-Class.
‘Of course, all I can do for now is dodge.’
He was using his genius-level intellect to escape danger for now, but it didn’t mean Christian had the upper hand.
As everyone had said repeatedly before—the gap between Christian and a 6-star like Count Cessia was massive.
He was narrowly escaping with his life each time.
If this went on, he would eventually reach his limit.
‘But it’s fine. I’m going to win this fight.’
An inexplicable confidence—one no one could understand.
‘First, I need to shake Count Cessia—just the way I planned.’
Christian kept running his mouth.
“For a 6-star Middle Rank, you’re nothing special. Or wait—was that rank a lie? Did you maybe earn your title by sniffing around after Marquis Goras and eating his crap?”
“You insolent wretch!!”
“I told you, shut your mouth. You stink of dung.”
Flash!
In that instant, a blast of Black Steel Aura shot forward.
It was aimed precisely at Count Cessia’s mouth.
As if to say: your breath is so filthy, keep it shut.
Naturally, the attack was blocked by Cessia’s defenses.
It didn’t do any real damage—but his face twisted in rage.
“You bastard…”
Christian didn’t stop.
He fired another Black Steel Aura. Then another. All aiming at Cessia’s mouth.
Over and over again.
As though to mock him.
Count Cessia’s face flushed red, ready to explode.
Then, all of a sudden—
A crooked, eerie smile crept across Cessia’s lips.
“Fool. You dare show an opening against me?”
In the midst of firing those aura blasts, a tiny gap in Christian’s guard had appeared.
“This will be the last time you scamper like a rat. Now die.”
Fwooooom!!
Darkness burst out from Count Cessia’s body, engulfing the area around Christian.
A net of demonic energy laced with poison—tightening like a web.
The net grew denser and denser, forming an impenetrable prison around him.
“Your Highness!!”
Sanin cried out in alarm.
He recognized the technique instantly.
‘Count Cessia’s Willborne Poison—“Wall of the Penal Carriage.”’
Just like its name, it was a barrier-type Willborne Poison that sealed both caster and target inside a confined space—cutting them off from the outside world.
Once trapped inside, the victim would be helpless—ravaged by poison striking from all directions—until nothing remained but blood and death.
‘I have to help—!’
But Sanin couldn’t move.
He was still locked in combat with Count Kalia.
The net streaming from Count Cessia solidified into a true prison, isolating him and Christian completely from the outside.
‘No!!’
It seemed like the end.
But there was something Sanin didn’t know.
He hadn’t seen the expression on Christian’s face right before he was sealed inside that wall of poison.
He was smiling.
A smile of victory.
* * *
Meanwhile, in the foothills overlooking Cessia’s domain—
An unexpected figure was watching Christian.
It was Sherad, with his silver hair and beautiful, elegant features.
“Hmmm… Now what do I do?”
Originally, he had planned to bide his time and kill Christian himself.
But Christian had been traveling with the Dark Demonic Army, and the right moment never came.
“Tch. What a mess. I was supposed to be the one to kill him.”
Sherad frowned as he watched Christian being sealed inside the Willborne Poison.
‘Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for the day I’d kill you, Christian?’
He recalled the moment when Christian carved that scar into his face.
Just thinking about it sent a tremor through his chest.
Christian was the first and only person to ever make him feel such maddening bloodlust.
Right now—right this very moment—he wanted to rip Christian apart and stain his hands in his blood.
But strangely, another thought crept in.
He didn’t want to kill Christian yet.
How much stronger will Christian become?
He was already this thrilling, this captivating. Just imagining what Christian would look like after more time passed made Sherad’s heart pound uncontrollably.
‘No matter what… I won’t let him die to someone else.’
His gaze turned chillingly cold.
He hadn’t waited all this time, aching for their reunion, just to watch Christian die such a pathetic, meaningless death.
Just as Sherad was about to move—
“…Hm?”
A glint sparked in his eye.
Something was happening inside the Willborne Poison.
Using the power he received from a devil—the Authority of “Ghoul Eater”—Sherad peeked into the depths of the poisonous domain.
And then, he burst into laughter.
Christian was pulling some insane stunt again.
“As expected of my Christian. You never disappoint.”
He stuck out his tongue and licked the scar Christian had left on his face.
“I believe in you. So don’t you dare die.”
A deep madness swirled in Sherad’s eyes—an intense craving.
“Because the only one who gets to kill you… is me.”
* * *
The Wall of the Penal Carriage.
A horrifying Willborne Poison that isolates the victim by sealing them completely from the outside world with a wall of poison.
‘Once you're trapped inside, the chances of survival are nearly zero.’
There was only one way to survive—
To overwhelm the will behind the poison with a more powerful force.
But that was essentially impossible.
Even Christian’s absolute steel aura couldn’t surpass the Willborne Poison conjured by a 6-star Middle Rank warlock.
As if the outcome had already been decided, Count Cessia declared coldly:
“Still, out of respect for the Dark Demonic House, I won’t kill you. Instead, I’ll make you wish you were dead. I’ll melt your arms and legs, disfigure that smug face of yours with poison, crush your throat, mouth, ears—every hole until you’re barely clinging to life.”
A monstrous declaration.
And it wasn’t empty.
Now that Christian was trapped inside the Wall of the Penal Carriage, he was no different from an insect caught in a spider’s web.
“If you kneel and beg now, I might consider lessening the pain.”
“Shut up.”
“…What?”
“I told you before, didn’t I? Your breath stinks like dung. So shut it.”
Count Cessia froze for a moment.
He hadn’t expected Christian to still be mouthing off like a lunatic, even in this desperate situation.
“You… do you not understand the position you’re in?”
“Oh, I understand just fine. This Willborne Poison—this so-called ‘wall’—is pretty amazing. I’ll admit, I probably can’t break through it with brute force alone.”
Christian’s tone was casual, almost bored, as if he were talking about someone else’s problem.
Count Cessia growled and raised his hand.
“You’ll understand once you feel it yourself. Writhing in agony as your body melts away—you’ll regret your arrogance!”
Fwoosh!
A jet-black poison surged out from the walls and lunged at Christian’s feet.
He was completely surrounded—there was no room to dodge.
Count Cessia grinned, expecting to hear his screams echo inside the chamber.
But then—something completely unexpected happened.
Something that should have been impossible.
Flaaash!!
A radiant burst of light exploded from Christian’s body—and the poison instantly scattered and vanished.
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                    “W-What the…?!”
Count Cessia’s eyes widened so sharply it looked like they might tear apart.
It was a light he knew all too well.
A light unmistakable to anyone from the Venomous Demonic House.
But it was a light that should never appear here.
“Aaah, like I said—I figured it would be tough to handle this using only my power as a warlock.”
Light shimmered once more in Christian’s palm.
“But it’s not like I trained in just warlock techniques.”
A noble, resplendent light of healing.
The sworn nemesis of the Venomous Demonic House—
The power of the famed clan of Divine Healers.
It was Divine Energy Arts.
* * *
This was the reason behind Christian’s unwavering confidence.
‘I was planning this from the start.’
Count Cessia’s Willborne Poison, “Wall of the Penal Carriage,” was a devastating technique—once trapped inside, escape was virtually impossible.
But it wasn’t without its weaknesses.
For one, it was a form of binding barrier—meaning it completely isolated the interior from the outside world.
In other words, no one could see what was happening inside.
Which meant Christian was free to use the power of the Sacred Radiance without interference.
‘And since it’s barrier-type, even the caster can’t easily retract it once deployed.’
Count Cessia instinctively took a step back.
“H-How are you using Divine Energy Arts…?”
His voice trembled with tension.
And understandably so.
For warlocks of the Venomous Demonic House, Divine Energy was their nightmare—an absolute counter.
There was a reason the Divine Healer Clan had long been called the natural enemy of the Venomous Demonic House.
“Oh, I’m a genius, didn’t you know? I just picked it up.”
“Don’t spout nonsense!!”
Count Cessia summoned his power in full.
“Even if that’s really Divine Energy Arts, it still shouldn’t be able to stand against my Willborne Poison at full strength! I’ll grind you into pulp!!”
Fwoooosh!!
Poison surged from all sides of the barrier, sweeping toward Christian.
Like a man being swallowed by a violent storm, Christian’s entire body was engulfed by the miasma.
But then—once again, a radiant light flashed.
Crackle—
The poison dried up and crumbled away like dust.
Count Cessia’s face froze in disbelief.
“H-How…? Even if it is Divine Energy, how can it block Willborne Poison this easily?”
Divine Energy wasn’t inherently invincible to poison.
To defend against Willborne Poison, the Divine Energy had to be imbued with an equal or greater will than the caster’s.
“It’s simple,” Christian said. “The Will to Save Life in my Divine Energy is stronger than your will behind the poison. After all, Willborne Poison and Divine Energy are both born from extreme manifestations of will. So when faced with a stronger will—it breaks. That’s all.”
“Don’t give me that crap! There’s no way you could possibly possess such a ‘Will to Save Life’!”
The power of Divine Energy Arts varied greatly depending on the will to save life held by the practitioner.
However, such a will—known as the Will to Save Life—could only grow strong through genuine experiences of healing and protecting others.
That was why disciples of the Divine Healer Clan often undertook pilgrimages to treat the sick—to strengthen that will.
‘And if we’re talking healing experience, I’ve got more than enough to drown in. They even used to call me “the Saint of the Mire.”’
Even at the main house of the Divine Healer Clan, few could claim to have saved as many lives in a single lifetime as Christian had in his previous one.
Back then, he had healed more people than most could imagine.
That’s why the Will to Save Life in Christian was powerful enough to easily overwhelm ordinary Willborne techniques.
“Th-this is insane!! Die!!”
Count Cessia hurled poison wildly in all directions—but it was pointless.
Unless it was Willborne Poison at the level of a 6-star Upper Rank approaching “mutation” it couldn’t pierce Christian’s Divine Energy Arts.
The moment he realized none of his poison was effective, Count Cessia’s face went pale.
He changed tactics.
‘Fine. If I can’t harm him with poison alone, then I’ll just undo the Willborne Poison and expose what he’s done to everyone.’
Count Cessia began the process of unraveling the barrier.
Because it was a barrier-type Willborne Poison, it couldn’t be undone instantly—it required time and focus to dismantle.
“You trying to run away?”
“Shut your mouth. The heir of the Dark Demonic House using the filthy techniques of the Allied Scum… I wonder how people will react when they hear about this.”
“Oh, I’m sure it’d be a scandal,” Christian replied casually. “But it won’t matter. After all, if I kill you here, there won’t be anyone left to spread it.”
Count Cessia snorted.
“Divine Energy Arts are for defense and healing. With that alone, you can’t possibly kill—”
“Who said I only use Divine Energy Arts?”
Shing—
Christian pulled a sword from his subspace pouch—and Count Cessia’s eyes widened in shock again.
A brilliant blade shimmered in his hand.
Ernhilt.
It was the sacred sword Olivia had gifted him before they parted ways at the Gold Cross.
“H-how do you have a sacred sword?!”
“I can wield Divine Energy—so why not a sacred sword too?”
Christian raised the blade.
Fwaaaaaa!!
A dazzling radiance flooded the weapon.
It was the highest tier of sacred mana among all Divine Radiance energies—
The Radiant Mana—a force said to be reserved for heroes alone.
And now it was blazing from Christian’s sword.
“Y-you…!!”
Count Cessia, sensing true danger, released his full strength in desperation—but it was already too late.
As a warlock, Christian was a 5-star Lower Rank.
Based on the power he displayed, it might seem unbelievable, but his warlock cultivation had not yet advanced beyond that level.
However, as a wielder of Sacred Radiance—
His rank was completely different.
5-star Upper Rank.
When he gained his Absolute Steel Aura, his Radiant Path cultivation had also soared alongside it.
In truth, it had surpassed even that.
‘Willborne... I think I can use it now.’
Christian narrowed his eyes.
As a warlock, it was still too soon.
Willborne Techniques—the power to manifest one’s innermost thoughts into reality, using pure will to challenge the very limits of the laws of the world.
Christian had yet to fully form his inner ideology as a warlock. But as a Radiant, it was a different story.
‘Back during the Age of Ruin… I witnessed countless Willborne Techniques.’
Chrrrrk—
Memories of the many Radiant Knights of the Alliance wielding their Willborne Energy swept through his mind.
And among them, one stood out most vividly.
The technique used by Hero Evan:
The Sword of Death’s Shadow.
A blade that delivered absolute death to beings of darkness.
His mind instinctively recalled Evan’s thoughts as if they were his own—but Christian shook his head.
‘That alone isn’t enough.’
His own ideology advanced one step further.
More violent. More unforgiving.
Not the ideology of a hero—but one that felt more like a warlock’s. Savage, overwhelming.
And yet, that still wasn’t the end of it.
Mere destruction could not be called the power of light.
So Christian’s ideology took on the will of judgment.
A will imbued with the authority to condemn.
The will of light that sought to annihilate all darkness—the embodiment of divine punishment.
Christian’s first Willborne Technique—
The Sword of Annihilating Light.
He had ascended to the level of a 6-star Advanced Rank as a Radiant.
Fwaaash.
A single beam of light tore through the air.
Perhaps because it carried the will of annihilation—
it wasn’t pure white, but shadowed.
As though wrapped in dusk.
Yet within that darkness was a brilliant, solemn radiance. A spiritual sanctity that couldn’t be seen by the eye.
Darker than shadow—
but more dazzling than the most glorious light, the blade split the air like the sword of a divine judge.
“Ggh… K-KRAAAHHHH!!!”
PAAAAAANG!!
The blade of shadowed light sliced through Count Cessia’s body—
and from the severed line, divine radiance exploded.
The light surged forth like holy fire, consuming Cessia’s body as though executing a sinner atop a pyre.
And amidst a final, blood-curdling scream—
Count Cessia met his end.
Victory.
‘That was far more powerful than I expected.’
Christian’s face showed a hint of surprise.
Due to his specialization, Count Cessia’s wide-area poison was naturally weak against single-point focused Willborne Techniques like this—but still, taking down a 6-star Mid-Rank warlock in a single blow was no small feat.
‘Its power is overwhelming, but the energy cost is heavy. I won’t be able to use it easily… but it’ll be my trump card.’
As for traces of Radiant power being discovered—there was no need to worry.
The Wall of the Penal Carriage collapsed, and the lingering poison melted down Count Cessia’s remains completely.
“Grand Duke! Are you alright?!”
Sanin rushed toward Christian.
“Count Cessia?”
“Handled.”
“!!”
Sanin's eyes widened as if they'd tear open.
“How?”
“Ah, well, I am a genius.”
“……”
“Anyway, Sanin, what about Count Kalia? The one you were fighting?”
“I defeated him.”
In the distance, Count Kalia’s body could be seen collapsed, his head severed.
Sanin had won—unexpectedly.
“Not bad.”
“…Hearing that from you, Your Grace, doesn’t feel great. I really wanted to achieve greater merit than you for once.”
“I told you, didn’t I? You’ll never surpass me in this lifetime.”
“…I’ll never give up.”
Christian chuckled, clearly in a good mood.
“Then how about another wager?”
“What kind?”
“Let’s see who reaches the top of the fortress first.”
Yes.
The battle wasn’t over yet.
They still had to conquer the fortress.
Just then, a roar of victory thundered from below.
“Woooooooah! Glory to the Dark Demonic House!!”
“All hail Grand Duke Christian!!”
Melin, who had followed Christian’s orders and flanked the enemy, had broken through the fortress wall and opened the gates. Along the way, some toxic defense weapons had been set up, but Marisa had neutralized them with ease.
Christian mounted his horse and shouted boldly,
“Take the fortress! Plant the banner of darkness atop the keep!”
And just like that, Christian defeated the 6-star Mid-Rank Count Cessia and immediately proceeded to take the entire fortress.
Just as he had declared from the beginning, he seized control of four territories.
A truly earth-shattering feat.
When dawn broke and the full report spread, the entire Venomous Demonic House would be thrown into chaos.
And not just them.
Even the Dark Demonic House had been unaware of Christian’s secret maneuver.
No—this was no longer just a matter between two Demonic Houses.
This was an incident that would send shockwaves through the entire Magus Empire.
But just as the conquest of Cessia Fortress was coming to a close, someone was watching from a distance.
And it wasn’t Sherad.
It was a woman with ashen hair and a dangerously enchanting aura.
Märchen, the Elder of the Four Kings' Castle and the Puppeteer.
So it wasn’t just Sherad—Märchen had also been observing Christian all along.
To be precise, the one who had just appeared wasn’t Märchen herself.
It was her first puppet—crafted from her own twin sister.
Because the puppet had been made from a twin sharing her blood, its power far exceeded that of any other puppet she had created.
It could synchronize perfectly with the main body, and despite being a mere puppet, it was capable of exerting power equivalent to a 7-star.
This was Märchen’s Number One—her first puppet. One she almost never deployed unless absolutely necessary.
And her reason for sending it was simple—the same as Sherad’s.
She, too, was targeting Christian.
“Fufu… He truly exceeds expectations. How can someone be this captivating, this beautiful?”
To think he’d actually defeat a 6-star Mid-Rank demon. She had wondered if it were possible, but now she had seen it with her own eyes.
Märchen licked her lips with a trembling thrill.
“I can’t hold back any longer. I must kidnap him immediately and turn him into my puppet. And what perfect timing this is.”
The current chaos from the fortress being conquered gave her the opening she needed.
If she acted swiftly, she could abduct him without anyone noticing.
“Ah… just imagining that gorgeous young man as my personal puppet… what rapture. I’m even looking forward to the expression he’ll make from the pain of being turned.”
She was practically quivering with delight when—
A cold voice cut through the air.
“My, my. And here I thought disgusting corpse fetishists like you knew their place. Or in your case, should I say a taxidermy pervert—since you prefer to preserve corpses as dolls?”
“!!”
Märchen’s face stiffened.
She turned toward the voice—and saw a silver-haired man, as beautiful as any woman, his gaze piercingly cold.
“You are…? Sherad, First Prince of the Dark Demonic House? The Madman?”
“That’s right.”
“Why are you here?”
Sherad brushed his hair back with one hand, revealing the scar Christian had left on his face—twisting ominously along his smile.
“Ah… Christian’s life belongs to me. I have no intention of handing him over to a doll-freak like you.”
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                    Märchen’s eyes turned cold.
“Sherad, it might be fun to turn you into a doll too. You’re not exactly my type, but your face is pretty enough. I could use you as a plaything and torture you whenever I’m bored.”
“I feel the same. I have no interest in you, but I’ll entertain myself a bit. With this level of synchronization—even as a doll—you’ll still feel the pain just the same.”
Ironically, they had similar tastes. Both shared a terrifying disposition—deriving pleasure from the suffering of others.
In detail, one was a taxidermy fetishist, the other a psychopathic killer—but their essence was the same.
Their auras clashed violently.
But the surprise lay on Sherad’s side.
Märchen’s true body was a high-ranking demon at the 7-star level, and the doll she inhabited was made from her own bloodline—the very first of its kind—also holding power equivalent to 7 stars. Yet Sherad didn’t falter in the slightest.
Sherad had reached 7 stars as well!
It was the effect of his contract with a devil.
No—more precisely, it was the power of the devil-granted authority called “Soul Eater".
Sensing the abnormality, Märchen’s face stiffened. Sherad twisted his lips into a crooked smile.
“Let’s see how this goes, shall we?”
A sinister devil’s brand appeared on Sherad’s temple.
“I wonder… if devouring this doll will satisfy my hunger.”
* * *
And so, in a place no one knew, Märchen’s doll and Sherad clashed in a deadly battle.
The result—Sherad’s victory.
Though Märchen’s doll barely escaped destruction and fled, Sherad wasn’t unscathed either. He suffered a grave injury.
A ridiculous case of mutual destruction between enemies.
Christian, unaware of it all, simply tilted his head in puzzlement.
“Is it over just like that? I was expecting more…”
This operation had been extremely dangerous in many ways.
Especially since he had left the shadow of his House and entered enemy territory—if someone had wanted to target him, it would have been the perfect opportunity.
“I did prepare some countermeasures though.”
Chris gently stroked the sword at his waist.
It was Andril.
“I was able to partially lift its seal through the Gold Cross, which means I can now use a portion of its authority.”
Of course, it could only be used once, and its application was extremely limited.
The moment he used it, Chris himself would be exposed to mortal danger.
That’s why he had never used Andril’s power before. But if an unexpected crisis arose, he was ready to draw it.
Yet… nothing happened. It was quiet.
“Well, that’s a good thing.”
Chris shook his head.
There was no time to waste on pointless thoughts.
“The battle may be over, but the incident isn’t resolved yet.”
In fact, one could say the real fight was only beginning now.
Through the victory agreement, he needed to make Marquis Langham pay for his crimes.
No—just collecting a price wasn’t enough.
Through this incident, Chris intended to use the momentum to subjugate the Venomous Demonic House beneath his feet.
The news of what Chris had accomplished spread like wildfire.
Both Houses were thrown into chaos.
First, the Dark Demonic House.
“Grand Duke Christian has occupied the territory of the Venomous Demonic House?!”
“Yeah. While the main family was dithering, he secured evidence and secretly moved the Dark Demonic Army to launch a lightning-fast assault on them.”
“Then the rumors about him collapsing from poisoning in the western territory…?”
“Of course, that was all just a ploy to lower the Venomous Demonic House’s guard. I believed in the Grand Duke from the start. As expected, our Grand Duke is insane—in the best way!!”
“Who was the bastard that doubted the Grand Duke back then?!”
“All hail Grand Duke Christian!!!”
Roars of fervent cheers erupted.
Every demon of the Dark Demonic House, without exception, raised Christian’s name in praise.
“This isn’t the time to sit idle! We need to go assist Grand Duke Christian!!”
“Our territory will lend its full military strength!!”
“I’ll join as well!!”
Thus, demons began pouring into the occupied regions to support Christian.
* * *
Meanwhile, the Venomous Demonic House was gripped with disbelief.
“What nonsense is this?! Four territories have fallen? Not just Valmont and Lodrac, but even Cessia and Kalia?!”
“That’s impossible! There must be some mistake in the reports!”
The first reaction was denial.
Naturally so.
Four territories had been lost in the blink of an eye.
But when the reports were confirmed as true, the entire House was thrown into shock.
Especially once the full details of the events were revealed—no one could believe it.
“How on earth…?”
“Even if it was a surprise attack—”
They had powerful poisonous defense formations in place.
Even the lords of the territories were 6-star Master Class, yet all of that had been breached.
And it was all because of one single person.
“You’re saying it was Grand Duke Christian who broke through Lord Groven’s poison formations and even defeated Countess Cessia?”
It sounded like admiration for an enemy—but the feats Chris had pulled off were so shocking, they felt unreal. Even the demons of the Venomous Demonic House forgot to be angry, too overwhelmed by the impact.
In particular, the more experienced and skilled poison users were, the more they understood just how utterly absurd Christian’s actions were—and were left in stunned disbelief.
“We must send reinforcements immediately!”
“We must make those who violated our territory pay the price!”
“Deploy the Assassination Squad!”
Such furious responses broke out—but it wasn’t so simple.
“Have you forgotten what the territories of Cessia and Kalia hold? What if Grand Duke Christian snaps and pulls something reckless after we mobilize?”
The territory of Cessia housed mountains, storage sites, and refineries where the core poisonous herbs of the Venomous Demonic House were cultivated.
And in Kalia lay the dam supplying water to the entire region.
If cornered, Christian would have no hesitation in destroying both.
And why wouldn’t he? He could simply return to the Dark Demonic House’s territory afterward.
It was no different than having a blade pressed to their throats.
Opposition within the Venomous Demonic House was also growing rapidly.
First, the House Leader, Duke Huam, publicly voiced his dissent.
 “Before we even think of raising an army, we need to first uncover the truth of who spread poison within the territory of the Dark Demonic House.”
After all, the entire reason Christian had mobilized his forces in the first place was because of the poison that had spread through Dark Demonic House lands.
Especially since, right after occupying the territory, Chris had already exposed clear evidence that Marquis Goras’s faction was responsible for distributing the poison, the demons of the Venomous Demonic House had been thrown into disarray.
And it wasn’t fake evidence fabricated as a pretense for war.
Countess Cessia and Countess Kalia had directly instigated the incident, and traces of the crime had remained in their territories—Chris had seized it all.
 “Are you saying Marquis Goras, our Vice House Leader, really did that?”
 “No, it’s being said that it was Countess Cessia and Countess Kalia who led the operation.”
 “But isn’t that the same thing? Those two only ever act on the Vice House Leader’s orders.”
A large portion of the Venomous Demonic House still followed Marquis Goras.
But even those loyal to him couldn’t deny that this time, what he had done was utterly inexcusable.
Spreading poison to massacre civilians—no matter how you look at it—was a blatant atrocity.
 “…I can’t believe the Vice House Leader would go that far.”
 “Even if it’s him… hasn’t he crossed a line this time?”
If it was truly revealed that Marquis Goras was behind it all, then it was clear—he would suffer a massive political blow.
* * *
At that moment, deep within the central estate of the Venomous Demonic House, in a secluded office, one demon knelt in silence.
 “The subordinate demons are becoming unsettled, my lord.”
At those words, a figure in the shadows slowly turned his gaze.
It was Marquis Goras.
A chilling aura seeped into the air, weighing down the surroundings under his cold stare.
 “The subordinates are becoming unsettled?”
 “Yes, sir. Blasphemous as it may be… there are even some who are beginning to doubt you…”
 “Insects dare to question me?”
 “!!”
The aide flinched.
Marquis Goras wore a smiling expression—
—but his eyes were ice-cold and sinister.
 ‘Well, of course. The Vice House Leader has never once cared about public opinion or reputation.’
Marquis Goras hadn’t reached the summit of the Venomous Demonic House because of his popularity.
It was because of overwhelming power—
—and his terrifying nature that disregarded morality or limits in pursuit of his goals.
He never gave room for dissent. To those who opposed him, he offered a simple choice:
Death or obedience.
Refusing obedience didn’t just bring death to the dissenter—it meant that even their precious families would be targeted through subtle, calculated schemes. He made refusal an impossible option.
In short, Marquis Goras had subjugated the Venomous Demonic House through sheer terror.
 “Tch… Pathetic lower creatures. Always like bugs. Shaking over something so trivial.”
 “…Yes, sir.”
 “Still, I’ll need to come up with a countermeasure. If I leave things as they are, my plans will collapse.”
Marquis Goras had originally orchestrated this incident to bring down Duke Huam, the House Leader.
But because of one unexpected madman who had appeared out of nowhere—
everything had been turned upside down.
The real problem, though, was that this situation wasn’t easy for Goras to resolve either.
Because the enemy this time was none other than…
the Dark Demonic House.
A gleaming blade was now at Marquis Goras’s throat.
But he wasn’t concerned.
There was a way out.
 “What’s the Dark Demonic House’s current move?”
 “They’re remaining quiet while holding the occupied territory. It seems they’re waiting for us to lower our heads first.”
Neither House could afford to escalate this into an all-out war.
It had to be resolved through negotiation—but with the Dark Demonic House holding the upper hand, the Venomous Demonic House would be forced into a humiliating deal if things continued like this.
 “Contact the Dark Demonic House. Let’s propose talks to settle the matter.”
 “...They’ll likely demand impossible conditions.”
The aide spoke with clear concern, but Marquis Goras said something unexpected.
 “No, it’ll be the opposite. It’s the Dark Demonic House that will be forced to bow their heads.”
 “...How?”
 “Request mediation from the Demon King of Azure Flow.”
 “!!”
The aide flinched.
 “But if we involve the Demon King of Azure Flow, wouldn’t that just make things worse for us?”
The Demon Kings were the proxies of the Demon Emperor.
So any decision made by a Demon King—regardless of content—was absolute and had to be obeyed.
And the Demon King of Azure Flow, before pledging loyalty to the Magus Empire, had once been the exalted Fairy King.
Because of this, she was still known for her unwavering fairness and integrity.
And since this incident was clearly the fault of Goras’s faction, the Demon King of Azure Flow would undoubtedly rule against him.
 “It’s fine. I have a plan.”
 “...Understood.”
The aide couldn’t argue further. He bowed his head and withdrew.
Left alone, Marquis Goras let out a faint, mocking laugh.
 “The so-called glorious Fairy King? What a joke. She’s nothing more than a hideously corrupted monster now.”
In truth, the one truly behind this entire incident wasn’t Marquis Goras.
It was the Demon King of Azure Flow herself.
 ‘Not just this time, either…’
Goras knew very well what kind of “goal” the Demon King of Azure Flow harbored—
And the horrifying things she was plotting to achieve it.
There was no way she wanted this situation to end like this.
She would ensure Marquis Goras came out on top.
* * *
News that the Demon King of Azure Flow would mediate the negotiation was soon delivered to both Houses.
Everyone reacted with shock.
 “Why would the Demon King of Azure Flow step in?”
 “She almost never interferes in noble affairs.”
Each Demon King ruled their own vassal territories according to their own policy, but the common principle across the board was noninterference.
This was the Demon Emperor’s will—and the Demon King of Azure Flow was known to be the most indifferent of all.
In the past ten years, she hadn’t intervened in noble affairs even once.
The Demon King’s sudden involvement sparked suspicion and wariness from all sides—
All except one.
Christian remained utterly composed.
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                     “The reason the Demon King of Azure Flow has stepped in is simple. She plans to side with the Venomous Demonic House.”
Chris spoke calmly.
 [And what makes you think that?]
Nordian, in the form of a young boy, posed the question.
Due to the gravity of the situation, he had sent a thought-form to the territory Chris was occupying.
 “Because if not, then the Demon King of Azure Flow wouldn't have involved herself in something so trivial in the first place.”
Trivial.
It might seem inappropriate to call an incident that nearly killed thousands “trivial,” but it wasn’t far from the truth.
The Demon King of Azure Flow had stayed silent during far greater crises than this one.
Though the Demon Emperor’s general policy was noninterference, her disinterest had often gone beyond even that—bordering on neglect.
 ‘After all, the Demon King of Azure Flow has no real concern for carrying out the Demon Emperor’s will or for governing the Magus Empire properly.’
Chris shook his head as he recalled the Demon King’s true “objective.”
In his previous life, she had committed countless atrocities in pursuit of that goal.
Because of her, the Southern Demon Nation had been plunged into ruin, and they had been utterly helpless against the invasion of the Four Kings’ Castle.
 [You think the Demon King of Azure Flow has a reason to support the Venomous Demonic House?]
 “I don’t know the exact reason. But if I had to guess, perhaps the Venomous Demonic House made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. She’s already been indebted to them before—she often relies on their help because of her condition.”
After her fall from grace as the Fairy Queen, the Demon King of Azure Flow continued to suffer lingering aftereffects. She often sought assistance from the Venomous Demonic House to alleviate that pain.
 [If what you say is true… this isn’t good. Even if she delivers a biased verdict, we’ll have no choice but to obey.]
Nordian’s voice grew heavy.
 [In the worst case, she may even place the blame on you.]
It sounded absurd—but it wasn’t impossible.
If she refused to acknowledge the evidence Chris had presented and instead declared him responsible for the incident, the consequences would be disastrous.
 [I’ll personally attend this negotiation.]
 “Grandfather?”
 [Even a Demon King wouldn’t be able to force something unreasonable on me.]
But Christian shook his head.
 “There’s no need. I’ll lead the negotiation myself.”
 [Is this because of the restriction on my body? Don’t worry about that. I won’t need to fight. I can endure one negotiation.]
 “It’s not that.”
Chris smiled faintly.
 “I need to do it myself—because only then can I drag Marquis Goras of the Venomous Demonic House down into the gutter where he belongs.”
Nordian flinched slightly.
 [You?]
 “In a way, this is a great opportunity. A chance to properly bring Marquis Goras to justice.”
Under normal circumstances…
It wouldn’t have been easy to achieve a satisfying outcome through negotiation alone.
After all, Marquis Goras was the highest authority within the Venomous Demonic House.
If the result of the agreement endangered him in any way, there was no chance he’d accept it willingly.
 ‘But now that the mediator is the Demon King of Azure Flow, things are different. Even Goras has no choice but to comply with her ruling.’
…Does Goras realize that yet?
He had no idea—
Just how foolish a choice he had made.
Of course, it wouldn’t be easy.
The Demon King of Azure Flow would undoubtedly take Marquis Goras’s side.
Chris had to overcome that and push her into delivering a ruling that condemned Marquis Goras.
 [Do you really think you can pull this off?]
 [The Demon King of Azure Flow is no pushover. She’s not as fair or righteous as the rumors claim. On the contrary—she hides a nature more terrifying than any other demon.]
As expected of Nordian.
He saw through the Demon King of Azure Flow completely.
 [Besides, you have a weakness in this matter, don’t you?]
An unexpected remark—
But true nonetheless.
 [Why did you fabricate evidence in the first place? Even if it was to resolve things quickly, that was careless.]
Before striking the Venomous Demonic House, Chris had intentionally foregone collecting real evidence, instead having Ruina fabricate false evidence to create justification for the attack.
Of course, after seizing their strongholds, he secured actual evidence.
However, if the Venomous Demonic House chose to fixate on the fake evidence, it could still become a serious issue.
Especially with the Demon King of Azure Flow—she might seize on that fabricated piece as an excuse to reject all of the legitimate evidence Chris had gathered later.
 ‘The Demon King of Azure Flow is looking for any excuse to side with the Venomous Demonic House. That fake evidence I created will serve as the perfect pretext for her.’
Nordian scowled.
 [Those Venomous bastards aren’t amateurs. They’re especially crafty. They’ll definitely prove you tampered with the evidence.]
 “Of course. That’s exactly what I was counting on.”
 [You were counting on it? What do you mean—?]
Nordian’s eyes widened.
Chris was grinning.
 “Surely you don’t think someone as brilliant as me wouldn’t have foreseen how this would all play out?”
 [Wait, you mean—?]
 “That’s right. That fake evidence… it was a trap I laid.”
The truth was—
Chris hadn’t had Ruina falsify the evidence just to justify the battle.
The real purpose had been to bait a trap.
 ‘It was obvious Marquis Goras would try to frame me… so I set the snare in advance.’
Marquis Goras was completely unaware.
The moment he tried to dig into the fake evidence to discredit Chris,
the trap would snap shut—
around his own neck.
 ‘I didn’t expect the Demon King of Azure Flow to personally step in… but that just makes things even better. If I use her, the trap will be perfect.’
Chris curled his lips into a sharp smile.
And then he turned to Nordian, who was staring at him in disbelief as if thinking, “What crazy plan is this lunatic scheming now?”
 “Would you grant me a single request?”
 [What is it?]
 “Make the negotiation site the main estate of the Venomous Demonic House.”
 [!!]
Absolutely outrageous.
In post-war negotiations, the choice of venue is often the first and fiercest battle of wills.
Naturally, both sides preferred their own home ground.
At present, both the Venomous Demonic House and the Dark Demonic House were insisting the talks be held on their own turf.
 “It’s fine. No matter how nasty the bastards of the Venomous Demonic House are, they won’t dare lay a hand on me when I’m there as an official envoy.”
 [That’s not the point. This is about the pride of both Houses.]
Usually, the weaker side is the one to lower their head and send envoys to the other’s territory.
If the power dynamic is even, the negotiations are held in a neutral zone.
So if Christian were to head to the Venomous Demonic House’s main estate as a delegate, it would carry the implication that he was surrendering first—something that was absolutely unacceptable.
 “You don’t have to see it that way. I’m not going there to bow my head. I’m going there to trample them into the dirt.”
 [!!]
 “Wouldn’t it be far more satisfying to humiliate them at their own stronghold?”
Nordian was at a loss for words.
The sheer confidence, bordering on absurdity, left him speechless.
But Christian had never once failed to back up his words.
This time wouldn’t be any different.
 [Fine. We’ll do as you say. But you’d better crush them—completely.]
His blood-red eyes flared with a chilling light.
 [I’ll trust you with everything. Just make sure those bastards pay the proper price.]
In truth, no one was more furious about this incident than Nordian, the head of the Dark Demonic House—
even if he hadn't shown it on the surface.
 “Those venomous scum dared to pull something like this on our House?”
It was unthinkable while Nordian still held power.
He was itching to flood the Venomous House in blood, but he restrained himself for the sake of the Dark House’s future.
 “You needn’t worry.”
Christian gave a bold smile—
That mischievous, troublemaker kind.
 “I’ll be bringing them a gift. So please, Grandfather… just wait for the good news.”
And just like that—
The final act of the operation began.
* * *
With the venue set as the main estate of the Venomous Demonic House, the envoy delegation departed.
Naturally, Christian was the one in charge.
 [Ohohoho~! It’s been so long since we’ve had an outing together, young master. Oh, I’m positively tingling with excitement. Even those poisonous bugs in the grass seem to be celebrating our trip. Shall we sneak into that bush over there and share a steamy moment of love~?]
 “…Stop saying weird things.”
 [Ahh, the way you blush is just too precious. I missed your embrace so much while we were apart. I feel like kidnapping you right now and holding a wedding!]
 “…Please don’t.”
Apparently thrilled to be out and about, Mari wagged her ghostly tail as she hovered around Christian.
 [Still, I was a very good girl while I was away, you know. I diligently followed your instructions and served that idiot to the best of my ability. He seemed deeply… moved by my devotion.]
 “…Yeah, he was moved. Just not in a good way.”
Christian shook his head as he recalled Hubert’s current state.
Whatever kind of mental assault he’d been subjected to, the poor Duke Hubert had practically become a half-broken shell of a man.
 —“Aaaaaaah! I’ll do anything you say! Just please… please get that ghost away from me!!”
 "Well, this works out. I’ve got an important use for her anyway."
Christian let Mari’s endless babbling drift in one ear and out the other as he surveyed his surroundings.
Since he was heading out as the representative of the Dark Demonic House, it was natural that an escort unit would accompany him.
But the makeup of the escort was surprising.
 “They actually sent the Black Lion Knights with me?”
Christian’s eyes widened slightly in surprise.
They were the strongest knight order of the main family.
Leading them was Count Berkel, a high-ranking demon of 6-star Upper Rank.
One of the strongest among the regular demons of the Dark Demonic House.
 “And he hasn’t taken Marquis Langham’s side… He’s still neutral.”
More precisely, his loyalty was solely to Lord Nordian.
 “If I want to fully control the Dark Demonic House, I absolutely need to win him over. This might be a good opportunity.”
The problem was—it didn’t look easy.
He didn’t seem hostile toward Christian…
But he was excessively stoic.
Even when Christian tried to strike up a conversation, it went like this:
 “Thank you for accompanying us on this long journey.”
 “I only follow the Lord’s command.”
 “Seeing the might of the Black Lion Knights makes me proud as Grand Duke. Your efforts are impressive.”
 “I only follow the Lord’s command.”
 “...Is there anything the order needs? It’s not much, but I’d like to support you in my role as Grand Duke.”
 “No need. We simply follow the Lord’s command.”
 “……”
There was no flow to the conversation.
 ‘…What a boring man.’
Just as Christian was about to give up and pull back, knowing private rapport wouldn’t be easily built—
 “You don’t need to concern yourself with me, Your Grace. You are someone whom the Lord himself has acknowledged. We simply follow.”
Count Berkel finally spoke in his usual flat tone.
It was a statement fitting of someone who pledged loyalty only to the head of the house.
But Christian replied—
 “I’m not looking for loyalty to the Lord. I want your loyalty—directly to me.”
 “!!”
 “Well, it might be a bit early for that now, but it doesn’t matter.”
Christian shrugged and flashed his trademark grin.
 “Count Berkel—
 You will, without a doubt, swear loyalty to me one day.”
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                    Count Berkel didn’t show much reaction to Christian’s declaration.
He simply maintained a cold and expressionless demeanor, as if wearing a mask.
Christian didn’t try to speak to him any further either.
‘I'll take my time with him. Still, it's certain Count Berkel isn't on Marquis Langham’s side.’
As he stepped forward, an unexpected person approached Christian.
“Christian.”
“Father.”
It was Count Khazar—a middle-aged man with a strong, handsome face.
Worried for his son heading straight into enemy territory, Count Khazar had decided to join as an escort.
‘Not bad, actually.’
Christian spoke with a bit of awkwardness in his voice.
“Why did you come all this way? You didn’t need to follow me personally, Father. Even if the Venomous Demonic House is full of sinister bastards, they wouldn’t dare touch an official envoy.”
“That’s not the reason I’m here.”
Count Khazar frowned slightly, as if displeased.
“I came because I’m worried about what kind of reckless, outrageous trouble you might stir up again.”
“……”
“You’re not planning something crazy again, are you?”
Christian froze for a moment, speechless.
Count Khazar let out a heavy sigh at his son’s guilty expression that clearly said, ‘How did he know?’
“When I heard you went alone into the Venomous Demonic House not long ago, do you have any idea how terrified I was? Just how much more do you plan to shock your own father?”
Christian scratched his head.
‘Yeah, from his point of view, it must’ve been pretty worrying.’
A twinge of guilt passed through him.
Especially since this sort of dangerous situation would keep happening in the future.
‘I wasn’t thinking about those around me. In my previous life, there was no one who ever worried about me like this.’
Lacking the emotional experience, Christian found himself unsure how to console his father in such a situation—something very unlike him.
Count Khazar sighed again and placed a hand on Christian’s head.
“Of course, I understand it can’t be helped. I’m proud of you too, in a way. But promise me just one thing—don’t push yourself too far.”
“I understand. I promise.”
“You sure know how to say the right things. Though I doubt you actually intend to keep that promise.”
Christian responded with an awkward grin.
Given the enemies he would be facing from now on, not pushing himself was practically impossible.
Count Khazar let out another long sigh, then looked Christian straight in the eyes.
“Just don’t lose. No matter who your opponent is. If you get hurt or die, I swear I’ll summon your soul and make sure you regret it.”
That wasn’t encouragement.
It was desperate, bone-deep concern.
Count Khazar was already beginning to sense what kind of overwhelming enemies his son would be up against.
And the only way for Christian to survive…
…was to crush every one of them.
‘This kind of worry… feels unfamiliar.’
Even though Christian had decided to acknowledge Count Khazar as his father, the deep paternal concern he now faced was something he still couldn’t get used to.
To hide the warmth stirring in his chest, Christian lifted the corners of his lips in a smile.
“Don’t worry. If anything, I pity my enemies. No matter who they are, I’ll crush them and claim victory.”
“…Alright. I’ll trust you.”
Count Khazar nodded, no longer showing signs of concern.
Meanwhile, Christian gave him a curious look.
‘It’s about time I raise Father’s level to 7-star.’
Count Khazar was currently at 6-star Upper Rank.
And he was at the peak of that stage.
It was a situation similar to that of Marquis Shupen—he was stuck just short of a breakthrough. But with the right opportunity, he had the potential to surpass it at any moment.
‘It’s not just Father. That knight commander from earlier—Sir Berkel of the Black Lion Knights—he’s another one. There are quite a few with hidden potential.’
The reason the Dark Demonic House lacked top-tier practitioners above 7-star was due to the complexity of Dark Magic Energy.
The higher one climbed with Dark Magic Energy, the more absurdly difficult it became to make any progress.
Especially the leap from 6-star to 7-star.
And even more so, from 7-star to 8-star—an overwhelming wall stood in the way. With average enlightenment, that wall couldn’t be breached.
But if Christian, using his power as a master, could forcibly induce that enlightenment in others?
‘Once I wrap up this matter with the Venomous Demonic House, I’ll get started in earnest. I need to elevate the power of the Dark Demonic House before it’s too late.’
The reason he demanded the title of “Grand Instructor” as compensation for resolving this crisis…
…was precisely for this plan.
No one had any idea.
But very soon, through Christian’s hands, a miracle would unfold in the Dark Demonic House—one that no one would believe unless they saw it.
And no one would ever dare to look down on the Dark Demonic House again.
“Brother, I’ve come too!”
“……”
Christian didn’t answer right away but looked silently at Tern. Teren quickly realized and corrected himself with a flustered look.
“…Ahem. I mean—O most glorious King Emperor Majesty, I have also come!”
“Right.”
Christian nodded.
“But why did you come?”
“T-To be of help to you, Brother!!”
“…You? Help me?”
Tern’s face flushed red.
To be honest, at Tern’s current level, he wasn’t even close to being helpful to Christian.
“N-No! I mean—I will be of help!”
“Really?”
“Yes! I’ve been training really hard! I promise I can help now!”
Christian chuckled quietly.
‘He’s changed a lot, too.’
It had already been two years since he’d met Tern.
Christian was now seventeen, and Teren had passed fifteen.
And it wasn’t just their age that had changed.
The way Teren looked at Christian…
He tried to act indifferent, but his eyes were filled with deep admiration for Christian.
‘Well, with a big brother as amazing as me, it’s only natural he can’t help but admire me. I get it.’
Christian, finding his younger brother more endearing than ever, decided to show him some special kindness.
“Want me to help you get stronger?”
“…How?”
“Sparring is the best way to improve quickly. Let’s have a match.”
“…Th-That’s…”
Tern’s face turned pale.
“Why not? Aren’t you a 3-star now? When I was at your level, I was already dueling 5-star High-Rank practitioners. And besides, how often do you get the chance to duel a genius like me?”
“W-Well, that’s true, but…”
Teren stepped back, panicking, then blurted out,
“I-I’ll train with Lord Alros first to build up my skills before challenging you, Brother!”
Alros, who had been silently sulking nearby, suddenly found himself thrown into the spotlight and scowled fiercely.
‘Seriously? Even this brat is looking down on me now?’
For the record, Alros was older than Christian.
He was already fuming after nearly dying from one of Christian’s “miracle elixirs” that had turned out to be more like deadly poison, and now this pushed him over the edge. He growled darkly.
“Fine then, Tern. Why don’t we spar? But I’ll warn you now, I’ve been powered up recently thanks to some potent elixirs. Don’t come crying if it hurts.”
“…Why are you calling yourself my elder?”
“Well, we’re distantly related, but we share the same bloodline, don’t we?”
“Nope. I was taught by Christian that in terms of seniority, age doesn’t matter. The stronger one is always the elder. Which means you’re the little brother. So don’t cry when I beat you. I hate whiners.”
“…You little—!!”
Like brother, like brother. Just as infuriating!
Alros, determined to take out his accumulated frustration from Christian on Tern, charged in with everything he had.
Flash! Thwack!
But Teren countered with a devastating combination of cursed black magic and swordsmanship, knocking Alros to the ground with a single blow.
“W-What the—?! Even if he’s the brother of a monster, this is ridiculous!”
He tried again—but the result was the same.
Melin stepped up beside Christian and commented,
“Teren has grown tremendously. Even though Lord Alros has improved a lot lately, he’s no match at all. Is this perhaps thanks to your guidance, my lord?”
“Well… half of it.”
Half of Tern’s growth was due to Christian’s help. The other half came from Tern’s own talent.
Christian had occasionally sent him letters to guide his growth and training.
But that alone wasn’t enough to explain such rapid progress.
‘Teren is a gifted one when it comes to curses.’
A Gifted One isn’t quite the same as a genius.
Their overall talent might seem average.
They don’t necessarily have exceptional enlightenment, nor do they possess brilliant intuition.
But within a specific domain, they’re blessed with something extraordinary—a divine “blessing.”
Even without being particularly intelligent or sharp, that blessing allows them to master their field faster and more thoroughly than anyone else.
Perfectly. Excellently.
It’s much like how a child naturally learns to crawl and walk as they grow.
That’s why, once a Gifted One properly matures, they can become a true master—unrivaled in their field.
‘Of course, not every Gifted One grows that way. Many with the blessing never blossom and simply fade away.’
The role of a mentor was absolutely crucial in helping a Gifted One grow.
Their process of learning and development was fundamentally different from ordinary people.
Not to mention the average, even those called geniuses were unlike them.
As mentioned earlier, for a Gifted One, acquiring mastery wasn’t a matter of study or training—it was something more like natural growth.
But most people couldn’t grasp this distinction. They pressured or forced growth out of impatience, and in doing so, often hindered development—or worse, trampled the very talent that should have bloomed.
‘If their gift doesn’t unfold smoothly, a Gifted One will, at some point, lose their blessing.’
In that regard, Christian was the perfect teacher.
He had encountered many Gifted Ones in his previous life and understood their nature better than anyone.
‘I need to raise Teren properly too. At this rate, he’s developing fast enough that I’ll be able to use him like a handy pawn soon.’
“I won, Brother!!”
Teren struck down Alros and turned to Christian with the proud gleam of a little brother desperate for recognition. Christian, pleased by the thought of making good use of him, nodded with satisfaction.
“Let’s have a match too.”
“Right now?”
“Well, you’re resting, aren’t you?”
Melin flashed a smile like a wild beast and drew her sword.
Christian smirked and drew his as well.
“Try to last a little longer this time.”
Flash!
Their swords clashed.
And after that brief interlude, Christian’s group finally arrived at their destination:
Jinrok Castle.
The ancestral seat of the Venomous Demonic House.
* * *
Unlike most noble houses, Jinrok Castle—the Venomous Demonic House’s main estate—wasn’t attached to a residential domain. Instead, it was located deep within a secluded forest.
That separation was to ensure ordinary citizens wouldn’t suffer from exposure to toxins and venom.
Despite being called a “castle,” it had no walls. Instead, it was surrounded by towering green trees, each carrying a thick, poisonous hue, forming a natural barricade.
‘No need for walls when the estate itself is covered in deadly poison and traps.’
The entire area could be considered one giant field of toxins and traps.
One wrong step, and you’d lose your life instantly.
At that moment, the gates of the Venomous Demonic House opened, and a figure stepped out.
“Welcome to the Venomous Demonic House, Lord Christian.”
Christian’s eyes widened.
The man was handsome, with a gentle scholarly aura.
He was a 8-star Demon Lord—Duke Huam, the head of the Venomous Demonic House.
The Patriarch himself had come to greet them!
“Your Grace.”
“You must be tired after such a long journey.”
His tone was friendly—understandably so.
Right now, Christian was essentially on the same side as Duke Huam.
“I heard what you did. Never thought you’d strike the main house so decisively.”
“My apologies for the bloodshed.”
“No need to apologize. They acted in ways unbefitting of those who call themselves poisoners. Punishment was only just. If it hadn’t been you, I would have delivered judgment myself.”
Duke Huam continued with a faint, bitter smile.
“Though I doubt I have the strength for that.”
Christian said nothing, and Duke Huam shook his head.
“Forgive me. I shouldn’t have said that. Still… are you sure you’re ready? You know what it means for the Demon King to mediate this negotiation, don’t you?”
Christian nodded.
“Yes. I’ve already guessed that Marquis Goras has a special relationship with the Demon King of Azure Flow.”
“Exactly. The Demon King will undoubtedly side with Marquis Goras, the acting vice-lord. Not only that—he’s already made all the preparations to frame both you and Marisa.”
But Christian showed no sign of worry. On the contrary, he answered with calm resolve:
“It’s fine. In fact, it’s better this way.”
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                    He said it was “better this way.”
A response that made no sense whatsoever—
And yet, he meant it.
Because all of Marquis Goras’ schemes ultimately did Christian a favor.
“…Just what exactly are you planning?”
“Oh, nothing too grand. I simply need to prove Marquis Goras’s crimes in front of everyone. That’s all. Simple, right?”
Duke Huam gave a dry chuckle, unable to comprehend what about that could possibly be considered simple.
“There’s just one thing I’d like to say in advance, if I may.”
“What is it?”
“In this negotiation, I intend to make Marquis Goras kneel. But I’ll be doing something in that process that may make Your Grace uncomfortable… so I’d like to ask for your understanding beforehand.”
Duke Huam furrowed his brow slightly.
“What do you mean by that? Can you explain in detail?”
Christian simply nodded, then began to speak in a quiet tone.
As the Duke listened to the explanation, his eyes widened as if they might tear apart at the corners.
* * *
Soon after, the negotiation formally began.
The venue was a large hall prepared within the estate of the Venomous Demonic House.
As Christian entered, countless gazes from those already seated in the hall fell upon him.
Most of them appeared to be aligned with Marquis Goras, their openly hostile auras pressing down on Christian like a physical weight.
Count Khazar and Count Berkel of the Black Lion Knights, who had entered at his side as escorts, both wore stiff expressions—but Christian merely shrugged.
‘Trying to overwhelm me with numbers? What a cute little trick. Still, this works out nicely.’
He smirked faintly.
‘The more witnesses, the better. Especially with what I’m about to do.’
Marquis Goras had no idea.
He didn’t realize Christian had chosen the Venomous Demonic House as the location for the negotiation specifically so its members would serve as witnesses to what was about to unfold.
‘There’s no greater humiliation than being crushed in front of your own subordinates in your own home.’
With slow, composed steps, Christian moved forward—until he came face to face with a man.
A cold, snake-eyed man with a sinister air.
Marquis Goras.
‘Now that’s some pressure.’
Christian could feel the sharp tingle of the man’s oppressive aura, and his lips curved into a grin.
He was clearly a level or two above Duke Huam in terms of strength.
The pressure he exuded was subtle yet deliberate—an attempt to intimidate Christian.
His body naturally wanted to tremble under that pressure, but Christian suppressed the reaction, keeping his expression calm.
‘Putting on a scary act? Please. I already know you can’t actually do anything here.’
Rather than simply endure it, Christian sneered back.
“How dignified, Vice Lord of the Venomous Demonic House. So dignified, in fact, that you don’t even seem to care that the Demon King himself will soon arrive to preside over this matter.”
“!!”
Marquis Goras flinched.
Though the Demon King of Azure Flow had yet to appear, showing off one’s power in such a setting—especially when the Demon King himself would oversee the talks—could easily be interpreted as a sign of disrespect.
Before the main event had even started, Goras had already taken a hit.
“……”
Marquis Goras didn’t respond. He simply turned his gaze away sharply.
Christian, too, only shrugged and kept his mouth shut.
His attention was now focused on the individual who would be arriving any moment.
Tick. Tock.
Time passed.
And the very moment the clock’s hour hand struck the exact hour—
Something changed in the hall.
All sound vanished.
But it wasn’t just sound.
Even the faint rustling of the wind, the swaying of the grass outside, and the movements of people inside the hall came to a complete stop.
‘This is—?’
A shiver ran belatedly down the backs of everyone present.
She hadn’t even appeared yet—
And still, the sheer weight of her presence blanketed the entire hall like a suffocating tide.
Then, the impossible happened.
Fwaaah—
The entire scene of the venue transformed.
The interior of the negotiation hall was replaced by a desolate, ashen landscape.
“A… an illusion?”
“What is this?!”
The gathered warlocks and nobles shouted in confusion.
Only a handful of people who understood what was happening remained silent, swallowing hard.
‘This isn’t some ordinary illusion.’
Christian’s face was stiff as he thought,
‘This is the power of a 9-star being.
Descent of Genesis.’
The power of a 9-star Transcendent Realm that allows one to manifest their own personal domain—
A miniature world.
A shriveled, dead World Tree pierced up through the barren wilderness, and atop its twisted branches, a figure emerged.
A beautiful fairy-like woman—
Her entire body pierced through with countless thin, metallic chains, giving her an eerie, grotesque presence.
Every person in the hall dropped to one knee.
“We greet Her Majesty, the Demon King!”
The Demon King of Azure Flow had arrived.
* * *
The Demon King of Azure Flow said nothing for a while, gazing down at the kneeling assembly.
Christian bowed his head, silently clenching his fist.
‘So that’s the Demon King of Azure Flow.’
This was his first time seeing her.
In his previous life, she had already died before the Age of Ruin began.
‘To think her “Genesis Descent” would be this complete…’
This wasn’t Christian’s first encounter with a 9-star being.
The Hero Evan, who had always been at his side, was 9-star. So was the Archmage Lania.
He had also crossed paths with several of the “Seven Pillars” of the Alliance—multiple 9-star superhumans.
That gave him a fairly solid frame of reference to judge by.
‘She ranks among the upper echelons of the 9-stars.’
Not all 9-star beings were equal.
Even within the same rank, the power gap between them could be vast.
For example, the former Blood-Drenched Demon King had once defeated four of the Seven Pillars of the Alliance by himself.
‘She’s far more powerful than I expected.
To think she’s only ranked seventh among the Demon Kings…’
There was a reason for Christian’s heavy thoughts.
He planned to resolve all the unrest that would erupt in the Southern Magocracy—and ultimately, he would have to confront the one behind it all: the Demon King of Azure Flow.
The formation of the Dark Alliance, his first major objective, would only be complete once he severed her head.
‘I do have a plan… but this is going to be much more difficult than I expected.’
At that moment, the Demon King of Azure Flow’s voice echoed throughout the hall.
 [Raise your heads. The negotiation shall begin. Representatives of both Houses, step forward.]
Christian and Marquis Goras stepped to the front.
The Demon King leaned lazily against the World Tree and brought a long smoking pipe to her lips.
 [Speak your claims. I will hear both sides and make my decision.]
Christian was the first to present his case.
He explained the truth he had uncovered: that the Goras faction had spread poison in the western territories of the Dark Demonic House—and that he had evidence to prove it.
“It’s all lies.”
Marquis Goras responded with a cold rebuttal.
“This entire situation is a staged farce orchestrated by Grand Duke Christian of the Dark Demonic House and Lady Marisa of the main family.”
 [Do you have evidence to support that claim?]
“Of course. First, here is proof that Lady Marisa masterminded the entire scheme.”
Goras presented numerous documents and witnesses.
He had always intended to pin the blame on Marisa.
The so-called evidence was flawlessly prepared.
 [And what of your claim that Grand Duke Christian staged the incident himself? What grounds do you have for that?]
“Grand Duke Christian manipulated evidence to frame my loyal subordinates. I have a witness for this as well. Bring them forward.”
A pale-faced figure was then led into the hall.
But the face that appeared was entirely unexpected.
“Mmff!!”
It was Ruina, a beautiful woman with a calm, composed demeanor.
‘…Why is she there?’
Christian stared in a daze, momentarily speechless.
He never even considered the possibility that Ruina might get caught.
‘She should’ve been more careful.’
Words that would’ve made Ruina absolutely furious if she heard them.
But Christian genuinely hadn’t expected Ruina to be captured.
‘I figured they’d catch one of the scumbags with a record of fraud—the ones I intentionally used to fabricate the evidence.’
Christian had specifically entrusted the falsification to men with criminal backgrounds, just in case they were caught by the Venomous Demonic House—they could endure the consequences.
But somehow, Ruina had ended up in their hands.
‘Well, it’s not my fault.’
Christian shrugged as he met Ruina’s scathing glare.
‘She should’ve been more careful. I really didn’t mean to put her through anything.’
Still, it didn’t seem too bad.
Thanks to her quick wit and resourcefulness, she didn’t appear to have suffered much. She looked completely fine.
‘I guess she spilled everything the moment she was caught.’
That’s Ruina for you.
When it came to her, loyalty was a nonexistent virtue.
As soon as her gag was removed, she shouted—
“It was all that Christian bastard’s doing!! I only did what I was told!”
“……”
“Damn Christian! Long live the Venomous Demonic House! Glory to Marquis Goras! Glory to the Demon King of Azure Flow!!!”
And with that, Ruina began spilling everything—without even being pressed. She confessed in detail how she had falsified the evidence under Christian’s orders.
“Loyalty, loyalty, loyalty!!”
Her over-the-top theatrics made Marquis Goras scowl. He promptly ordered the gag to be placed back in her mouth.
“As you can see, with such clear evidence, it is certain that Lady Marisa and Grand Duke Christian colluded to frame my loyal vassals.”
Marquis Goras continued in an icy tone.
“And especially, the attempt to massacre innocent civilians is an unforgivable crime. I beseech Your Majesty, the just and righteous Demon King, that both Lady Marisa and Grand Duke Christian be sentenced to death.”
All eyes turned to Christian.
At this rate, there was no escaping the charges—they were about to be pinned on him without resistance.
But then, Christian suddenly raised an objection.
“I object. How can anyone believe what that woman says?”
From what he could tell, Ruina’s identity as the head of both the Rudolph & Deer trade guilds hadn’t been exposed.
Back in the Magus Empire, she had been operating under the artifact Mask of a Thousand Faces, living as a man.
Christian sneered.
“She could very well be giving false testimony under the direction of the Venomous Demonic House. Just look at her—doesn’t she scream con artist?”
“Mm-mm! That’s not true! It was that evil Christian who made me do it!! Long live the Venomous Demonic House! Long live Marquis Goras! Glory to the Demon King of Azure Flow!!”
“See that ridiculous behavior? No one could possibly take her seriously.”
Ruina looked like she was going to explode.
At that moment, Marquis Goras stepped forward.
“Upon investigation, everything this woman has testified is true. Do you not realize that such groundless denial will only hurt your own position?”
Even Count Kazar and the other members of the Dark Demonic House were baffled.
It was plainly obvious Christian had fabricated the evidence. Denying it like this would be utterly pointless.
And yet, Christian continued pushing forward with what seemed to be complete nonsense.
“I cannot trust the testimony of that witness. Therefore, I ask the great Demon King for permission to use the Venomous Demonic House’s Elixir of True Confession.”
The room erupted in chaos.
The Elixir of True Confession was a 7-star Forbidden Poison—a terrifying truth-serum-like elixir.
As its name implied, it forced the drinker to speak only the truth.
But unlike interrogation poisons that inflicted pain to extract confessions, this was something entirely different.
Through an “anomaly” effect, the elixir assessed the truth behind the drinker’s words.
And if any lie was spoken, the drinker would instantly melt into a pool of blood.
The key was that it perfectly discerned truth from falsehood by interfering with universal laws.
Once consumed, it was utterly impossible to lie.
“That elixir is a treasure of our main house. It is not something to be used lightly.”
Marquis Goras spoke in a displeased tone, but Christian only let out a soft laugh.
“Seems the Venomous Demonic House is taking this matter a little too lightly. After all, thousands of innocent civilians were nearly slaughtered.”
Goras was momentarily silenced.
But then he slowly nodded.
He had no idea what Christian was planning, but from his perspective, there was no downside.
If Ruina drank the Elixir of True Confession, then Christian’s guilt in forging the evidence would be even more clearly proven.
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                    “Your Majesty, may I request that you open the passage briefly? I will retrieve the Truth Confession Pills from my family’s archives.”
[Very well.]
Soon after, a high-ranking member of the Venomous Demonic House returned with a case containing the Truth Confession Pills.
But then, Christian raised another odd objection.
“Wait. How can we be certain those pills truly are the Truth Confession Pills?”
“Hah. What kind of ridiculous accusation is this now?”
“I humbly request that His Majesty the Demon King of Azure Flow personally verify whether these are genuine Truth Confession Pills.”
Was it because he found the situation amusing?
The Demon King of Azure Flow let out a laugh.
[Very well.]
With a casual flick of his hand, the box containing the pills appeared before the Demon King of Azure Flow.
It seemed simple, but it was a clear display of his authority over space.
[Hmm… Yes, the pills in this box are indeed imbued with the miracle of truth discernment.]
“I beg your pardon, but would Your Majesty swear upon the name of the most supreme being, His Majesty the Demon Emperor?”
[!!]
Everyone held their breath.
The gaze of the Demon King of Azure Flow darkened.
[Are you saying… you don’t trust me?]
The atmosphere in the chamber froze.
An oppressive pressure weighed down so heavily that it made even breathing difficult—yet Christian continued, undeterred.
“That is not my intention at all. In fact, it is quite the opposite.”
[The opposite?]
“Yes, Your Majesty. I only made this request because, despite Your Majesty personally verifying the pills, there may be scoundrels who refuse to acknowledge the result. I thought it best to preemptively settle all doubt.”
Christian knelt and bowed his head deeply.
“This incident involves the heinous crime of attempting to massacre the citizens of His Majesty the Demon Emperor. I dared to make such an insolent request out of a belief that there must be no room for doubt in the process of uncovering the truth. If I’ve displeased you, I offer my sincerest apologies.”
The Demon King of Azure Flow let out a dry chuckle.
[You’re quite the speaker, aren’t you?]
“……”
[Since you’ve said so much—very well. I swear upon the name of His Majesty the Demon Emperor that these are indeed authentic Truth Confession Pills. But remember this—if you truly orchestrated all of this, you will not escape with a mere light punishment. Even the Dark Demonic House won’t be able to protect you.]
A chilling warning.
Everyone looked at Christian with expressions of disbelief.
‘Why would he even make such a proposal?’
What Christian was doing right now wasn’t to his advantage in the slightest.
Ruina swallowed the Truth Confession Pill with a gulp—and once again, spat out a searing, bitter testimony.
“It really was that bastard Christian who made me do it! I’m telling the truth! Long live Marquis Goras! Long live His Majesty the Demon King of Azure Flow! Loyalty, loyalty, loyalty!!”
Even after she said all that, there was no abnormal reaction.
Which meant—it was the truth.
[That testimony is not false. Do you have any further defense to offer?]
To the Demon King of Azure Flow’s icy question, Christian simply shrugged.
“Well, I did forge the evidence, after all.”
[Are you admitting to the crime?]
“Of course not. I only tampered with the evidence to bring Marquis Goras to justice.”
It was a claim no one would readily accept.
Just as the Demon King of Azure Flow was about to pass judgment—
“Oh, may I also present a witness?”
[A witness?]
“Yes. Someone who can testify that everything that’s happened was part of a conspiracy orchestrated by Marquis Goras.”
Everyone in the chamber looked puzzled.
Soon, a masked individual stepped forward.
Some of the Venomous Demonic House’s retainers recognized the person and their eyes went wide.
When Christian pulled off the mask, the face of a terrified young man was revealed.
“This is Hubert, High Scion of the Venomous Demonic House.”
“!!”
“Under Marquis Goras’s orders, High Scion Hubert used his connection with Lady Marisa to leak poison and then falsified evidence to frame her. Isn’t that correct, High Scion Hubert?”
Hubert bit his lip hard and then slowly nodded, his body trembling.
“Y-Yes. I did it all.”
A ripple of shock spread through the chamber.
Hubert and Marisa were half-siblings with the same father, and they were widely known for their close bond despite having different mothers.
And yet he had done this behind her back?
‘So it was all just a façade.’
Hubert was always seen as the unremarkable scion.
Lacking talent and never recognized, he was constantly overshadowed and berated by his other siblings.
Meanwhile, Marisa, though born of a concubine, had earned respect for her exceptional skill in toxicology and had made a name for herself, which only fed Hubert’s inferiority complex.
‘He couldn’t say a word to the siblings who tormented him, and instead held a grudge against the one easy target—his sister.’
Christian clicked his tongue in disgust.
But it wasn’t just petty resentment at play.
Hubert had betrayed even his father, aligning with Marquis Goras just to save himself.
‘And to think Marisa was hurt because of someone like him.’
Christian glanced briefly toward where Marisa was seated.
Her face was stiff and unmoving.
Since Christian had already given her advance notice, she didn’t look surprised.
But there was no mistaking the pain of being betrayed by someone she trusted like family.
“As High Scion Hubert has testified, this entire affair was a plot devised by Marquis Goras to frame both Lady Marisa and myself.”
“I cannot accept this.”
Marquis Goras coldly shook his head.
“Just look at the state High Scion Hubert is in. It’s obvious his mind has been dominated by black magic.”
He wasn’t wrong.
Having suffered from Marisa’s mental assault, Hubert was only half in his right mind—and on top of that, Christian had cast a curse to force confession through black magic.
But the reason Hubert had ended up like this in the first place was part of Christian’s deliberate design.
“If you don’t believe him, then let’s use the Truth Confession Pill, shall we?”
“!!”
“If we use the Truth Confession Pill, we’ll be able to tell whether High Scion Hubert is telling the truth or not, won’t we?”
Marquis Goras faltered.
If Hubert took the pill, it would reveal that his testimony was true.
‘I have to object.’
But he couldn’t.
Only now did Marquis Goras realize why Christian had previously suggested using the Truth Confession Pill in the first place.
It had been a setup for this very moment.
If Christian had suddenly proposed giving the pill to Hubert without any pretext, Langham would have surely found some excuse to oppose it.
But now that the pill had already been used earlier to verify a testimony, he had no grounds to refuse.
Worse, the Demon King of Azure Flow had personally confirmed the pill’s authenticity—swearing on the name of the Demon Emperor himself—so no one could question its effectiveness.
He was cornered.
“There’s no reason to use the pill when it’s clear that this is a lie.”
Marquis Goras tried to wriggle out of the situation.
But another voice cut in.
“I can’t accept the Lord Marquis’s argument.”
“!!”
“As the head of the Venomous Demonic House, I believe this is exactly the moment where the Truth Confession Pill is most necessary.”
It was Duke Huam—who had remained silent until now!
Duke Huam stepped forward, eyes heavy with disappointment, and walked toward Hubert.
“F-Father…”
For a brief moment, the pain of betrayal and sorrow flickered in Duke Huam’s eyes.
Then—
“Take it.”
He handed the pill to his son.
With trembling hands, High Scion Hubert swallowed it and slowly opened his mouth.
“…Everything I said is true. Under the orders of Marquis Goras, I leaked Marisa’s formula and forged the evidence to frame her.”
It was the truth.
Gasps of shock spread throughout the chamber.
It was tantamount to a formal declaration of guilt.
“Th-This is…”
Marquis Goras’s face stiffened.
Christian’s lips curled slightly into a smirk.
“I wonder what lie you plan to tell now. But I’d advise you to choose your words wisely. The one who vouched for the pill High Scion Hubert just took—was none other than His Majesty the Demon King. And she did so in the name of the Demon Emperor himself.”
That was right.
The pill’s authenticity had been guaranteed by the Demon King of Azure Flow—with the name of the Demon Emperor as collateral.
No one, not even the Demon King himself, could now deny its effects.
Marquis Goras shut his mouth, unable to say anything.
Christian then raised his head and looked directly at the Demon King of Azure Flow.
“I beseech Your Majesty. Marquis Goras not only sought to harm the citizens of the Demon Emperor out of personal greed, but even now, refuses to admit his crimes and dares to defile both Your Majesty and His Majesty the Demon Emperor with lies.”
[!!]
“This is an unforgivable, treasonous crime. I humbly request that Your Majesty pass a fitting death sentence upon Marquis Goras.”
Everyone in the chamber swallowed nervously.
Especially Marquis Goras’s close aides—their faces had gone pale.
‘If His Majesty the Demon King passes judgment, then even Marquis Goras will have no choice but to comply.’
The problem was that the crime Marquis Goras had committed was no ordinary offense.
And Christian had cleverly emphasized throughout the entire trial that Langham’s transgressions were not just personal but direct offenses against the Demon Emperor himself.
No matter how much the Demon King of Azure Flow wished to shield Marquis Goras, once the Demon Emperor’s name had been invoked, she couldn’t simply brush it aside.
A brief silence hung over the chamber.
[Impressive.]
“!!”
The Demon King of Azure Flow gave a faint smile.
[Grand Duke Christian, thanks to you, we’ve uncovered the truth. I believe even His Majesty the Demon Emperor will be pleased when he hears of your contributions.]
An unexpected compliment.
No—this wasn’t a compliment. she was trying to maneuver the situation in his favor.
Sure enough, the Demon King of Azure Flow continued:
[However… this is a bit troublesome. Marquis Goras has long served loyally as the Vice-Lord of the Venomous Demonic House for the sake of the Demon Emperor. Grand Duke Christian, what punishment do you think would be appropriate for Marquis Goras? I trust that you will make a wise decision.]
He was placing the judgment in Christian’s hands!
However, the Demon King had added a clear caveat: to consider the merits Marquis Goras had accumulated as Vice-Lord of the Venomous Demonic House.
In other words, she was subtly urging Christian to settle on a moderate punishment.
From the Dark Demonic House’s perspective, it was infuriating—but Christian’s lips curled into an unexpected grin.
‘Even better. I figured the Demon King of Azure Flow would try to pull something like this.’
Christian had never truly expected Goras to be sentenced to death.
And that was fine.
As long as she could impose a punishment that caused real damage.
Christian spoke up.
“As Your Majesty said, Marquis Goras has served His Majesty the Demon Emperor with great loyalty. Therefore, I believe a death sentence would be excessive. Instead, I ask that he be punished in another way.”
[And what would that be?]
“First, I request that Marquis Goras be sentenced to six months of Penance Confinement.”
The chamber stirred again.
It was a form of imprisonment.
But unlike ordinary confinement, the intent of Penance Confinement was clear in its name—repentance. All external contact would be completely severed for the duration.
“Given the severity of his crimes, I believe this is a very light punishment.”
Marquis Goras clenched his teeth.
For most others, six months of confinement wouldn’t be too significant. It was a short period, and the sentence wasn’t harsh.
But for Goras—it was different.
‘I don’t know what could happen while I’m cut off from everything.’
Marquis Goras ruled over the Venomous Demonic House through sheer terror and dominance.
Six months was more than enough time for cracks to form in his control.
Yet he couldn’t reject the sentence.
His crime was one deserving of death, after all.
[Is that all?]
“No, of course not. That’s only the beginning.”
This was just the opening move.
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                    […And what would that be?]
Christian turned to look at Marquis Goras, his lips curling into a faint smirk.
“Second, I ask that Marquis Goras personally bow his head and apologize to me, to Lady Marisa, and to the Dark Demonic House.”
“!!”
“Right here. In front of everyone.”
To demand that the highest authority of the Venomous Demonic House bow his head—publicly, before all—was unthinkable.
The blood drained from Marquis Goras’s face.
His voice dropped, deep and cold like an abyss.
“You insolent little… Do you have a death wish? You dare spout such nonsense?”
“Nonsense?”
Christian’s expression turned frigid.
“Are you the one mocking the wrath of the Dark Demonic House? After all the crimes you've committed against our main house, you dare raise your voice?”
“……”
“Don’t forget. I stand here today as the representative of the Dark Demonic House. If you fail to show sincere repentance and proper contrition, then these negotiations will collapse—and both you and the Venomous Demonic House will pay the price.”
Christian then turned toward the Demon King of Azure Flow.
“To make it absolutely clear—if Marquis Goras does not offer a proper and sincere apology, our Dark Demonic House will not accept these terms. Furthermore, we will officially report his crimes against His Majesty the Demon Emperor to the central authority and bring them to public light.”
Silence fell over the chamber.
Marquis Goras’s hand trembled with rage.
His eyes gleamed with murderous intent, as though he could tear Christian apart at any moment.
But Christian met that gaze with calm, unwavering defiance.
Just then, a hand rested on Christian’s shoulder—firm and supportive.
“Do not forget the creed of our Venomous Demonic House, Vice-Lord. We may wield poison, but we must never act shamefully before the heavens.”
“!!”
“And Grand Duke Christian is showing you mercy. It is only proper that you respond with an apology and gratitude.”
It was Duke Huam!
Marquis Goras ground his teeth.
But in this situation, there was nothing he could do.
Christian had the moral high ground.
In the end, Marquis Goras clenched his jaw and spoke.
“…To Lady Marisa, to you, and to the Dark Demonic House—I apologize.”
Gasps of shock filled the chamber.
Marquis Goras, who ruled through fear, now bowing his head in apology—none could have imagined such a scene. The entire hall was gripped by disbelief.
Even among the Venomous Demonic House’s retainers, many stared in shock as Marquis Goras’s body trembled.
Overwhelmed by the humiliation of having shown such disgrace in front of so many, his mind grew hazy.
But Christian didn’t stop there.
“Was that supposed to be an apology? And here I thought a Vice-Lord would at least know how to apologize properly. Or perhaps—you’re not sorry at all?”
“!!”
“If you truly feel remorse, then show it. Deliver a real apology. Otherwise, the Dark Demonic House will show you no mercy.”
Everyone held their breath.
Marquis Goras’s body trembled uncontrollably.
The tension in the air was so thick it felt like it might explode at any moment—but Christian didn’t back down.
In the end, it was Marquis Goras who raised the white flag.
He lowered his head toward Christian.
“…I sincerely apologize for what I have done.”
The shock that swept through the chamber from that humiliating act was far greater than before.
And yet, Christian crushed what little dignity Marquis Goras had left—completely.
With an arrogant nod, he said:
“I imagine this incident has taught you much. I’m showing you mercy this time, so I hope you live the rest of your life in reflection and repentance.”
“!!”
Marquis Goras couldn’t even register what was happening anymore.
His mind went blank with rage, his entire body trembling. But Christian wasn’t finished.
“Wait. There’s more.”
“…What?”
“You’ve inflicted damage on my main house. Shouldn’t there be compensation for that? I’ll be requesting reparations. And the condition is this: you will pay in full from your personal wealth—not from the public funds of the Venomous Demonic House.”
Marquis Goras’s face turned pale again—this time for a different reason.
It was obvious Christian would demand a massive sum in reparations.
Even someone as wealthy as Marquis Goras would struggle to cover it.
Financially, he was about to be ruined.
‘This will hurt. Money is one of the foundations of Marquis Goras’s power.’
This wasn’t a matter of “what’s money, anyway?”.
Money was power—especially in the Magus Empire.
You couldn’t maintain authority through strength alone.
Everything required money—securing loyalty, maintaining infrastructure, influencing politics.
Sure, someone like Marquis Goras might eventually recover his wealth with time, but the damage to the very foundation of his power would be unavoidable.
Still, he wasn’t in a position to refuse.
He glared at Christian with eyes filled with murderous intent, as though swearing to kill him one day. Christian only shrugged casually.
‘He’ll probably try to kill me the moment his Penance Confinement ends. Oh well.’
By the time Marquis Goras’s sentence was over, the situation would be entirely different.
‘Because I’ve already shattered every stepping stone he had.’
Goras ruled over the Venomous Demonic House through fear.
The subordinates of the Venomous Demonic House had been too paralyzed by terror to even consider defying him.
That’s why Christian deliberately humiliated him in front of them all.
Now, after witnessing today’s events, those same subordinates would begin to think:
“Even the fearsome Marquis Goras has weaknesses—he’s just a man.”
And with his six-month isolation ahead, there would be no way for him to suppress any dissent.
Add financial ruin on top of that—
Marquis Goras’s power would suffer a devastating blow.
Through this punishment, Christian had effectively shaken the very foundation of Goras’s stronghold.
“Truly impressive…”
Elsewhere, Duke Huam, Lord of the Venomous Demonic House, silently shook his head in admiration as he looked at Christian.
Originally, this entire affair should have unfolded exactly as Marquis Goras had planned.
The Dark Demonic House would have suffered a devastating blow, and both Marisa and Duke Huam would have been ruined after being framed with the crimes.
But thanks to Christian, everything had been overturned.
From exposing the truth at the start, to completely flipping the situation with a sudden and decisive strike, and even drawing out the desired outcome directly from the Demon King himself—every part of it was nothing short of extraordinary.
“I envy the Dark Demonic House,” Duke Huam thought bitterly.
Maybe it was because his own son had betrayed him, but Christian now looked even more desirable in his eyes.
“No… perhaps it’s not too late after all?”
He glanced subtly in Christian’s direction.
Then he spotted Marisa.
Though she had been betrayed by the brother she trusted, she didn’t seem as shaken as one might expect—and there was a reason for that.
Christian had shared the truth with her beforehand and helped her compose herself emotionally.
“…If the two of them could become engaged again… No, that’s too hasty,” Huam thought, a bit embarrassed at himself.
It was clear that he desired Christian so much that he was letting his mind run wild.
“Still, if the opportunity arises later on…”
Having entertained the thought that far, Duke Huam shook his head and stood up.
The punishment for Marquis Goras was not yet over.
Now it was Duke Huam’s turn to act.
“Strictly speaking, this too was Christian’s idea… he really is remarkable.”
With renewed admiration, Duke Huam opened his mouth to speak.
“I, as head of the Venomous Demonic House, have something to report to Your Majesty.”
[What is it?]
“Our Venomous Demonic House has committed a grave sin by failing to fulfill our duties as loyal servants of Your Majesty. I offer our deepest apology.”
[That is enough. The judgment has already been made.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow waved a hand dismissively, but Duke Huam continued.
“I am grateful for Your Majesty’s boundless mercy, but I cannot overlook the weight of our guilt. Therefore, I shall take this opportunity to reform the Venomous Demonic House. As the first step, I will confess to Your Majesty the crimes our house has committed in the past.”
[…Crimes of the Venomous Demonic House?]
“Yes. Not just the matter at hand, but the sins committed over the years by our house. I will confess them all and correct our wrongdoings.”
The expressions of the demons aligned with Marquis Goras—more accurately, his faction—drained of color.
They had realized just what kind of “bomb” Duke Huam was about to drop.
“W-Wait, Lord Duke! To say such things now is—!”
“Silence! This is all out of loyalty to His Majesty. You all will keep your mouths shut!”
With the words “out of loyalty to the Demon King”, no one dared speak another word.
Even the Demon King of Azure Flow himself could not stop Duke Huam now.
How could he object to a patriarch who, out of professed loyalty, was confessing his house’s wrongdoings?
Of course, this too was all orchestrated—Christian had whispered this exact strategy to Duke Huam beforehand.
And so, from Duke Huam’s mouth, explosive confessions began to pour out.
“Baron Lore of our house conducted human experimentation on civilians in the name of poison research. This is a grave sin against Your Majesty. Out of devotion to Your Majesty, we shall see to it that proper punishment is administered without fail.”
“Baron Luc of our house assaulted civilian women and massacred the witnesses. This is a grave sin against His Majesty the Demon King…”
“And additionally, Viscount Jourdain…”
The followers of Marquis Goras had long abused their authority, acting as though they were above reproach and committing unspeakable crimes. Yet thanks to the Marquis’s overwhelming influence, they had evaded all punishment—until now.
This time, Duke Huam was seizing the opportunity to use the Demon King of Azure Flow’s authority to completely purge them all.
“Th-This is absurd…!!”
“It’s all lies!!”
Then came a voice full of disdain.
“Well, you’ve got some guts. Trying to deny your crimes right in front of His Majesty?”
“!!”
It was Christian.
He sneered, his tone annoyingly smug.
“You say it’s a lie, even when all the evidence has already been presented? Are you trying to deceive His Majesty the Demon King? Or perhaps… you’re mocking him?”
Mocking the Demon King.
The color drained from the faces of those who had been shouting denials just moments before.
That alone was a sin that could not be atoned for, even with death.
The room went deathly silent, and Duke Huam resumed speaking.
“…That concludes my report. I humbly request that His Majesty pronounce judgment on the thirteen individuals who have committed these grave crimes.”
[…Very well.]
Given the weight of their sins, there was no possibility of leniency.
All thirteen were close confidants of Marquis Goras. It was as though he had just lost thirteen limbs at once.
Among those named was even the Marquis’s eldest son—a rising star once considered the most promising candidate to succeed him, who looked down on the disgraced Hubert like trash. But now, he too was doomed.
And Duke Huam wasn’t finished yet.
He had already seen to it that Marquis Goras was dealt several severe blows, but this was the one that would inflict the deepest wound.
“To ensure that such atrocities never happen again, I vow to completely reform the Venomous Demonic House. As a sign of our absolute loyalty to His Majesty, we shall not turn a blind eye to even the smallest speck of rot within our house. We will root it out immediately. Please watch over us.”
The members of Goras’s faction in the Venomous Demonic House all drew sharp breaths.
“We will not overlook even the smallest speck of rot.”
That was a direct statement of intent to punish every sinner within the house—aimed precisely at the Marquis Goras faction.
What made it impossible to refute was that it was framed as loyalty to the Demon King.
They had no choice but to accept it.
Even the Demon King of Azure Flow himself couldn’t object.
Under other circumstances, he might have intervened. But right now, this was immediately after Marquis Goras had been exposed for committing civilian massacres—an unspeakable crime.
With Duke Huam vowing to set his house right in the name of the Demon King, what reason could there possibly be to stop him?
It was a masterstroke—turning the situation to their favor by aligning themselves perfectly with the Demon King’s authority.
“Just how did he come up with all this… Christian truly is exceptional,” Duke Huam marveled again inwardly.
After all, it had been Christian who had laid out every part of this scheme.
Thanks to him, Duke Huam now held the sword that would cleave down Marquis Goras’s entire faction.
And the Marquis himself—who might have been the only one capable of stopping it—would be away, serving his sentence in isolation for six months.
The power structure of the Venomous Demonic House would soon be completely overturned.
And it was all thanks to Christian.
“If only Christian were my son…”
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                    Just as that covetous gaze returned to Chris again—
Christian spoke up with an unexpected remark.
 “Now that things seem to be wrapping up, perhaps it's time the Venomous Demonic House discussed how it intends to compensate the Dark Demonic House.”
“…Compensate?”
 “After all, His Majesty the Demon King’s verdict was merely the punishment for Marquis Goras, who committed the crime. The Venomous Demonic House ought to offer separate compensation to the Dark Demonic House. You’re not planning to just sweep this under the rug, are you?”
Chris added with a mocking tone:
 “Especially since your Lord Patriarch seems to feel a strong sense of responsibility over this incident, I’m sure he’ll provide the proper restitution.”
The implication was clear—he took something, now it’s time to cough it up.
Duke Huam let out a dry chuckle.
 “Not a single opening… Impressive. Truly someone I can’t afford to lose…”
 “Very well. Since this was clearly the main house’s fault, we will offer the appropriate compensation to the Dark Demonic House.”
At that, a wicked smirk curled on Chris’s lips.
It was a chilling smile—brutal, even.
And the moment he heard what followed from Chris’s mouth, Duke Huam’s eyes began to widen.
Demands so outrageous, they made him forget all the admiration he had just felt.
Demands that could only be called thievery.
After the agreement had concluded, Chris had a private meeting with Duke Huam.
 “…Thank you for everything. I truly owe you a great debt.”
 “You’re too kind.”
 “…But don’t you think you went a bit overboard? That compensation was daylight robbery.”
Chris merely shrugged.
 “You have to take what you can, while you can.”
Duke Huam sighed and offered him a teacup.
 “Here, have some.”
 “Thank you. There’s no poison in this, right?”
 “…To be honest, I wouldn’t mind slipping in a few drops right about now.”
Even Duke Huam, who had been nothing but cordial toward Christian, was utterly exasperated by how thoroughly he had wrung out compensation.
First of all—an enormous sum of money.
Didn’t they already fine Marquis Goras?
That was just the penalty. This, from the Venomous Demonic House, was a claim for emotional damages.
And that wasn’t all. Christian had also seized a hoard of ancient artifacts owned by the Venomous Demonic House.
On top of that, out of the four territories that had been occupied, he had negotiated for the Dark Demonic House to retain three of them.
The only exception was the Kalia region, which held the primary water source.
For the Venomous Demonic House, handing over ownership of three territories was a devastating blow.
 “But please, don’t see it all too negatively. This may not be such a bad outcome for His Majesty either.”
 “Not a bad outcome?”
 “Yes. Doesn’t this help highlight Marquis Goras’s crimes even further?”
He had a point.
It was clear to everyone that this entire incident had stemmed from Marquis Goras.
And the reason the Venomous Demonic House had been forced to accept such unfavorable terms was because Christian had demanded this compensation in exchange for handing down only a light punishment to Marquis Goras.
Marquis Goras's position would only grow weaker from here on out.
 “You’ll still honor the treaty to supply all poisonous herbs from the Cessia territory exclusively to the Venomous Demonic House, correct? If you don't uphold that treaty, there’s no way we can transfer the land to you.”
 “Of course. As long as you’re willing to pay enough.”
For reference, the transaction was to be conducted through Ruina’s Rudolph Merchant Company.
This served both as compensation for Ruina’s efforts—and also as a means for Chris to secure a private cut from the profits.
 “I’m the one who did all the work—if only the Dark Demonic House benefits from this, it’d leave a bitter taste. I’ll have Ruina handle it so I can pocket half the profit myself.”
Of course, once Chris had full control of the Dark Demonic House, all of its money would essentially be his anyway—but having a well-stuffed personal stash was never a bad thing.
As Duke Huam still couldn’t shake off his unease, Chris said with a grin:
 “Besides, the Venomous Demonic House and our Dark Demonic House will soon be one family, won’t we?”
 “!!”
Duke Huam flinched at that.
He was referring to the revival of the Dark Alliance.
 “I’ve heard rumors that you intend to rebuild the Dark Alliance. Are you serious about it?”
 “Of course I am.”
 “And you think our Venomous Demonic House will fall in line?”
Duke Huam did hold a deep goodwill toward Christian.
Especially now, after having received a favor so great that it could never be repaid.
But even so, accepting that the Venomous Demonic House would fall under the Dark Demonic House was something he could not easily agree to.
 “You’ll have to. Otherwise, the Venomous Demonic House won’t survive the storm that’s coming.”
 “…What storm?”
 “Of course, I have no intention of forcing anything. I won’t harm or act against your house, so you don’t need to be on guard. But I believe… in the near future, the Venomous Demonic House will choose to submit to the Dark Demonic House.”
Duke Huam’s brow furrowed.
Submit willingly? That was absurd.
But Chris merely smiled calmly.
 “Duke Huam has no idea what’s about to hit the Venomous Demonic House.”
Although the so-called “Poison-Dark Conflict” had been resolved without incident…
The calamity awaiting the Venomous Demonic House was far from over.
 The ‘Jinnok Incident’ was real.
 “It will shake the Venomous Demonic House to its foundations.”
Christian intended to resolve that Jinnok Incident himself—and in doing so, secure the full loyalty of the Venomous Demonic House.
 “We can talk about the Dark Alliance later. For now, there’s another matter to finalize.”
 “You mean the Poison Well?”
The very heart of the Venomous Demonic House’s power.
 “Yes. As agreed, please grant me the opportunity to challenge the Poison Well.”
 “You’re really going to attempt the Poison Well? Do you understand how dangerous that is?”
 “Yes. And you don’t need to worry—I’ll handle that part myself.”
Duke Huam shook his head.
 “To be honest, it won’t be easy for you to attempt the Poison Well. You’re still an outsider. There will be a lot of opposition. There’s only one way around it.”
 “And that is?”
 “Become one of us. Join the Venomous Demonic House.”
 “…What do you mean by that?”
 “Simple. You should get back together with Marisa.”
 “!!”
 “Even a son-in-law who’s not of our bloodline is granted the right to challenge the Poison Well. Of course, you wouldn’t be able to become a son-in-law in name, but I’ll use my authority to secure your eligibility one way or another.”
Duke Huam spoke in a deliberately casual tone.
 “Weren’t you and Marisa originally engaged? Even if it’s not for the sake of the Poison Well, rekindling that relationship wouldn’t be a bad thing for either the Venomous Demonic House or the Dark Demonic House.”
But Chris flatly shook his head.
 “I refuse.”
 “…Why?”
 “I have no intention of getting married. Not now, at least.”
He still had a long journey ahead of him—marriage was the last thing on his mind.
 “Marriage can wait until everything’s over and I finally have some peace.”
More than anything, Chris was a low-key romantic. He had no interest in a political marriage.
 “Why do you think I’m going through hell and risking my life to stop the end of the world? It’s so I can live well and happily ever after—not for some cold-blooded arranged marriage!”
 “Even if it’s not through engagement, there must be another way, right? Then allow me to become a disciple of the Venomous Demonic House.”
 “…Become a disciple?”
 “Yes. As long as I become a disciple, I’ll be eligible to challenge the Poison Well, even if I’m not of your bloodline.”
Duke Huam’s eyes widened.
The Venomous Demonic House did allow non-bloodline individuals to attempt the Poison Well—as long as they were competent enough.
So Chris’s proposal was to enter as a disciple and earn his right that way.
 “You, the Archduke of the Dark Demonic House, want to become a disciple of the Venomous Demonic House? Do you even hear yourself?”
 “Of course, I’m not saying I’ll join the Venomous Demonic House permanently. Just as a temporary disciple—for a few months.”
Chris shrugged as he continued.
 “There’s no precedent, sure—but it’s not impossible either, right? Just dress it up with the right justification. Say it’s a friendly exchange between the houses, a gesture to strengthen relations. I’ll leave the formalities to you, Duke.”
Duke Huam looked as though he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
 “Even if you do become a disciple, how will you qualify to challenge the Poison Well? You do know that a disciple has to pass the test, right?”
For bloodline members, it wasn’t too difficult to obtain the right to challenge it.
All that was needed was the approval of the Patriarch and the elders.
That’s why Duke Huam had initially proposed the engagement to Marisa.
But it was a different story for regular disciples.
Naturally, the requirements were far more demanding.
They had to pass the trial known as The Path of Poison.
And the problem was—it wasn’t just hard.
Even those who had studied poison arts for decades often failed to pass.
At minimum, one needed to be a 5-star Poison User, though in most cases, only 6-star experts had any real shot at success.
 “Even if you apply for the next test in two years, you won’t stand a chance of passing the Path of Poison.”
 “I don’t plan on waiting two years.”
 “Then what… You mean the one after that? In four years? Still impossible. In six years, maybe—as a once-in-a-generation genius, you might have a chance.”
But then Chris said something so outrageous, Duke Huam thought he must’ve misheard.
 “What are you talking about? Of course I’m taking on this trial now—in this upcoming test.”
 “…What?”
 “The Path of Poison is scheduled to open soon, isn’t it? I’ll qualify then.”
 “!!”
Duke Huam looked completely dumbfounded.
 “What kind of nonsense is that? Don’t tell me you’ve been secretly mastering the poison arts all this time?”
 “I only know the basics of poison techniques.”
 “Then how…?”
 “Because I’m a genius.”
 “…….”
Duke Huam was at a complete loss for words.
Christian simply grinned and said,
 “Don’t worry. Passing that silly test is nothing for me. Your Grace just needs to ensure I can become a temporary disciple of the Venomous Demonic House.”
* * *
Duke Huam had clearly thought it was impossible, but eventually nodded, worn down by Christian’s sheer persistence.
It seemed he figured that since there was no way Christian would actually succeed, he might as well let him do as he pleased.
 “You’ll arrive at the main house as a temporary disciple in a month. I’ll need time to persuade the people who’ll oppose this.”
Christian nodded in agreement.
He could use the remaining month to wrap up business inside the Dark Demonic House.
 “Since you won’t be an official disciple, we’ll need to set a time limit for your stay. How long do you want it to be?”
 “Let’s say two months.”
 “…Two months?”
 “Yes. Two months is plenty.”
Duke Huam stared at him in disbelief.
Two months wasn’t even enough time to properly grasp the basics of poison arts.
Yet Christian declared such nonsense with a straight face.
 “For a genius like me, that’s more than enough. I’ll have the Poison Well in my hands with time to spare.”
 “…Right.”
Duke Huam could only nod, dazed and speechless by the sheer absurdity.
 “But… will you be okay?”
Duke Huam asked, a note of concern in his voice.
 “Even if it’s only temporary, if you enter the main house as a disciple, you might find yourself in some dangerous situations.”
Christian understood his concern.
He was the Archduke of the Dark Demonic House—an enemy faction.
And on top of that, he had humiliated Marquis Goras, the most powerful figure within the Venomous Demonic House.
It was only natural there would be many who bore him hatred.
 “I’ll be fine.”
Christian bared his teeth in a feral grin.
 “If anyone comes at me without knowing their place, I’ll crush them all.”
 “!!”
He meant every word of it.
 “After all, I’m not becoming a disciple just for the Poison Well.”
In truth, if the Poison Well had been his sole objective, he wouldn’t have needed to go through the trouble of becoming a disciple.
His real goal was something else entirely—something more ambitious.
What he wanted was a a traditional "dojo-smashing" tour.
To be precise, he intended to make the entire Venomous Demonic House recognize his greatness.
Because Christian’s ultimate aim… was to make the Venomous Demonic House submit to him.
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                    “Just resolving the Jinnok Incident isn’t enough.”
Chris was planning to use this opportunity—his brief time as a disciple—to deeply imprint his greatness onto the minds of the Venomous Demonic House’s practitioners.
“Of course, I’m not strong enough yet—but that’s fine. Poison is the one field where my talents can shine the brightest.”
His genius knew no bounds across disciplines.
But if there were one field where his talent was overwhelmingly exceptional, it was poison arts.
It might sound unexpected.
But it was the truth.
Even though Chris possessed remarkable talent across all fields, when it came to poison arts, his aptitude was on another level—so absurd it defied comparison to everything else thus far.
 “Please look forward to it.”
 “…Very well.”
Duke Huam nodded, still visibly worried—completely unaware of the mad growth Chris would undergo in just the two months he would spend as a temporary disciple.
Unaware of what kind of being Chris would become after absorbing the Poison Well.
And unaware of what sort of chaos he would bring to the Venomous Demonic House.
As Chris turned to leave—
An unexpected figure was waiting for him.
It was Marisa.
She looked worse than before, as if emotionally worn down—likely because of the betrayal from her older brother.
 “What’s going on?”
 “…I have something to say.”
After a moment of hesitation, Marisa finally spoke.
 “Thank you.”
 “For what?”
 “For everything. All of it.”
If it hadn’t been for Chris, she would’ve met a horrific fate.
And she never would’ve seen her brother’s true nature.
Chris shrugged.
 “You don’t need to thank me. I helped you so I could use you later.”
 “…Do you always have to sound so awful, even when you’re helping?”
 “I’m being honest. Anyway, next time we meet, I’m going to wring you dry—down to your spine—so cheer up.”
 “……”
Cheer up.
Those words brought tears to Marisa’s eyes.
It was clear—she still hadn’t recovered from the shock of being betrayed by her brother.
 “A-Ah, no… This is… I-I’m sorry…”
Startled, Marisa hurriedly wiped at the corners of her eyes with her hand.
 “You don’t need to force yourself to hold it in. If you bottle it up, it’ll just rot your heart.”
 “……”
With teary eyes, Marisa silently stared at Chris.
Chris just shrugged again.
 “You’re basically my useful pawn from now on. So I’ll stay by your side for now. If you want to cry, just let it out.”
Why?
Why did it feel oddly comforting?
His voice was as irritating and sharp as ever—just like always.
And yet… somehow, it felt warm.
 “…I’m not crying.”
 “Really? Then should I just go?”
 “…No. Don’t go. Just stay here. Don’t say anything. Just… stay beside me.”
Marisa bowed her head deeply—
So no one would see her face.
Her shoulders faintly trembled.
Chris quietly stood by her side.
Without saying a word. But firmly—unwavering.
Strangely enough…
That blunt form of care brought a strange sense of comfort to Marisa’s heart.
* * * 
Afterward, Chris began preparations to return to the Dark Demonic House.
He would be returning to the Venomous Demonic House about a month later.
 “Looks like it’s going to be a busy month.”
There was a lot to handle back at the Dark Demonic House.
 “First of all, I need to strengthen the combat power of the Dark Demonic House's practitioners.”
As promised, now that he had resolved the crisis, he had earned the right to be called a Grand Instructor.
Chris planned to use the authority granted by that title to begin formally training the practitioners of the Dark Demonic House.
 “Of course, there’ll be plenty of resistance.”
He wasn’t planning to teach the average low or mid-level practitioners.
His targets were the elite—those who formed the core of the house: the 6-star High-Rank practitioners.
No matter how high his status as Archduke, it was unlikely those proud elites would easily accept his teachings.
 “But I have to do it.”
And that wasn’t all he had to deal with.
He also needed to begin checking the growing signs of rebellion from Marquis Langham.
 “Then there’s Princess Yulian…”
Chris’s gaze darkened.
His instincts were sounding the alarm.
Princess Yulian was dangerous.
 “I need to settle things with her within this one-month window.”
Having reached that conclusion, Chris let out a heavy sigh.
It was truly one thing after another.
There seemed to be no end to the work.
 “Ughhh! All I ever wanted was wealth and luxury!! Why the hell do I have to go through all this suffering?!”
Maybe it was the accumulated fatigue catching up to him.
Chris mumbled seriously to himself.
 “Should I just quit everything? If I could go to some place where no one knows me and live in peace and riches…”
It was at that moment—
A voice spoke out of nowhere.
Soft and gentle—like a whisper brushing against his ear.
 [That’s quite an amusing wish you have. I could grant that wish for you, if you’d like. What do you say?]
 “!!”
Chris felt chills crawl down his spine.
Someone had appeared—without him sensing anything.
As Chris turned his head, he found someone watching him with a lazy, languid gaze.
A beautiful woman bound in chains.
The Demon King of Azure Flow.
Chris immediately dropped to one knee.
 “I greet Your Majesty, the Demon King. I apologize for not offering proper courtesy sooner.”
Why is she here?
It surely wasn’t to harm him.
Even if she was a Demon King, she couldn’t attack the Archduke of a prestigious magus bloodline like him without just cause.
As expected, there was no hint of hostility in the voice of the Demon King of Azure Flow.
 [Heh… You may dispense with the formalities. It was my fault for appearing so suddenly. Did I surprise you with my visit?]
Chris shook his head and replied calmly.
 “Not too much, no.”
 [Oh?]
 “I’d been wondering if Your Majesty might pay me a visit.”
 [And why is that?]
 “Because, having laid eyes on such an exceptional talent like myself, it’s only natural that Your Majesty would take an interest, wouldn’t it?”
The Demon King of Azure Flow blinked in stunned silence at his utterly shameless reply.
From the days of her glorious past as the Fairy Queen to now, not a single soul had ever dared speak to her like that.
 […You’re more amusing than I expected. Aren’t you afraid of me?]
 “I haven’t done anything wrong—so no, I’m not afraid. Your Majesty’s scales of justice are surely impartial. I can’t imagine someone as noble as you would punish the innocent.”
 [………]
For a moment, the Demon King of Azure Flow’s brow twitched.
Chris’s words had struck a nerve.
To her ears, it sounded like a veiled jab—mocking the way she’d tried to defend Marquis Goras unfairly during the recent treaty negotiations.
And in truth, that’s exactly what it was: sarcasm.
 “No way she came here with pure intentions.”
Just because she wore a friendly face didn’t mean he should let his guard down.
The Demon King of Azure Flow was still an enemy.
Sure enough, she got to the point.
 [The truth is, I came because I have a proposal for you.]
 “Please speak, Your Majesty.”
 [Have you ever considered pledging your loyalty to me?]
 “!!”
Chris flinched in surprise.
 “…Forgive me, but I’m not quite sure what Your Majesty means. Both I and the Dark Demonic House already serve under Your Majesty’s command.”
 [You don’t need to play dumb. I’m asking for your personal loyalty.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow drew out a long-stemmed pipe and placed it between her lips.
Whether it was some manifestation of divine power or not, the world around them shifted in an instant—becoming the same desolate backdrop of the World Tree she had shown him once before.
 [I know your situation. No matter how unbelievable your achievements may be, once your protector—Nordian—dies, you’ll eventually be crushed by Marquis Langham.]
 “………”
 [Swear yourself to me. I will protect you from Marquis Langham, help you become the true master of the Dark Demonic House… and on top of that, I’ll give you the riches and luxury you’ve always dreamed of.]
Chris laughed inwardly.
 “Just as I thought. So that’s what this is about.”
Chris studied the form of Aria, the Demon King of Azure Flow, leaning against the World Tree.
As expected of a High Elf, she possessed stunning beauty.
But to Chris—who knew her true nature—she appeared nothing but wretched.
 “Please speak plainly.”
 [Hmph?]
 “Your Majesty does not seek simple loyalty from me, correct? What is it that you truly want from me?”
The Demon King of Azure Flow fell silent.
Her gaze turned cold—no longer as casual as before.
Chris bit his lip tightly.
In that brief instant, when her true essence seeped out—an oppressive force descended upon him, as if his very soul was being crushed.
And then—
 [The Sacred Darkness.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow finally spoke her desire.
 [Offer me the Sacred Darkness, the source of power behind the Dark Demonic House.]
* * *
Chris’s expression turned cold.
Just as I thought.
It was exactly what he had heard in his past life.
 “The Demon King of Azure Flow desires the Three Wells.”
The Three Wells.
They were the three primal sources of power from the Southern Magus Empire’s Three Great Houses:
 The Sacred Darkness of the Dark Demonic House
 The Poison Well of the Venomous Demonic House
 The Flame of Ruin of the Destruction Demonic House
These were the sources of the chaos the Demon King of Azure Flow sought to unleash upon the Southern Magus Empire.
 “Why do you want the Sacred Darkness?”
 [To become a true demon. Or more accurately—to transcend the limits of mortality.]
She exhaled a wisp of smoke from her long-stemmed pipe.
 [There are many sources of great power in this world, but the Three Wells of the Southern Magus Empire… they are truly unique.]
Chris remained silent.
 [You Dark Demonic House people probably don’t even know. The Sacred Darkness, and the other two as well—they aren’t mere power sources. When absorbed properly, they transform the soul itself.]
Chris did know.
He had absorbed the Sacred Darkness fully—becoming a half-demon, and elevating the rank of his soul in the process.
 “The Poison Well and the Flame of Ruin must have similar effects—enhancing the soul’s grade.”
That was one of the main reasons Chris now sought the Poison Well.
While enhancing the soul didn’t bring immediate combat advantages, it had tremendous implications at higher realms of power.
 “Even among 9-stars, the difference between someone who’s ascended to a half-demon or half-star soul and someone who hasn’t… is like heaven and earth.”
He intended to ensure such a situation never unfolded.
But if the worst came to pass—if the boundary between the Three Realms collapsed again as it did in his past life—then advancing the soul’s grade would become essential.
 “Is the Sacred Darkness truly essential for transcending mortality?”
Chris asked, lightly probing her.
Fortunately, the Demon King of Azure Flow answered without resistance.
 [Of course. Black (黑) represents Origin. Poison (毒) represents Refinement. Ruin (亡) represents Annihilation. Among the Three Wells, the Sacred Darkness plays the central role in transcending mortality.]
Chris etched her words into memory.
 “And when you say you wish to take the Sacred Darkness, what exactly do you mean? Are you saying you intend to perform the Sacred Darkness Ceremony yourself? With all due respect, Your Majesty has already fully formed her vessel of demonic energy. That makes it impossible to absorb the Sacred Darkness.”
To undergo the Sacred Darkness Ceremony, one’s vessel must be incomplete—still capable of growth.
 [There’s another way. I can claim the original source of the Sacred Darkness itself.]
 “!!”
Chris’s expression hardened instantly.
That was absolutely unacceptable.
It was tantamount to erasing the very foundation of the Dark Demonic House itself.
 “So that’s why she’s been stirring up all this chaos within the Dark Demonic House.”
Knowing her demands would never be accepted, she was plotting to destroy them from within instead.
 “There’s no point continuing this conversation further…”
Even so, Chris decided to probe her a little more.
Opportunities like this didn’t come often.
 “Before I answer, may I ask one thing? Why does Your Majesty seek to become a true demon?”
Even in his past life, the reason behind the Demon King of Azure Flow’s obsession with the Three Wells had never been fully uncovered.
Was it simply a thirst for power?
Chris didn’t think so.
The Demon King of Azure Flow wasn’t the type driven by shallow ambition.

                
Chapter 201

                    The Demon King of Azure Flow gave a simple answer.
 [Transcending the limits of mortality is the desire of all who seek the Absolute.]
A lie.
Chris felt it instantly—intuitively.
 “She definitely has another reason.”
But she wasn’t going to reveal it.
 “I’ll have to dig it out when the opportunity comes. It could end up being an unexpected weakness.”
At that moment, the Demon King of Azure Flow set down her pipe.
 [Have I satisfied your curiosity? Then what is your answer?]
In that instant, an irresistible pressure crushed down upon Christian.
It wasn’t something as simple as aura or killing intent.
It was a far more elevated force—spiritual pressure, one that weighed directly on his soul.
For those with weak souls, this pressure could suppress their spirit entirely.
But to Christian—it was surprisingly bearable.
Because the level of his soul had already reached that of a half-demon. He had resistance to most forms of spiritual oppression.
And as the Demon King of Azure Flow saw that he withstood it, her expression flickered with faint surprise.
 “I’ll now answer your proposal.”
Christian looked directly at her and spoke clearly:
 “I refuse.”
 [!!]
 “I’m sorry, but I have no need of Your Majesty’s assistance to take control of the Dark Demonic House.”
The Demon King of Azure Flow stared at him in silence.
 [You say you’re capable of achieving that on your own? You truly don’t understand what kind of despair awaits you.]
 “I’m well aware.”
 [Aware, are you? You seem to be relying on that pitiful talent of yours, but it won’t take long before you’re crushed like an ant.]
A chilling declaration.
And truthfully, it wasn’t an exaggeration.
Chris would soon face overwhelming enemies—starting with Marquis Langham, and many more who could hardly be resisted head-on.
It was despair, just as she said.
But—
 “It’s not just pitiful talent that I have.”
 [!!]
 “Even without Your Majesty’s help, I’ll accomplish everything on my own.”
Christian bowed slightly.
 “I’ll pretend I never heard today’s conversation. It was an honor to meet someone as powerful as you.”
It was polite—but unmistakably a dismissal.
A formal rejection.
 […….]
The Demon King of Azure Flow fell silent.
The air turned heavy with tension—but Chris met her gaze without flinching.
She was an enemy either way.
There was no need to show weakness.
 [You certainly don’t lack confidence.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow let out a faint smile.
 [Very well. I’ll be watching—let’s see just what you’ll become. But remember this—]
 “……”
 [If, in the depths of despair, you ever seek help—come find me. I’ll offer you as much assistance as you desire.]
Leaving behind a whisper like the seductive temptations of demons, the Demon King of Azure Flow vanished.
* * *
 “Will you truly be all right, Your Majesty?”
When Aria, the Demon King of Azure Flow, returned, an elf spoke with concern.
He was a steward of the Demon King's citadel—her loyal aide who had served her since her days as the Fairy Queen.
 [Ah, I never expected him to agree in the first place.]
 “But… isn’t obtaining the Sacred Darkness an absolute necessity?”
The elf hesitated as he continued.
 “For Your Majesty to receive… ‘salvation.’”
Salvation.
A weighty and ominous word.
 [That’s right. But it’s fine.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow lazily unfolded a letter.
 [Yulian… That child is finally ready.]
Her gaze turned still and cold.
 [Despair will descend. Soon, the Dark Demonic House will be drowned in horrific bloodshed.]
A chilling prophecy.
It meant Yulian was about to unleash some catastrophic event upon the Dark Demonic House.
The Demon King of Azure Flow exhaled a plume of smoke and smirked faintly.
 [I wonder… what that arrogant little boy will look like when he's submerged in despair.]
* * *
Meanwhile, at that very moment—
There were those speaking of Christian from an entirely unexpected location.
High above the clouds.
In a place so elevated even the clouds lay beneath it, a colossal creature beat its wings.
A Demonic Dragon.
But this was no ordinary dragon—it had six wings, and its body was as massive as a fortress.
Even more astonishing—upon that enormous body stood a man.
No—he wasn't just standing.
He was leisurely lying down.
Despite the violent winds howling like madness, the thin air, the staggering speed of the massive creature, and its turbulent movements with every beat of its wings…
The man lay there, unfazed by it all.
He was impeccably dressed in a fine gentleman’s suit, not a single wrinkle on him despite the brutal conditions.
Even the hat on his head didn’t so much as tremble.
It was proof—he had total command over his surroundings.
He appeared to be in his early twenties, with jet-black hair and striking blood-red eyes.
A handsome man, exuding elegance, with a soft smile playing at his lips.
But in the narrow slits of his eyes, there shimmered a dangerous gleam.
A faint glint shone off the monocle over one eye.
And then, the man finally spoke.
 “Hey. Ashtarte.”
It was an astounding exchange.
On the entire continent, the name Ashtarte referred to one and only one being.
The Demon Dragon King.
The very dragon now beating its wings through the skies was none other than the ruler of the Northern Magic Nation within the Magus Empire, and also the fifth-highest ranked Demon King in the imperial hierarchy.
But even more shocking was the answer the Demon Dragon King Ashtarte gave:
 [Speak, my lord.]
A tone brimming with deference.
 [O Great Chancellor.]
The Chancellor.
There were many chancellors in the world, but for the Demon Dragon King to use such a respectful title, there was only one possible person he could mean.
The Magus Chancellor.
The third-highest ranked Demon King of the Magus Empire. The one who ruled the empire in all but name in place of the Demon Emperor himself.
He had once been feared across the continent under the title Demon King of Annihilation, a living nightmare to countless demons and humans alike.
That very man spoke.
 “I’m bored.”
 […….]
 “I said I’m bored. The work’s endless. Why the hell did I ever agree to be Chancellor? Ugh. I want to quit right this moment.”
A complaint entirely unbefitting his fearsome reputation.
But Ashtarte responded calmly, as if he’d heard this many times before.
 [Didn’t His Majesty the Demon Emperor assign you to the role? It’s been nearly 200 years now. Perhaps it’s time you accepted it.]
The Chancellor sighed.
 “Anyway, how are things on your side? The Shinbi bastards—how are they moving these days? They're under your jurisdiction, aren’t they?”
 [They’re moving covertly. The Magus Smithing House has already been half-subjugated in the shadows, and the Obsidian Fey are resisting, but… I doubt they’ll hold out.]
 “Let the Shinbi do whatever they want. If the Magus Smithing House calls for help, do not respond. Under any circumstances.”
 [Understood.]
It was an incomprehensible order—telling him to intentionally neglect the Shinbi Demonic House?
But the Demon Dragon King offered no objections and simply shifted the conversation.
 [What about the south? The Demon King of Azure Flow seems to be stirring up trouble. Will you just watch?]
 “Of course I will. That is the will of the Great One.”
The Great One.
That referred to the Demon Emperor.
The Demon Dragon King paused for a moment before cautiously replying.
 [But isn’t that contrary to your own will? At this rate, the Dark Demonic House will drown in blood.]
At those words—
The expression vanished from the Chancellor’s face.
 “What does my will matter?”
 [!!]
The Demon Dragon King flinched instinctively.
The very same creature said to have once destroyed an entire nation overnight now trembled in fear.
But it made sense—because the Demon Dragon King knew all too well…
That seemingly lighthearted man—
How terrifying and extraordinary he truly was.
His past title as the Demon King of Annihilation didn’t even begin to explain half of the fear the Magus Chancellor instilled.
Among all the Demon Kings, the Magus Chancellor was an existence beyond ranking.
If he so desired, he could crush even the Demon Dragon King like an insect.
 “Even the 4th-ranked Grand Marshal—the Demon King of Crimson Heavens—pales in comparison to the Magus Chancellor.”
Fortunately, the Magus Chancellor didn’t display any further anger.
He merely continued in a calm voice:
 “The Great One—the Demon Emperor—told me only to observe. But there’s no way he didn’t foresee what’s happening. That means… everything happening now is within his will.”
 […….]
 “What His Majesty truly intends, or what he actually desires… is beyond my guessing. But that doesn’t matter. We are his servants—we follow, nothing more.”
The Demon Dragon King felt a sudden urge to ask—
 “Do you truly not know the Demon Emperor’s will?”
But of course, that couldn’t be.
The Magus Chancellor was the Demon Emperor’s closest confidant.
Still, he had never once revealed the true intent of the Demon Emperor.
Whether that was due to loyalty or for some other reason—no one could say.
Instead of pursuing that line of questioning, the Demon Dragon King asked something else:
 [Then, why have you come to the Southern Magic Nation?]
Right now, the Demon Dragon King’s massive form wasn’t just drifting aimlessly through the skies.
He was flying above the southern central regions—specifically over the airspace of the Southern Magic Nation.
To be precise—above the territory of the Venomous Demonic House.
 “Ah… I wanted to see something with my own eyes.”
The Magus Chancellor glanced downward.
His black-streaked, blood-colored eyes pierced the great distance and locked onto a single individual.
Christian.
 “That child… is he truly ■■■…?”
The Magus Chancellor murmured in an unreadable tone.
 “I wonder how it’ll turn out. Will he meet his destined fate—or defy the heavens altogether? No, more precisely…”
His voice sank even lower.
So quiet that no one could hear it.
 “Will he be of use to my will…?”
A cryptic remark.
The Magus Chancellor shifted his gaze once more.
This time, his eyes landed on another person standing beside Chris.
A strange smile crept across the Magus Chancellor’s lips.
 “It’s been a while. I hope you’ve been well.”
A puzzling statement.
It meant that someone next to Christian had some sort of connection to the Magus Chancellor.
But he offered no further explanation.
Instead, still lounging atop the Demon Dragon King’s massive body, he spoke in his usual relaxed tone:
 “Ugh, my back... Well, I’ve seen enough. Let’s go home.”
 […Understood.]
And just like that—
The Magus Chancellor disappeared, leaving behind only a strange lingering resonance.
All of this had unfolded without Christian ever knowing.
* * *
For the return trip, they used the warp gate.
When heading to the Venomous Demonic House, the ongoing conflict had made warp gate use impossible, but now that everything had been settled, the path was open again.
Thanks to that, Christian was able to return quickly to the Dark Demonic House, where he was greeted by an outpouring of thunderous cheers.
 “Woooooaaahhh!! Long live the Grand Duke!!”
 “The Grand Duke is the greatest!!!”
It was the kind of applause that would befit a hero.
And indeed, he was one.
After all, he’d dismantled the schemes of the Venomous Demonic House and, on top of that, struck back so ruthlessly they were forced to pay a heavy price.
 “What a reception,” Melin said, eyes wide with amazement as she gazed at the massive crowd of demons. “It looks like nearly every ordinary demon of the House has come out to welcome you.”
 “At this point, I doubt there’s anyone left in the Dark Demonic House who doesn’t support you, Grand Duke.”
But Christian flatly denied it.
 “No. That’s not true.”
 “There are still plenty of people who oppose me.”
Indeed, Christian currently enjoyed overwhelming support from the general demon populace.
But the situation became far more uncertain the higher one climbed the hierarchy.
That was because of Marquis Langham.
Many still believed that if Nordian were to die, Marquis Langham would immediately strike down Christian.
 “Judging by how things stand now, it’s not exactly a baseless fear.”
Even after accomplishing one heroic feat after another, the gap between the two remained vast.
 “In the end, I’ll have to prove it to everyone—that I can win against Marquis Langham.”
No, even that wouldn’t be enough.
He had to crush Langham completely.
 “Before I can truly face off against the Demon King of Azure Flow, I need to eliminate him first.”
Christian’s gaze darkened, his eyes sharpening with quiet resolve.
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                     ‘It’s about time I win over the retainers too. I can’t keep putting this off.’
As stated before, the method was simple.
He had to prove it to everyone—
That he was no less than Marquis Langham.
 ‘And I have just the way to do it.’
Right then, someone approached him.
It was Nordian.
 “You’ve come.”
 “…Grandfather.”
Christian paused for a moment.
Nordian had come in person, in his true body.
He held a staff in one hand, and leaned on Merian for support with the other.
Compared to the last time Christian saw him, he looked significantly more frail.
It was undeniable proof—
Nordian’s time was truly running out.
 “Why have you come out like this?”
 “Why wouldn’t I? Kekeke…”
Nordian reached out and grasped Christian’s hand.
 “You’ve done well. I’m proud of you. You’re my pride—and the most precious treasure of our House.”
Christian remained silent.
Looking at Nordian’s gaunt figure—
For some reason, it stirred something in his chest.
After everything they’d been through,
Even Christian had begun to feel some kind of affection for Nordian.
 ‘Well, what do you know. I’ve lived long enough to actually grow fond of the Head of House Nordian.’
Despite calling him grandfather, Nordian wasn’t his true blood relative.
More than that—Nordian wasn’t someone one could easily feel familial warmth toward.
He was a man who only ever prioritized the family line, treating even his own flesh and blood as mere tools.
The reason he had begun watching Christian in the first place was simply because Christian proved useful to the family.
And yet—Christian had realized something.
After everything that had happened, even Nordian had come to harbor a measure of genuine familial affection for him.
And Christian—unused to such warmth, was quite weak to it.
 ‘As a grandson, I suppose it wouldn’t be bad to give him a little gift.’
With that thought, he opened his mouth.
 “I’d like to make a request of you, Head of House.”
 “What is it? Say the word.”
 “Please issue a summons to the entire House.”
 “!!”
Nordian flinched.
It was a decree calling all major retainers to the main estate.
Such a summons was only issued when something critical or momentous was about to be announced.
 “Why do you want it?”
 “Because I have something important to declare. I believe it’s something you’ll be pleased to hear.”
Christian lifted the corners of his mouth.
He already knew what would be the greatest gift he could offer Nordian.
The glory of the Dark Demonic House.
 “I’m going to announce the revival of the Dark Rite.”
Nordian’s eyes widened to the point of nearly splitting open.
Merian and Simon, who stood beside him, reacted no differently.
That’s how shocking Christian’s declaration had been.
 “Christian… Do you even know what the Dark Rite is?”
Merian asked, her voice shaken with disbelief.
 “Of course I do.”
 “And yet you’re saying you want to revive it?”
 “Why? Is there a problem?”
 “Of course there is…!!”
A flustered response.
And understandably so.
The Dark Rite.
Also known as the Dark Tournament, it was a blood-soaked ritual in which the three great noble houses of the Southern Magic Nation once came together to pit their power against one another.
It was an event that had long since been buried in history.
But Christian simply raised the corner of his lips and declared:
 “Through the Dark Rite, I will force the other two houses into submission and make it known that the Dark Demonic House stands above all.”
With that thunderous declaration—
The entire Dark Demonic House erupted into turmoil.
* * *
The Dark Rite.
As the name implied, it was a ceremonial tradition honoring the will of the former great alliance that once ruled the Southern Magic Nation—
The Dark Alliance.
But why would three families engage in battle during a supposed ceremony?
 Because the Dark Rite was originally meant to determine the ruling house of the Dark Alliance.
Even after the Demon King of Annihilation disappeared, the alliance didn’t collapse right away.
For quite a while, it managed to survive.
However, the seat of leadership continued to shift.
Whoever was strongest was deemed most fit to lead—
And since full-blown war wasn’t sustainable every time a change in power was needed, they devised a formal method.
Every ten years, the three houses would battle in the Dark Rite, and the victor would claim the title of Alliance Leader.
But over time, as the Dark Alliance dissolved, the Dark Rite faded into obscurity along with it.
Now, Christian was saying he would revive it.
Naturally, the entire Dark Demonic House objected.
 “Absolutely not!!”
 “The Dark Rite must never return!”
The many retainers gathered at the main estate in response to the summons all shouted in unison against it.
It didn’t matter whether they normally supported Christian or not—
Even his own father, Count Khazar, was among those opposing it.
 “Grand Duke, I advise you to reconsider.”
Count Khazar stepped forward as the representative voice of the gathered retainers.
Since this was an official occasion, he addressed Christian formally.
 “The Dark Rite must never be revived.”
 “And why not? The other houses won’t oppose it.”
If the Dark Rite was officially declared, the Destruction Demonic House would no doubt leap at the chance and immediately voice their support.
They had always hungered to become the dominant power of the Southern Magic Nation—
There was no way they’d pass up an opportunity like this.
 “The Venomous Demonic House might be a bit tricky, but it doesn’t matter. Once the 'Verdant Ruin’ begins, they won’t even have the bandwidth to care about the Dark Rite.”
On the other hand, the retainers of the Dark Demonic House were vehemently opposed—
And their reasoning was simple.
If the three houses clashed, the one most likely to end up crushed at the bottom…
Was obviously the Dark Demonic House.
And it wouldn’t be a simple defeat.
It would be an utterly humiliating rout.
 “The rules of the Dark Rite dictate consecutive duels between high-ranking demons.”
Each house selects five, ten, however many elite demons to represent them—
And those chosen warriors face off in a chain of one-on-one matches.
It was a format extremely unfavorable to the Dark Demonic House, which lacked enough high-tier demons.
The only outcome would be disgrace, so of course everyone opposed it.
In fact, some of the nobles who had always looked down on Christian openly scoffed.
 “It seems the Grand Duke has no sense of reality.”
 “Indeed. That must be why he spoke of resurrecting the Dark Alliance during his investiture. Utterly laughable.”
They were from the Marquis Langham faction—
And all of them were powerful 6-star Master-class demons.
Essentially the central axis of the House’s true power, and because of that, they showed no hesitation in mocking the Grand Duke even to his face.
Worse, they seemed to raise their voices deliberately, as if daring Christian to hear them.
 “We acknowledge the Grand Duke is impressive in many ways, but he must develop some sense of realism—for the good of the House.”
 “To summon us all here for such delusions... First the Dark Alliance, now this? It’s troubling that the Grand Duke sees House affairs as child’s play.”
Their brazen provocation made the others in the hall hold their breath.
For context, Nordian, the Head of House, wasn’t present at this meeting.
At Christian’s request, he had entrusted full authority over this matter to him.
Christian briefly recalled the conversation they’d had.
 —“Why do you want to revive the Dark Rite? Do you think you can win the duels and claim the title of Dark Alliance Leader? That won’t be easy.”
Nordian had objected at first.
Christian had shaken his head at that question.
 —“No. Winning a few matches won’t be enough to bring the other Houses to heel.”
If this were the past, when the Dark Rite still held prestige, that might’ve worked.
But now, even if they lost, there was no reason the others would honor the result.
 —“Then why bother with something so pointless? And besides, you know as well as I do—our Dark Demonic House can’t win. We’re weak.”
To that bitter remark, Christian had offered an unexpected answer.
 —“Exactly. It’s because we’re weak that we must revive the Rite.”
 —“…What do you mean by that?”
 —“Because if we don’t do this, the Dark Demonic House will never move forward.”
 —“!!”
There had been a blaze in Christian’s eyes.
 —“Through this Rite, I intend to rebirth the Dark Demonic House.”
That’s right.
Victory or defeat wasn’t what mattered most.
What mattered was transformation.
Christian intended to use the Dark Rite as the catalyst to reinvent the Dark Demonic House itself.
The reason Nordian accepted Christian’s proposal—
 “Of course, we still have to win. And it’s possible.”
With that conviction, Christian took his first step.
He stared straight at the retainers who had mocked him.
 “I’m well aware that the odds of our Dark Demonic House winning are slim.”
 “And yet—!”
 “But as long as there are pathetic dogs like you, soaked in defeatism, we’ll never win.”
 “!!”
Their faces froze.
 “What… did you just say?”
 “I called you pathetic dogs.”
 “Even as the Grand Duke, your words—!”
 “Why? Am I wrong? You call yourselves demons, but before the battle’s even begun, all you think about is losing.”
Christian twisted his lips into a mocking smirk.
 “Even nameless street-level demons don’t go into a fight thinking of defeat. But look at you—what are you doing now?”
 “……”
 “If this were a real war, being cautious would make sense. But this is just a ritual duel. And still, you’re so afraid of losing, you won’t even dare to fight—you’d rather just tuck your tails and cower? And you think you’re worthy of leading the great Dark Demonic House?”
Those who had just been mocking Christian now fell silent.
In fact, the entire hall fell into silence.
Because there was truth in his words—
And what they felt in that moment was shame.
Then, from the highest seat in the hall, Marquis Langham finally spoke.
 “That’s nothing but lofty idealism.”
 “!!”
 “If we actually go through with this Rite, the Dark Demonic House will be utterly humiliated. Our name will be dragged through the mud. There’s nothing to gain from this.”
Several retainers nodded in agreement with his view.
But Christian answered in a calm, biting tone.
 “It seems, Your Excellency, that you’re misunderstanding something. I’ve never said we would lose.”
 “…What?”
 “If we’re going to fight, then naturally—we must win.”
 “That’s absurd.”
Marquis Langham shook his head.
 “You seriously believe we can win with our current strength?”
 “Not right now, no.”
 “Then what nonsense are you—”
 “Didn’t I just say, ‘not right now’?”
 “!!”
 “It’s not like we’re holding the Rite tomorrow, are we? By tradition, the Dark Rite is held when the Black Moon rises—so that gives us, what, around half a year? Depending on how we spend that time, the outcome can change completely.”
Marquis Langham gave a look of utter disbelief.
 “And what do you think you can accomplish in just half a year? You think reaching new heights is that easy?”
 “Of course it’s difficult. After all, even Your Excellency has been stuck at your current level for over a decade, haven’t you? Looking at you, I can certainly understand how hard it is to break through a wall.”
Marquis Langham’s face hardened completely.
Christian had openly mocked him.
 “You…”
 “Ah, my apologies. I guess I lack empathy—being a genius and all, I can’t really relate to those kinds of struggles.”
 “!!”
Marquis Langham’s gaze turned razor-sharp.
Considering he rarely revealed his emotions, this was clear fury.
But Christian paid it no mind and continued speaking.
 “Still, there is a way to rapidly raise one’s level of achievement. It’s simple—having someone guide you, right beside you. Someone to help you break through your wall.”
Everyone, including Marquis Langham, looked at him like he’d gone insane.
Someone guiding you to overcome your bottleneck?
It sounded absurd.
 “The Hero’s party had the same reaction at first. Right up until they tried following my advice.”
In fact, he even remembered how annoyed he got later on when they wouldn’t stop asking for guidance.
Christian crossed his arms and spoke with full confidence.
 “Do you all remember the promise from some time ago? That if I resolved the situation with the Venomous Demonic House, I’d be granted the authority of Grand Instructor.”
 “You… You’re not saying—”
Marquis Langham’s eyes widened.
So did everyone else’s who had caught on to what Christian was about to say.
 “I will, as Grand Instructor, personally train every single member of the House.”
 “!!”
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                     “I guarantee you this: everyone who receives my instruction will have advanced by several stages by the time the Dark Rite begins.”
A heavy silence fell over the hall.
It wasn’t a positive silence.
Everyone wore expressions as if they’d just heard utter lunacy.
 ‘Even if he’s the Grand Duke, this is too much.’
 ‘Just because someone’s a genius doesn’t mean they’re good at teaching others.’
Even Count Khazar, Christian’s own father, seemed unconvinced.
This wasn’t a matter of talent for teaching or not.
 If people could break through bottlenecks with just a few tips, then no one would be struggling in stagnation.
Even those who had been favorably inclined toward Christian looked doubtful.
 ‘Exactly the reaction I expected.’
Christian smirked.
Because he’d come prepared.
Clap, clap.
He clapped twice, and a single figure stepped forward toward the platform.
A doll-like girl—Lady Jupien.
 “Why is Lady Jupien here?”
 “Because I’ve received instruction from Grand Duke Christian.”
 “!!”
Jupien stated this bluntly, without emotion.
 “Watch my sword.”
She raised her blade to her chest with a smooth, painting-like motion.
As if focusing her mind, she closed her eyes—
And then, something incredible happened.
Paaahhh—!!
Her sword split into multiple forms.
Four blades floated midair.
 “Lady Jupien’s signature technique—the splitting sword?”
 “No, it’s different!”
First of all—the number.
Jupien had once been known to summon up to sixteen illusory blades.
But now, there were only four.
This wasn’t regression.
Each of the four blades radiated an unmistakable killing intent—sharp, condensed, and lethal.
 ‘Could it be…?’
The people inside the hall instantly realized what that intent was—
And their eyes widened in disbelief.
 ‘Impossible!’
 ‘At Lady Jupien’s current level?!’
At that moment, Christian made a sudden move.
 “Here.”
Tap!
He snapped his fingers—
Unleashing dark magic energy in four directions.
And at that same instant—
Jupien’s four swords moved.
All at once.
Directly toward the dark magic energy.
What had just occurred should’ve been impossible.
Jupien’s “Splitting Sword” was a form of illusion.
In other words, it had no substance.
If it touched any magic imbued with real power, it would simply vanish without effect.
That was, after all, the whole purpose of the technique—to blur the line between reality and illusion and confuse the enemy.
And yet… something unbelievable happened.
Slice—
The four streams of dark magic Christian had fired were cleanly severed by Jupien’s four blades.
 “!!”
The sorcerers in the hall widened their eyes at the sight.
 “She cut through magic… with an illusion technique that has no physical form?”
 “That’s… isn’t that the fifth-star realm of illusion arts? True Projection—Reality Interference?!”
 “Impossible! How?!”
What Jupien had demonstrated wasn’t something overwhelming in raw power.
All she did was destroy Christian’s relatively weak streams of dark magic using just four swords.
But everyone in the hall was shaken.
Because it meant only one thing—
Jupien had glimpsed the threshold of 5-star.
Of course, that didn’t mean she had attained the 5-star level.
She hadn’t crossed the boundary into 5-Star Advance, either.
It was simply that—
She had barely, faintly, grasped the thread that led to the fifth star.
But that in itself carried massive significance.
Because whether or not you managed to grab that thread often determined whether or not you could break through your wall.
 ‘No way. She only recently reached 4-star…’
For reference—
Even Ashid, renowned as the most gifted of the next generation in the Dark Demonic House, had not been able to grasp the thread of 5-star until he sacrificed himself in a human offering ritual.
 ‘Was Lady Jupien always that talented?’
 ‘No. She didn’t have that kind of genius.’
That’s not to say Jupien was dull.
She was still more than capable, a natural fit for the category of prodigies.
But compared to her almost ox-like stubbornness and relentless hard work, her natural talent had always seemed slightly lacking.
And now, the crowd recalled what Jupien had said just moments ago.
 “I received instruction from Grand Duke Christian.”
They stared at her in disbelief.
 ‘Even if she did get some pointers from him, how could she grasp the thread of 5-star so quickly?’
 ‘That kind of thing doesn’t happen…!’
Some of the retainers cautiously approached and asked Jupien directly:
 “Did you truly receive instruction from Grand Duke Christian?”
Jupien nodded and gave a curt answer.
 “Yes. It’s all thanks to him.”
 “B-but… how exactly?”
 “Well… I mean…”
She trailed off.
Jupien was never good at putting things into words.
 “If you receive his instruction, you’ll understand.”
 “……”
Jupien glanced sideways at Christian with a slightly crooked look in her eyes.
 “That bastard—no, the Grand Duke—is the unluckiest guy alive, but he’s also completely insane. If it were me, I’d never pass up the chance to learn from someone like him.”
With those parting words, Jupien turned and briskly exited, leaving the entire hall in stunned silence.
For a few moments, no one could speak.
Then, Christian glanced down from the stage and gave a wide, crooked grin.
 “I believe that’s all the explanation needed. Starting tomorrow, every one of you present will report to me for instruction.”
 “!!”
 “Consider this an order from your Grand Instructor.”
And so it began.
Christian’s teachings.
The first true step in the rebirth of the Dark Demonic House.
* * *
Soon after, Christian’s declaration shook the Dark Demonic House to its core.
Most dismissed it outright.
Which wasn’t surprising.
Christian was, after all, only a 5-star.
An extraordinary 5-star, yes—but still a 5-star.
Meanwhile, the ones he was offering to teach were already at the 6-star level.
 How could someone below teach someone above?
 “Even if he is Grand Duke Christian, this is a bit much…”
 “I don’t think this is a good idea.”
Even the common magic users who had always supported Christian seemed uneasy.
And the reactions from the intended trainees—his 6-star retainers—were even sharper.
 “There’s no way I’ll follow this.”
 “This is nothing short of an insult. I don’t care if he’s the Grand Duke—some things just shouldn’t be done.”
Sure, Jupien had clearly shown she’d made tremendous progress…
But that wasn’t enough to break through their hardened pride and open their hearts.
If someone had reached the 6-star level, they usually had immense pride in their own skills.
Some retainers were even so offended that they personally sought out Nordian to file complaints.
His response?
 “This is not my concern. Handle it with the Grand Duke directly.”
Once Nordian had made his stance clear, the 6-star retainers split into two factions.
The first: those who decided to outright ignore Christian.
 “Since our Lord has left it to our discretion, I won’t be participating.”
 “Agreed. I have no reason to entertain this farce.”
These were mainly Marquis Langham’s faction.
And their numbers weren’t insignificant.
For reference, there were just over twenty 6-star Master-class magic users in the entire Dark Demonic House.
Considering how rare even 7-stars were, this was quite a substantial number.
Among them, nearly half—just shy of ten—openly aligned themselves with Marquis Langham and chose to ignore Christian’s teachings.
Meanwhile, the remaining retainers exchanged hesitant looks.
 “What will you do?”
All eyes turned to two specific individuals.
The first: Count Khazar.
The second: Count Berkel of the Black Lion Knights.
Both were acknowledged as the most powerful among the 6-star retainers, each having reached 6-star Upper-Rank.
And Count Khazar was the first to speak.
 “I’ll follow him, of course.”
Count Khazar was the first to speak.
 “It’s not just because the Grand Duke is my son. I believe in him. He’s never once made an empty promise—so I’m sure he’ll pull off another one of his insane miracles this time too.”
Beside him, Merian nodded in agreement.
 “I feel the same. He’s an annoying little brat who keeps calling me ‘Auntie’ and never bakes the cookies he keeps promising me, but... he’s never failed to keep his word.”
Count Khazar then glared toward the seats vacated by Marquis Langham’s faction, his tone sharp and biting—he clearly hadn’t forgotten the insult toward his son.
 “Mark my words. Every one of you who looked down on the Grand Duke will regret the things you said. Lost in your arrogance, you’ve no idea who the real fool is.”
More hands rose in the air.
This time, it was two of the Five Generals of the Dark Demon Army, Leon and Sanin, both of whom had recently acted under Christian’s command.
For reference: The Five Generals are responsible for guarding the Four Demon Stars, so only some of them had returned to the main house.
 “We’ll be receiving instruction as well.”
 “General Leon?”
Leon chuckled lowly and replied:
 “Heh. We Five Generals know better than anyone just how insane the Grand Duke really is. I’m looking forward to it again.”
Sanin nodded in agreement.
 “He’s an arrogant bastard, but yeah… definitely a madman.”
 “The rest of the Five Generals will also be taking turns receiving instruction.”
And so, those who had already experienced Christian’s overwhelming brilliance firsthand chose to accept his guidance without hesitation.
The remaining eyes in the hall turned toward one final figure—
Count Berkel, Commander of the Black Lion Knights.
For context: Count Berkel had accompanied Christian as a bodyguard during the recent trip to the Venomous Demonic House.
 “What will you do, Commander?”
Berkel gave a blunt reply, true to his nature as someone who served only the Head of House:
 “Since our Lord has acknowledged Grand Duke Christian as a Grand Instructor, I’ll receive instruction as well.”
But that wasn’t all he said.
 “This will also be a good opportunity to learn exactly what kind of person the Grand Duke is.”
 “!!”
 “As the one who will become the next master of our Dark Demonic House.”
The hall collectively drew in a breath.
A weighty statement—
Berkel was making it clear that he intended to evaluate Christian’s worth as a future Lord.
In truth, this event would serve as Berkel’s final litmus test.
 “If he can’t follow through with what he promised in front of everyone, he doesn’t deserve to rule the Dark Demonic House.”
Berkel’s eyes sharpened coldly.
Because in truth—
He did not support Christian.
He had never openly opposed him, out of respect for Lord Nordian’s decision.
But internally, he had long harbored doubt.
 Is Christian truly fit to become the next Head of House?
He didn’t deny that Christian was remarkable.
But in his view, it simply wasn’t enough yet.
Much like how Marquis Shupen had once felt.
 “And yet, Lord Nordian chose Grand Duke Christian over Marquis Langham.”
That could only mean one thing—
That Nordian had seen something immense within Christian.
Something powerful enough to overcome any deficiency…
 A miracle waiting to happen.
Count Berkel wanted to see it with his own eyes.
Even if Christian was still lacking in many ways…
He wanted to confirm for himself whether Christian truly possessed the qualifications to become the next master of the Dark Demonic House.
Whether he carried within him the kind of miracle that defied all logic and reason.
 “I’ll know this time.”
To raise the entire House’s members in just six months and lead them to victory against other Houses in the Dark Rite?
It wasn’t a matter of difficulty or hardship.
It was something that should have been outright impossible.
But if Christian truly managed to make that impossibility a reality—just as he claimed—
Then Count Berkel would acknowledge the miracle Christian bore…
And offer him his loyalty.
* * *
Meanwhile, in a room within the main estate of the Dark Demonic House…
A woman was sipping tea in a quietly arranged space.
It was Yulian.
 “The mansion’s awfully noisy today.”
 “Mm, Christian did something insane again.”
The girl facing her was Jupien.
The two noble ladies were supposedly having a tea time together.
…Although, to be precise, only Yulian was actually drinking tea.
Jupien, on the other hand, was on the floor in front of her doing push-ups, training her muscles mid-conversation.
Yulian frowned slightly at the sight of her overly zealous, training-obsessed friend.
 “…Would it kill you to take a break once in a while?”
 “This is my break.”
 “……”
 “So why did you call me anyway? I haven’t even finished today’s workout quota yet. I’m busy.”
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                    Yulian raised her teacup to her lips with a graceful motion.
 “Why else? I just thought we sisters could have a chat for once.”
 “Liar. You don’t even like me.”
 “!!”
Yulian’s expression briefly stiffened.
Still doing push-ups—451, 452—Jupien muttered bluntly.
 “I’m not stupid, you know. I’ve got a good head on my shoulders. I can tell there’s something rotten inside you.”
 “That’s a little harsh. I don’t dislike you, you know.”
 “So what do you really want? I don’t have the patience for fake niceties.”
Yulian let out a faint sigh.
 “I called you because I came across something that could help you. Apparently, a magic sword was discovered at a small ruin south of the Gold Cross. It’s infused with a sword-illusion technique, so it could greatly empower you. I figured you should get it before someone else does.”
Still lying on the floor, Jupien tilted her doll-like head.
 “And why would you tell me that?”
 “Because I want to show you kindness… as your older sister?”
Yulian chuckled softly.
 “I meant it when I said I don’t dislike you.”
 “……”
 “I was hoping this might help us get a little closer.”
Jupien frowned.
She stood and began pulling her coat back on.
 “I don’t really have any interest in getting close to you.”
 “……”
 “And I don’t need the sword either. I plan to get stronger on my own. Anyway, I’m leaving.”
Jupien turned on her heel and vanished.
Left alone, Yulian let out a bitter smile.
 “Jupien really does have sharp instincts.”
She could probably sense that Yulian harbored some kind of darkness, and was keeping her guard up.
 “Still… just this once, you could’ve let me fool you.”
Yulian brought both hands to her face.
A voice heavy with sorrow leaked out.
 “You know… I really don’t want to have to kill you too, Jupien.”
A chilling statement.
Soon, a dreadful storm of blood would sweep through the Dark Demonic House.
Many would die.
And the blood would stain everything—by Yulian’s own hands.
 “It won’t be long now.”
Yulian moved to the window and gazed out over the estate of the Dark Demonic House.
No matter how many times she looked…
It always filled her with revulsion.
 “The day I escape this hell isn’t far off.”
But one thing still bothered her.
 “Christian is going to start training his vassals himself?”
If the Dark Demonic House's combat strength were to drastically increase in such a short period of time, it could become a serious variable.
But Yulian soon shook her head.
 “That’s impossible.”
She knew full well how impressive Christian was. But even so, this was overreaching.
Above all, there was far too little time left.
There was less than a month until the Day of Fate.
 “No matter how talented Christian is, how could he possibly perform a miracle in such a short window?”
But then—
 “Ugh…”
Yulian suddenly coughed up blood.
It was pitch black—dead blood.
And that wasn’t all. From her pale white nape, a black sigil began to bloom.
It was the Devil’s Bloom.
Like a monster stretching out its shadow, the Devil’s Bloom extended its branches across her body, slowly creeping across her skin as if it were preparing to swallow her whole.
 “Urgh…”
Yulian clenched her teeth tightly.
Pain distorted her face.
Her whole body trembled violently as she balled her fist—and barely, the Bloom subsided.
 “Haa…”
She let out a weary sigh.
 “Just a little longer. I just need to hold out a little more.”
Once her preparations were complete…
The Dark Demonic House would be visited by Despair incarnate.
And with its current strength, there was no way the House could withstand what was coming.
* * *
Meanwhile, at the training grounds of the Dark Demonic House—
Count Khazar came looking for Christian.
He had come to receive training.
 “You’re here, Father?”
Christian greeted him casually, and Count Khazar’s expression twisted.
 “You little brat… What exactly are you thinking?”
 “What do you mean? I’m thinking of making our Dark Demonic House stronger. And with my genius-level guidance, that’s more than possible.”
 “No, come on—do you even hear yourself?!”
Though he pretended to believe in Christian in front of the others earlier, Count Khazar couldn’t bring himself to truly trust his son’s wild plan.
But then—
 “Let’s get started. We don’t have much time. I plan to raise your level to 7-star Middle-Rank within half a year.”
 “!!”
 “That’s about the minimum you’ll need to perform well in the Dark Rite six months from now.”
Count Khazar stood speechless.
He thought he’d become numb to his son’s madness by now, but this was on another level.
 “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been stuck at 6-star Upper-Rank? It’s been nearly ten years.”
It wasn’t just Marquis Langham who had hit his limit.
Even Count Khazar had long since been trapped at a plateau.
Most magi were the same.
And this wasn't something unique to the Dark Demonic House.
It applied to everyone in the Magus Empire—even to those in the allied territories.
At some point, everyone eventually hit a wall. Growth would stop. No matter how many decades they struggled, they couldn’t break through it.
And now, Christian was claiming that he could help them surpass that wall with just a few words of guidance?
No wonder the people who heard him weren’t just baffled—they were outright offended.
 “It’s possible because you’ve been working so hard all this time.”
 “What?”
 “I can’t fill an empty vessel for you. But Father, and the others as well—you’ve already filled your vessels to overflowing. You just haven’t found the right path to ascend past the wall.”
 “……”
 “If you’re given the right trigger, I believe you can ascend quickly to 7-star Middle-Rank.”
Count Khazar stood there, dumbfounded. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
Christian extended his hand.
 “What’s this?”
 “A phantom stone. It will guide you to that path.”
He had prepared it ahead of time.
Christian shrugged his shoulders casually.
 “Honestly, I’d teach you myself if I had the time… but I’m a bit too busy these days.”
 “……”
 “I crafted it with great care. If you follow what’s stored inside, you should be able to reach the threshold of 7-star Entry-Rank within a month. Two months for 7-star Lower-Rank. And within six months… 7-star Middle-Rank should be possible.”
 “What nonsense…”
 “Anyway, go ahead. Ah—just be sure to activate the phantom stone somewhere safe.”
Count Khazar shook his head and walked off.
 “As if some trinket like this could actually help…”
He clicked his tongue.
Though he trusted his son deeply, this time… Christian seemed to be going overboard.
 “Still, I might as well see what’s in it.”
He was about to activate the phantom stone on a whim—when he suddenly hesitated.
He recalled what Christian had said: Activate it in a safe place.
After making sure the surroundings were secure and he was fully prepared, Count Khazar activated the phantom stone.
A voice immediately rang out.
 —Please disable your mental barrier.
 “!!”
It was Christian’s voice.
 “What…?”
Disabling one's mental barrier left them completely vulnerable to psychic techniques, including illusions and mental assaults.
But then—
 —Father, please trust me.
Count Khazar, hearing the plea in his son’s voice… obeyed.
But then, another instruction followed:
 —Please fully disable your subconscious defenses as well.
An extreme request.
If he were to disable the defense of his deep subconscious, even a minor shock could leave him mentally crippled.
He hesitated for a moment, but eventually did as he was told and activated the phantom stone.
 “!!”
Count Khazar’s consciousness was suddenly pulled into an illusionary realm.
A vast, boundless world.
Endlessly wide—and yet, utterly empty. A white void of nothingness.
Then, a shocking voice echoed in the space.
 —Father’s mind has now been trapped inside this void.
 “!!”
Count Khazar’s eyes flew open.
He immediately attempted to dispel the illusion.
But it was no use.
Because he had already disabled even the defenses of his deep subconscious, he was completely caught in it.
 —There is only one way out of this illusion. Within this void, establish your own world.
 “What…?”
Count Khazar stared ahead, dumbfounded.
Regardless of his reaction, Christian’s voice continued to resound.
 —Only those who can define their own world—that is, create a microcosm—are worthy of defying the laws of reality.
 —Only then will Father’s “Annihilation” possess the potential to sever the very laws of the world.
Count Khazar’s face twisted in disbelief.
 “You think I can just do that because you said so?!”
At that moment, another message echoed through the void.
 —I’ll give you a little assistance.
And then—
RUMBLE—
The edge of the void began to collapse.
It was obvious even at a glance—this wasn’t a harmless phenomenon.
 —Miracles that transcend limits are born from crisis.
 —If that collapse swallows the space where Father’s spirit resides, your consciousness will also be annihilated.
 “!!”
Count Khazar’s face turned pale.
 —There’s only one way to stop the collapse: reflect your will into the void, and repaint the crumbling areas as part of your own world.
 —And for the record, this collapse will not stop until you completely establish your own microcosm.
Count Khazar clenched his teeth, swallowing the curse he was about to shout.
In other words—if he didn’t want to die, he had to succeed in building his own world.
 —Please do your best, Father. It would truly break my heart if I had to live as a disgraceful son.
That annoyingly cheeky voice marked the end of the message.
 “……”
Count Khazar stood silent and dazed for a moment.
Then he screamed in rage.
 “That damn brat…!! Once I’m out of here, he’s getting a beating—with all the love I have to give!”
* * *
Meanwhile, Christian flicked his fingers as he recalled the contents of the phantom stone he had given Count Khazar.
 “If he keeps repainting the crumbling void with his own will, he'll eventually be able to define his own world.”
Everyone possesses a different inner world.
To "define" it means finding one’s own truth within that inner world—and elevating it into a true microcosm.
‘Father had already completed most of the preparation. The problem was that the clues he had gathered remained fragmented and disconnected.’
The reason Christian had given him such a task was precisely to prompt the final step—to provide a trigger that would string those broken clues into a cohesive whole.
However, it was undeniably a dangerous gamble.
If Count Khazar failed to find the answer, he truly could die.
Christian did feel a slight twinge of concern.
But then, he simply shrugged.
 “It won’t come to that. I calibrated the trial precisely to match Father’s current capabilities.”
Christian hadn’t created the phantom stone haphazardly.
It was a carefully designed trial, based on everything he had observed from watching Count Khazar.
Difficult, yes. Dangerously so.
But still just barely within reach—if Count Khazar pushed himself to the limit.
 ‘And if it looks like he truly can’t overcome it, the stone is set to send me a signal. If it comes to that, I’ll intervene before the worst happens.’
Christian shrugged again, relaxed.
 ‘Well… he’s in for a rough ride. This is only the first gate, after all.’
Naturally, the void world Count Khazar faced wasn’t the end of his trial.
Christian was certain his father hadn’t the faintest clue what ordeals awaited him inside that world woven by the phantom stone.
 ‘Still, this is all for the sake of filial piety, right? If you think about it that way… maybe I’m actually a decent son.’
Later, Merian came to visit.
Christian handed her a phantom stone as well.
 “You’re saying I should train using this?”
 “Yes, Aunt. I made this especially for you—it’ll be a huge help.”
 “……”
Merian took the phantom stone and left, casting a suspicious glance over her shoulder.
 ‘Aunt will be facing an even harsher trial than Father… but she should be fine. I even included some cookie illusions here and there to keep her spirits up.’
He had specially prepared delicious cookie illusions within the trial space—to cheer her up and help her keep going whenever she felt like giving up.
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                    After enduring hardship within the illusion, Merian too would be able to break through her current bottleneck.
 ‘She might not be on the same level as Father, but Aunt Merian has cultivated her vessel well enough. By the time the Dark Rite begins, she should be able to step into the 7-star realm.’
Aside from her, Leon of the Five Captains and Sanin also received phantom stones.
However, unlike the two before them, Leon and Sanin had only recently reached the 6-star level. Their vessels weren’t fully developed yet, so reaching the 7-star realm was still out of the question.
Still, they would be able to push forward by at least a few more steps.
 ‘That wraps up the training through the phantom stones.’
Christian never intended to use the phantom stones on everyone in the first place.
After all, drawing out enlightenment through illusions wasn’t easy.
In fact, it was practically impossible by normal standards.
To guide someone properly through the phantom stone, one must first have the insight to see exactly where the individual’s weaknesses lie.
Then, one must know precisely how to guide that person, in a way that fits their situation and growth potential.
And finally, the illusion itself must be fine-tuned to provoke the appropriate reactions and realizations.
A feat that only Christian could pull off.
But even for Christian, it only worked if he had thoroughly grasped the other person’s state of being. It wasn’t a method that could be applied to everyone.
 ‘For the others, I’ll have to resort to good old-fashioned hands-on teaching. It won’t be as efficient, but it’ll work.’
Soon, the next person to be taught appeared.
A man with a stoic, cold intensity radiating from his presence—
Count Berkel, Commander of the Black Lion Knights.
* * *
 ‘Count Berkel… this one is crucial.’
Christian’s gaze sharpened.
He was a symbolic figure—practically the face of the Neutral Faction.
If he could win Count Berkel’s heart, he’d be able to sway the rest of the Neutral Faction along with him.
 ‘The problem is… he doesn’t seem to like me much.’
That was Christian’s read of the atmosphere.
 ‘Still, his loyalty to the Dark Demonic House is genuine.’
The reason Count Berkel disapproved of Christian stemmed from that very same loyalty.
He simply didn’t believe Christian was yet fit to become the House’s next master.
Before any teaching began, Christian addressed it directly.
 “It seems you’re not very eager to receive my guidance.”
Count Berkel, as ever, answered with a blunt tone.
 “It is the Family Head’s will. I merely obey.”
 “But I am asking your thoughts, Count.”
 “...!”
 “As I said before—I do not seek loyalty to the Family Head. I want your loyalty to me.”
 “……”
 “Let me ask you plainly. What do you think of me? Don’t hesitate—speak your mind.”
Count Berkel paused for a while, then calmly voiced his thoughts.
 “Of course, I acknowledge Your Grace's prodigious talent. With enough time, I believe you’ll become a House Master greater than any in our history. But as of now… I believe you still fall short of what it takes to lead the Dark Demonic House.”
Christian merely shrugged in response.
“What a stale argument.”
“!!”
“Do you know just how many others have said the exact same thing before you?”
Yes.
Marquis Shupen, the Five Captains, even Count Nordian and Count Khazar—they had all thought the same.
But every one of them ended up changing their minds.
Why?
Because they experienced Christian’s brilliance firsthand—something no words could ever properly explain.
 “Well, you’ll understand too once you’ve gone through it yourself.”
Christian lifted the corners of his mouth in a faint smirk.
 “After this lesson, you’ll recognize me as the rightful successor to the Dark Demonic House.”
A declaration made with unwavering confidence.
And thus, the instruction finally began.
Count Berkel scoffed inwardly.
 ‘Now I’m really curious what kind of lesson justifies that kind of confidence.’
His thoughts carried a cynical edge, full of doubt.
 ‘If his lesson is even a fraction as impressive as that cockiness of his… Though I highly doubt it.’
Count Berkel didn’t believe there was even the slightest chance that Christian’s teachings would be of any use to him.
 “First, would you mind displaying your Will Technique?”
 “You mean my Will Technique?”
 “Yes. I’ve often seen you training at the main house’s drill grounds, but to properly assess your condition, it’s best if I see your Will Technique directly.”
Count Berkel frowned slightly.
It wasn’t a particularly welcome request.
Still, Christian wasn’t asking to see his Chant Formulas or Heart Insights—just a basic demonstration of his Will Technique—so it wasn’t an unreasonable demand.
Above all, Christian was the Heir Apparent of the house to whom he owed loyalty.
So, Count Berkel unfolded his Will Technique.
 ‘A Will Technique built on destructive black magic…’
It was a fusion of Black Steel Energy and destructive black magic, forming Will Techniques of considerable power.
With every swing of his blade, the entire training ground trembled as if shaken by an earthquake.
 “That’s enough. I’ve got the gist.”
 “…You already got it?”
Count Berkel stared in disbelief.
What could anyone possibly glean from a single look?
But Christian wasn’t bluffing.
 “Ah, well, you see—I am a genius. My eye for detail is quite sharp.”
 “……”
Christian ignored the look on Count Berkel’s face—like he’d just heard the most absurd nonsense—and mentally replayed the scene of the Will Technique he had just observed.
 ‘That destructive power has reached its peak. As expected, Count Berkel is standing at the very threshold of the 6-star realm.’
What stood out even more was the establishment of his microcosm.
Unlike Count Khazar, who had yet to form a personal world, Count Berkel had already constructed one in his own way.
That was why his Will Technique possessed power surpassing even others at similar levels of attainment.
He was clearly ahead of Count Khazar.
 ‘No… maybe not “ahead.” It might actually be hurting him instead.’
Christian identified the flaw in Count Berkel.
 ‘A flawed microcosm is worse than not forming one at all.’
Christian soon opened his mouth to speak.
 “Then let me give you your first instruction. Cast a 1-star Destruction-type black magic spell one thousand times a day.”
 “…What did you say?”
 “Cast any 1-star basic Destruction-type black magic spell a thousand times a day. The type doesn’t matter. But you must complete the thousand repetitions.”
 “What nonsense—”
Count Berkel looked completely baffled.
For reference, his mastery of Destruction black magic was already at the 6-star level.
Not just his Dark Demonic Arts, but his Destruction magic too had reached a formidable state.
So to tell him to train with 1-star magic sounded utterly ridiculous.
 “…Are you mocking me?”
Count Berkel asked in a stern, cold tone.
 “Do I look like I’m mocking you? It seems you really have no idea what your issue is.”
 “!!”
 “Do you know why, despite having formed a microcosm, you’ve been unable to reach the 7-star level? Judging by the look on your face, you don’t even have a clue.”
Count Berkel flinched slightly.
For reference, each star rank requires a completely different form of enlightenment.
To reach 5-star, one must embody their will in reality.
To reach 6-star, one must turn their will into thought and challenge the limitations of reality itself.
And to reach 7-star, one must manifest a unique world of their own—a microcosm formed from will.
But despite having clearly constructed a microcosm, Count Berkel had been unable to interfere with the laws of reality.
A situation that made no sense.
He’d been stuck for a long time, unable to even sense why.
And yet Christian pinpointed the issue with ease.
 “If your microcosm is incomplete, then of course you can’t interfere with laws. Isn’t that obvious?”
 “!!”
Count Berkel’s expression twisted in disbelief.
 “Are you saying there’s a flaw in my microcosm? I built mine by fusing darkness and destruction—”
 “I’m not saying your microcosm is wrong. On the contrary, it’s extremely solid. A world shaped by the pure will to annihilate any enemy that dares to stand before you.”
 “Then what’s the problem?”
 “The issue lies in your Dark Demonic Arts.”
Christian’s lips curled slightly.
 “As the master of darkness, you’ve failed to properly dominate destruction.”
It was as if Count Berkel had been struck by lightning. His entire body stiffened.
 “…What do you mean by that?”
 “Exactly what I said.”
Christian explained, one point at a time.
 “You seem to be misunderstanding something. The Dark Demonic Arts aren’t just the strength of a magic swordsman. They are the power to command other darknesses through darkness itself.”
Yes.
This was a misconception shared by many—no, by the majority of those within the Dark Demonic House.
The Dark Demonic Arts aren’t just a convenient way to wield various types of power.
They are a force meant to subjugate all other forms of darkness beneath one's feet.
 “But let me ask you—are you truly dominating the red of Destruction through darkness? Frankly, it looks to me like your will to annihilate is so desperate that your darkness is being consumed by destruction instead.”
 “……”
 “It's not about how strong your Destruction spells are. What matters is whether you, as a master of darkness, are truly reigning over destruction.”
Count Berkel clenched his teeth.
 ‘What nonsense…’
That he was being controlled by destruction?
He couldn’t accept it.
Christian had merely taken a brief glance—what could he possibly know? Berkel wanted to rebuke him for such arrogant words.
Christian casually shrugged.
 “You seem unwilling to accept what I’m saying. Then go do exactly what I told you—cast basic 1-star black magic a thousand times. You’ll come to realize it yourself. Whether or not you’re truly mastering destruction.”
 “……”
 “That’s all I had to say, so you’re dismissed. Believe it or not, I am a busy man.”
Whether offended or simply frustrated, Count Berkel turned away and stormed off without another word.
After that, other Magi came for instruction, and Christian gave them similarly tailored guidance.
Their reactions were no different from Berkel’s.
A look that said, “What do you know?”
Each swallowed their irritation and pride.
 ‘Even if he’s the Grand Duke’s Heir, this is just overstepping.’
 ‘He thinks he can diagnose me just by watching my Will Technique a few times? What a prodigy.’
 ‘He’s only 5-star—what does he know?’
It wasn’t an overreaction.
From their perspective, their skepticism was completely reasonable.
But a few days later…
Count Berkel returned.
This time with a very different look.
A face filled with shock.
 “Well? How did it go?”
 “…You were right, Your Grace.”
Count Berkel bit down on his lip.
 “You were right when you said I wasn't in control of destruction. I was being swayed by it.”
Casting a 1-star Destruction spell a thousand times.
Even for basic black magic, it was no easy feat.
To do so required pushing oneself to the absolute limit.
His mana was drained, his stamina and mental strength utterly exhausted—he had collapsed.
And yet, driven by the stubborn desire to prove Christian wrong, Berkel had persisted, continuing to cast the 1-star spell again and again.
And in doing so, he realized:
He wasn’t in control of destruction.
He had been clinging to the power of destruction, chasing it, desperate to wield it.
And that desperation had turned into dependence.
 “Let me ask you just one thing,” Christian said, calm but sharp.
 “Do you want to surpass your limits through darkness? Or through destruction?”
 “…Through darkness.”
“So now you understand what went wrong.”
Count Berkel clenched his fist.
Had he been a Magus who simply wielded the red Destruction-type Mana, it wouldn’t have been a critical issue.
But he belonged to the Dark Demonic House. The black Mana was his essence, and he had neglected it.
Naturally, it was no surprise he had failed to break through his current realm.
 ‘…How did he even notice that?’
For the first time, Count Berkel felt a sense of reverence toward Christian.
Not a single person had ever seen through this—
Not even himself.
And yet, with just a single sideways glance, Christian had seen right through it all.
 ‘So this… is the greatness that Lord Khazar spoke of in the Grand Duke’s Heir.’
This wasn’t just a matter of talent.
It was monstrous.
A completely different league.
Count Berkel lowered his head.
His demeanor, now, entirely different from the beginning.
 “Thank you. Because of Your Grace, I’ve come to realize the error of my ways.”
However, his face was still clouded.
 ‘Looks like I’ll have to start over from scratch.’
Since his microcosm had been formed in the wrong direction, he would need to tear it down and reconstruct it anew.
He couldn’t even begin to imagine how long or difficult that would be.
 ‘I might never reach 7-star even with a lifetime of effort.’
He said bitterly,
 “I will begin anew, starting today. I’ll rebuild my microcosm from the ground up. Thank you again.”
But Christian said something unexpected.
 “Hmm? Why would you rebuild your entire microcosm?”
 “Well, obviously because I formed it in the wrong direction, so—”
 “Can’t you just refine it?”
 “…Did you say refine?”
Count Berkel blinked in confusion.
Refining a microcosm? As if it were just some piece of furniture to be repaired?
It was considered impossible.
 “Of course, normally it is impossible. But let me ask you—who’s standing in front of you right now? There is no such thing as impossible for me, Christian.”
 “!!”
 “If I only pointed out the flaws and didn’t offer a solution, what kind of teacher would that make me? More importantly, didn’t I already tell you—I’d help you advance several stages beyond where you are now.”
Christian flashed a grin.
 “Be thankful to the heavens. You’ve been blessed with a teacher like me.”
It was absurd.
But… why?
Despite hearing that outrageous boast, Count Berkel felt something he hadn’t before.
A completely different feeling from earlier.
Somehow, just maybe—with this mad Grand Duke’s Heir…
It might really be possible.
An inexplicable belief began to form inside him.
 “There’s just one condition.”
 “What is it?”
 “While you’re receiving my instruction, you must obey everything I say. No exceptions.”
Christian spoke in a voice filled with an ominous undertone.
 “It might be… just a little, no, slightly difficult.”
 “??”
Count Berkel tilted his head and replied,
 “What do you take me for? I don’t care if it’s hard—as long as it’s training, I can endure it.”
 “In that case, I’ll teach you with a clear conscience. But I’ll say it again—it may be just a speck painful.”
 “Don’t worry. I am, after all, the captain of the strongest knight order in the main house.”
At that confident statement, Christian’s lips curled.
A smile that—somehow—seemed devilishly wicked.
 “Then promise me you won’t hold a grudge later.”
And so…
The real training began.
And Count Berkel… was left in utter shock.
As expected, Christian’s teachings were a string of endless marvels.
But there was a problem.
 – It may be just slightly difficult.
 ‘Damn it. This is what he calls slightly difficult?!’
Count Berkel barely swallowed a curse.

                
Chapter 206

                    Beasts from Gehenna were swarming toward him.
The place he stood was the forbidden borderland of the Dark Demonic House—right at the edge of Gehenna.
Christian had thrown him in there under the pretext of "training"!
And he’d even added a condition:
Survive using only basic Destruction-class black magic against the oncoming beasts of Gehenna.
 ‘This is insane.’
Of course, Count Berkel could guess why Christian had set this kind of challenge.
There was only one way to fend off Gehenna’s demonic beasts with just basic Destruction black magic.
To perfectly subjugate Destruction as his own, and unleash power far beyond what the basics should allow.
It was, without question, the perfect task to push Berkel forward.
But still—he couldn’t help but curse.
 ‘Damn that bastard of a Grand Duke’s heir.’
As he scraped by death, he gradually began to feel his grip over the element of destruction grow stronger.
And Count Berkel thought:
Christian was an unfathomable monster—
And at the same time, a damn lunatic.
* * * 
Christian gave similar instruction to the other retainers as well.
And their reactions were all the same.
They marveled at Christian—
And cursed at him in the same breath.
Because his guidance was both unbelievably effective… and horrifically cruel.
Christian drove 6-star High-Rank Magi like they were fresh conscripts in a military boot camp—merciless and without pity.
 ‘That bastard…’
 ‘Dammit. At my age, I’m being put through this kind of training?’
 ‘Did he actually decide to kill me just because I opposed him at the start?’
But there was no real choice but to follow.
Because as they spat curses and grudgingly obeyed…
They began to feel it.
The invisible wall that had blocked their growth—slowly, unmistakably, they were rising past it.
That was how precise Christian’s teaching was.
* * *
Meanwhile, those in the Dark Demonic House who weren’t part of this inner circle training simply tilted their heads in confusion.
The ones receiving Christian’s guidance were all senior members of the house—those who stood at its very summit.
And yet, they looked like they were suffering to death from "training."
Naturally, people couldn’t understand it.
 “Why are they going through such bizarre training?”
 “Did you see Count Berkel when he came out of the Forbidden Grounds? He looked half-dead.”
 “It’s not just the Count. What about Viscount Hanegal? He collapsed from exhaustion after sprinting around the drill yard for three days straight.”
 “Wait, isn’t Viscount Hanegal a black magic specialist? Why would Christian make a black magician do physical drills until he drops?!”
To outside eyes, it looked like Christian was just forcing pointless grunt work under the guise of “training.”
 ‘There’s no way that kind of weird training could actually work.’
 ‘This isn’t like Christian at all. Maybe he’s making a mistake this time.’
Even those who usually supported Christian were beginning to doubt him.
They didn’t speak their thoughts aloud, of course. At most, they whispered in small groups or kept their doubts private.
Only a select few were openly raising their voices in criticism.
They belonged to the faction of Marquis Langham.
“As expected. That arrogant brat’s so-called ‘instruction’ is a joke.”
“Now, now, calling him a brat… He is the Grand Duke’s heir. You should be careful with your words. Though, I must admit, his qualifications as a Grand Duke are questionable at best.”
“From the start, it was a mistake to name such an ignorant child the heir to the Dark Demonic House.”
“Exactly. Just because he achieved a few things, he’s deluded himself into thinking he’s some sort of savior. Talking about ‘Dark Alliance’ this, ‘Dark Festival’ that—he’s done nothing but stir up unnecessary trouble.”
“In the end, I just feel sorry for the poor fools who agreed to be taught by him.”
“No need to pity them. They’re fools who couldn’t even recognize who the rightful next head of the Dark Demonic House should be.”
Marquis Langham’s faction went on gleefully, ridiculing Christian and everyone who had chosen to learn under him.
Then one of the retainers made a surprising suggestion.
“This might be a good opportunity to give a taste of reality to those who don’t follow you, my lord.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“We host a Ranking Duel.”
“!!”
It was a well-known tradition—not only in the Dark Demonic House, but throughout the entire Magus Empire.
As the name implied, it was a dueling event where status and rank were determined by strength alone—perfectly in line with the Empire’s reverence for power and supremacy.
And truthfully, it was about time for the Dark Demonic House to host another Ranking Duel.
“I’ve been watching those who received Christian’s so-called ‘instruction,’ and I don’t think they’re just suffering. They’ve clearly been afflicted with Heart Demon Syndrome.”
“Heart Demon Syndrome?”
“Yes. Without a doubt. You could see it in Count Berkel and Viscount Hanegal. Their previously firm and stable foundations were visibly shaken.”
“Hah, incredible. What kind of disaster has that Christian caused this time?”
“It’s obvious. That so-called genius must’ve forced them down the wrong path, claiming he’d ‘guide them to enlightenment’ or some such nonsense.”
“This was bound to happen from the moment he arrogantly declared he’d help them ‘surpass their limits.’”
“The ones who followed him are fools too. If the guidance feels off, they should’ve just ignored it. What did they expect from some half-baked Grand Duke’s heir who doesn’t even understand his own limits? Tch.”
There’s a reason why no one dares to offer advice lightly to someone who’s reached a certain realm.
Misguided instruction can lead to Heart Demon Syndrome—
Even when the problem is the same, every person requires a unique solution, and what is a breakthrough for one can become ruin for another.
Unless you can grasp someone’s condition completely and offer precise guidance with perfect timing, you have no business opening your mouth.
“And now that the neutral faction is riddled with Heart Demon Syndrome, their combat ability must have dropped significantly.”
“Exactly. It’s the perfect chance to bring those fools to their knees for failing to recognize the Marquis’s worth.”
“And we can expose Christian’s failure to everyone in the process.”
The neutral faction had always been a thorn in the side of Marquis Langham’s camp.
And now, Christian had committed a grave error—presuming to teach, and in doing so, afflicting several high-ranking members of the house with Heart Demon Syndrome.
This could become the grounds to hold him accountable.
“Well, what do you think, my lord?”
All eyes turned toward Marquis Langham.
“…It’s not a bad idea. And it is time for a Ranking Duel anyway.”
Marquis Langham gave his command.
“Announce to the entire house—we’ll be holding a Ranking Duel.”
* * *
News of the upcoming Ranking Duel stirred the entire Dark Demonic House into a frenzy.
Since preparation time was needed, the duel was scheduled for twenty days later.
 “How long has it been since the last one?”
 “Three years, isn’t it?”
 “So who among the five 6-star Upper Rank Magi do you think will win this time?”
There was no debate about who the strongest in the Dark Demonic House was—Nordian, without question.
Next came Marquis Langham and Marquis Shupen.
However, those three weren’t participants in the Ranking Duel.
The real highlight of the Dark Demonic House’s Ranking Duel was the clash between the 6-star Magi.
Especially, among the five who had reached the 6-star Upper Rank, the burning question was who would come out on top.
 “Obviously, it’ll be either Count Khazar or Count Berkel. Count Hyunkel won’t leave his post at the barrier anyway.”
Hyunkel—head of the Five Captains, and one of the 6-star Upper Rank—was often considered just a step below Count Khazar and Count Berkel in strength.
 “Aren’t there two others?”
The remaining two were affiliated with Marquis Langham’s faction:
 Viscount Macfield, Marquis Langham’s most trusted subordinate.
 Viscount Marek, commander of the Black Wolf Knights, another elite force of the Dark Demonic House alongside the Black Lion Knights.
But most Magi shook their heads.
 “Even if they’re all 6-star Upper Rank, those two are clearly a tier below the top three.”
 “Right. The difference in power is obvious.”
Then someone raised a counterpoint.
 “No, it might be different this time.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “I’ve heard Count Khazar and Count Berkel aren’t in good condition. There’s a rumor they’ve fallen into Heart Demon Syndrome.”
 “Heart Demon Syndrome?”
Faces across the room turned pale with shock.
Two of the strongest in the Dark Demonic House… suddenly afflicted with Heart Demon Syndrome?
 “They say it’s because of Grand Duke Christian’s instruction. They pushed too far during his training and fell into it.”
 “That’s… unthinkable.”
 “And it’s not just them. All the retainers who received guidance from Grand Duke Christian have supposedly fallen into Heart Demon Syndrome to varying degrees.”
 “Hah… I can’t believe it. What kind of insane training did he put them through?”
Everyone was bewildered.
 “Then this Ranking Duel won’t be easy.”
 “Right. There’s no way anyone could show their full power while suffering from Heart Demon Syndrome.”
 “There’s talk that Marquis Langham deliberately called for this Ranking Duel to exploit exactly that weakness.”
 “Everyone who trained under Christian is going to suffer.”
The rumor spread like wildfire across the Dark Demonic House.
But as for the retainers directly involved—the ones under Christian’s tutelage—none of them reacted to the gossip.
To be precise, they didn’t have the energy to care.
Surviving each day of Christian’s brutal training regime was all they could manage.
Who had the time or strength to care about idle rumors?
 ‘That damned Grand Duke…’
 “That guy’s a devil. A devil.”
 “Ugh… to think a boy young enough to be my grandson is treating me like this…”
Christian’s reign over his subordinates was growing more and more ruthless by the day.
It was enough to make one mutter instinctively, “What kind of bastard is this…?”
And yet—not a single one of them quit.
On the contrary, they were now shirking all their official duties, fully devoting themselves to Christian’s training.
Because they could feel it—they were changing.
 “The Grand Duke is completely insane.”
The retainers chuckled bitterly as they recalled Christian’s so-called “instruction.”
The rumor that they had fallen into Heart Demon Syndrome wasn’t entirely false.
Christian’s training had shaken their foundations to the core, tearing apart the vessels they had built over the years—and all of them, to varying degrees, had suffered Heart Demon Syndrome.
But even that… had been part of Christian’s plan.
Christian had masterfully guided them through their shaken states, leading them forward even while they were lost in confusion.
 “How…? How is this even possible?”
It defied belief.
Yet, as they blindly followed his insane methods, they found themselves scaling walls they once believed insurmountable.
They knew it instinctively.
The barrier they had failed to overcome for so long—they were now just steps away from breaking through it.
 “That man is a truly insane monster.”
 “But with him… I can do it.”
Before they even realized it, the retainers had come to hold a profound trust in Christian.
* * *
Meanwhile, Christian was also swamped with other matters.
 “It’s not enough for just the senior retainers to grow stronger.”
Christian let out a quiet sigh.
 “I need to bolster the strength of the lower-ranking Magi too.”
The general Magi were also a vital part of the Dark Demonic House’s military might.
But it was impossible for Christian to personally instruct all of them.
So he came up with an alternative approach.
 “I’ll create new training manuals for the general Magi.”
He began to revise the basic Dark Arts and Dark Magic typically taught to low-ranking Magi.
 “The current materials are way too crude.”
As expected for material aimed at low-tier Magi, the techniques were too basic—and, paradoxically, also too complicated, despite having little power.
So Christian overhauled them entirely from scratch.
He made the content much simpler and easier to grasp, while also vastly increasing their potency.
 “There’s no point teaching overly complicated techniques to those who can’t even wield them properly—it’ll just backfire.”
That didn’t mean the new manuals lacked depth.
They started off easy, but as the practitioner progressed, the techniques would deepen as well—eventually reaching a level where they could even rival higher-grade Dark Arts.
 “I need the 4-star and 5-star Magi to grow stronger too.”
To that end, Christian created a large number of training illusion stones tailored for educational purposes.
Unlike the custom-made illusion stones he had given to Zupien and Count Khazar, these were more general.
Their purpose was to let users indirectly experience the core insights of Dark Magic shared across the house’s techniques.
 “Even a glimpse of the right path can greatly help one’s cultivation.”
Later, once he had more time, Christian planned to personally train those who showed particular promise.
 “But this isn’t the end.”
Christian’s responsibilities didn’t stop at making others stronger.
 “I need to become stronger too.”
That was the most critical mission of all.
After completing his daily duties, Christian carved out time for his own personal training.
 “Within a month, I have to reach full mastery of the 6-star rank through the level of Sacred Radiance.”
He drew his sacred sword.
Fwoosh!
With a flash, Christian’s sword—imbued with his Will, a blade meant to destroy evil—sliced through the air.
Time blurred as he trained with relentless focus.
The Ranking Duel was now just around the corner.
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                     Hoo… I’m exhausted.
Christian let out a sigh, his face worn down to the bone.
For nearly the past month, it had been an unrelenting marathon.
He hadn’t even been able to sleep properly.
Weighed down by fatigue and hitting a wave of burnout, he groaned inwardly.
 Why the hell am I suffering like this? Ugh… I just want to relax. I just want to goof off…
Beside him, Mari floated gently.
 [Seeing you so worn out fills this girl’s heart with pain. Shall I give you a loving massage filled with my utmost affection?]
“…No thanks. Your massages always turn into some kind of poltergeist phenomenon. It’s creepy.”
 [Then perhaps I should materialize and offer an even deeper service of love? I can now maintain my physical form for about ten seconds, which means—anything is possible for ten seconds. Oh, just imagining it makes my heart race. Ohoho.]
“What kind of nonsense… I’m tired, so just get lost!”
As Christian waved her off with a half-hearted swat, someone suddenly burst into the room.
It was Jupien.
 “What are you doing?”
“…Why are you here?”
Christian asked weakly.
 “Did you come for another sparring match? I don’t have the energy to entertain you right now. Just go home…”
He slumped back, but Jupien said something unexpected.
 “I came because I have something to say.”
“…Huh?”
 “Yulian is acting strange. Be careful.”
 “!!”
Christian’s expression stiffened.
 Come to think of it… Lady Yulian has been oddly quiet lately. Even when I’ve investigated her, nothing noteworthy came up…
Not that Christian had been leaving Yulian completely unattended.
He had already suspected she might be up to something, so he’d dispatched Mari—now Queen of the Banshees who controlled all the ghosts in the mansion—to keep an eye on her.
But nothing had turned up.
Yulian spent her days quietly.
At most, she roamed through different parts of the household using her characteristic charisma to befriend various people.
But it wasn’t with any suspicious motive—just innocent, sociable interaction.
So much so that many in the household had begun to assume Yulian had truly given up her claim to the family’s power.
 I really don’t get it…
Christian shook his head and asked,
 “Jupien, why do you think Lady Yulian is acting suspiciously?”
 “A while back, she told me there was an illusion-type magic sword in the ruins south of the Gold Cross. She said I should go check it out.”
 “And?”
 “After that, I had someone look into it. That whole story? A lie.”
Christian frowned.
 “Why would Lady Yulian tell you such a lie?”
 “I don’t know. But it’s weird. As someone who’s really smart, I can say for sure—she’s hiding something.”
Christian silently agreed with that assessment.
There was no doubt—Yulian was up to something.
What exactly, Christian had no idea.
After Jupian left, Christian sat alone, deep in thought.
 What could it be?
He couldn’t afford to leave Yulian unchecked any longer.
No—he even had the uneasy feeling that he might already be too late.
 How should I investigate her?
After pondering for a while, Christian let out a long sigh and rose from his seat.
 “Where are you going, my lord?”
 Melin asked.
 “To see Lady Yulian.”
 “!!”
There’s a limit to what surveillance can uncover.
Only one option remained.
A direct confrontation.
 The question is—how to approach her.
Christian made his way toward Yulian’s residence.
 “Christian?”
 Yulian blinked in surprise.
 “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
 “It has.”
 Yulian gave a soft smile.
 “I’m glad to see you. But what’s the occasion? You showed up so suddenly.”
 “I’ve come because there’s something I’d like to say.”
 “Hmm?”
Christian stared at her quietly for a moment.
And then, something unexpected came out of his mouth.
 “Would you join me at the capital tomorrow?”
 “…Huh?”
Yulian looked puzzled.
 “Why all of a sudden?”
 “Didn’t you say before that you wanted to get closer to me?”
Christian shrugged with a sly grin.
 “Then why not spend a day together? A date, so to speak.”
 “!!”
This was the method of direct confrontation Christian had chosen—
He would bait her into a trap and expose her true intentions.
* * *
Yulian looked completely taken aback.
But before she could say anything, Christian added,
 “I’ll be looking forward to it,”
 and simply walked off, locking in the appointment.
 Knowing Yulian’s personality, if I push her like this, she won’t be able to refuse.
Of course, it wasn’t like she would naively let her guard down and reveal everything.
She was likely well aware that Christian had his suspicions.
But that was fine.
She had a plan in mind.
And so, the next day arrived.
“……”
Inside Yulian’s room in the mansion.
It was still the early dawn.
Yulian opened her eyes blankly.
 “That dream again…”
A single tear slid down from her clear eyes.
It must have happened often—she calmly wiped the tear away with her sleeve, unfazed.
Then, as she slowly closed her eyes again, the whispers began to echo in her ears.
 —Aaaagh… Please, stop… Stop… Just kill me instead…
 —Please… Please… Spare the child at least…
 —Why… Why are you doing this to us…?
Chilling, tormented voices.
She had heard them for a long time.
Those kinds of agonizing screams had always echoed by her ears.
Was it merely auditory hallucination?
Whenever she opened her eyes, corpses with mangled, pitiful expressions would appear in her vision.
She suffered from relentless insomnia, and when she finally managed to sleep, she was always haunted by the same horrific nightmares.
It couldn’t be helped.
This was the wound carved into her very soul.
 It’s fine. There’s not much longer left to endure this pain anyway.
Yulian sighed.
 Still… maybe I should have refused today’s outing.
It was obvious that Christian had some hidden intention behind the invitation.
Most likely, he was trying to probe her—get a glimpse of what she was truly hiding.
But Yulian shook her head.
 What does it matter.
The day of fate was already right around the corner.
Even Christian couldn’t stop it now.
At this point, spending one last day together didn’t seem so bad.
Had things been different, Christian was someone she would never have wanted to kill.
* * *
Yulian descended from the mansion and slowly opened her eyes.
Christian was already waiting for her.
He was dressed neatly.
Christian was handsome to begin with, but in formal attire, he almost seemed to glow.
Admittedly, the look also made his usual arrogance and smugness even more pronounced—but that, too, had its own kind of charm.
 “You look good.”
 “So do you, milady.”
Yulian smiled.
She had dressed up as well, and looked stunning—like a flower in full bloom.
 “Not ‘milady’—call me big sister.”
 “……”
 “Come on, say it—Big sister. Or we’re not going.”
Christian scowled.
 “…Big sister.”
Yulian let out a soft chuckle.
 “Sounds way better. Shall we go? Will you escort me?”
Christian let out a low sigh and offered his hand.
 “Let’s go.”
They boarded the carriage and headed toward the city center near the castle.
A brief silence passed.
Yulian glanced at Christian with a curious expression and asked,
 “So, what’s the plan for today?”
 “First, we’ll have tea and a meal. After that, a walk through the gardens… and then, perhaps, a short recital.”
 “Classic.”
 Yulian smiled.
 “Well then, I’ll enjoy it.”
They spent time together as Christian had said.
 “Is this Lamo tea? That’s not easy to come by.”
 “Yes. It’s not very common, but they serve it here. Do you like the flavor?”
 “I do. It’s fragrant and smooth.”
They took their time enjoying the tea.
 “You don’t seem to be touching the meat.”
 “Yeah. I’ve never really liked meat. That’s why the family meals don’t suit my taste. But here—the salad’s fresh and delicious. I like that.”
They shared a meal and strolled through the gardens.
 “They have Yale trees. I love those.”
It was the picture of an ordinary date.
Their conversation wasn’t anything special.
Just simple, everyday talk.
Yulian tilted her head slightly.
 “Strange.”
 “What is, milady?”
 “Nothing, really. It’s just… I thought there’d be more to it. It’s surprisingly ordinary.”
She had clearly expected some sort of trap. But seeing no hidden ploy left her visibly uncertain.
Christian responded only with a faint smile.
 “Now, for the final stop. Shall we?”
It was a small concert hall.
The audience, already seated, widened their eyes in surprise at the two’s entrance and immediately rose in greeting.
 “We greet you, Lord Christian, Lady Yulian!!”
 “Oh, it’s fine. We’re just here to enjoy the music. Please, make yourselves comfortable.”
Yulian looked a bit puzzled.
There was only one seat prepared.
 “Christian, what about your seat?”
 “I won’t be watching.”
 “Hmm?”
 “I’m today’s performer.”
Yulian looked genuinely surprised.
Christian gave a wide grin.
 “It should be worth listening to.”
He walked over and sat at the piano placed on the stage.
And then, the music began to flow.
Just as confidently as he had spoken, Christian’s performance was nothing short of beautiful.
In his past life, after all, he had been one of the greatest performers.
The audience watched as if enchanted, fully immersed in the sound. Even Yulian felt a sudden pang in her chest and quietly clenched her fists.
But then, mid-performance, the music came to an abrupt halt.
 “??”
 “Ah, the next part really shines when accompanied by a second player. Playing it solo just feels lacking.”
Christian turned to Yulian.
 “Would you mind helping me, sister?”
 “…Me?”
 “It’s a piece you learned in childhood, so it shouldn’t be too difficult.”
In a prestigious household like the Dark Demonic House, basic cultural education was standard.
Especially musical training in childhood, since it helped develop the sensitivity needed to control demonic Energy later in life.
 Though of course, most don't study it to any advanced degree.
Perhaps because of that, Yulian hesitated.
 “My playing’s nowhere near your level, you know?”
 “Who cares? It’s just the two of us. Wouldn’t it be more enjoyable that way? Don’t you all agree?”
Who could possibly say no to that?
The audience eagerly nodded in agreement.
 “Of course!”
 “It would be an honor to hear Lady Yulian perform—we wouldn’t sleep a wink out of joy!”
Yulian let out a small sigh and rose to her feet.
 “You’re unbelievable. But you’d better not complain if I mess up.”
 “You have nothing to worry about. I’ll keep in perfect sync with you.”
Yulian sat beside Christian and placed her hands on the piano keys.
As her fingers hovered above the keyboard, they paused briefly.
Christian’s sharp gaze immediately caught that brief moment of hesitation.
 “Shall we begin, then?”
He smiled subtly and moved his fingers.
Together, the two began to play a melody in perfect harmony.
* * *
Later, on the carriage ride home.
 “Today was fun.”
 “I’m glad to hear that.”
 “It’s been a while since I spent time like this.”
 “It’s not over yet.”
 “Hm?”
 “I’ve prepared a special event.”
Just then, the carriage came to a halt.
 “This place…?”
 “I prepared it for you, sister.”
A small, unassuming building stood before them.
Yulian tilted her head, finding it rather desolate—but then, something unexpected happened.
Shhhk—
Christian’s sword suddenly drew and aimed straight at Yulian’s neck.
 “!!”
 “Shhh, stay still. You might get hurt if you move.”
Black Steel Energy surged from the blade.
Yulian’s face hardened in an instant.
 “What do you think you’re doing?”
 “Ah, I don’t intend to harm you. This is… my own way of showing consideration.”
 “Consideration?”
Christian shamelessly nodded.
 “So you can rest in peace. As you know, staying at the estate only makes things more complicated, doesn’t it? So I arranged a quiet place just for you—to help you relax.”
An excuse so absurd, it barely counted as one.
It was clearly imprisonment.
Even if Yulian was acting suspiciously, this was going too far.
But—
 “It’s necessary. I can’t let her roam free anymore.”
Christian recalled the truth about Yulian’s "true nature"—which he had just confirmed during their outing—his gaze now heavy with grim resolve.
 He could not—must not—leave Yulian unchecked.
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                    “……”
Yulian stared at Christian with a hardened expression.
Perhaps it was because she realized he had uncovered her true identity.
There was a tension now that hadn’t been there before.
 ‘Will she obey quietly?’
Yulian was hiding her true power.
If she revealed her full strength, even Christian might find it difficult to handle her.
 ‘But she won’t do that.’
Unleashing her hidden power would mean tearing off the mask she’d so carefully worn until now.
Yulian, who had so thoroughly concealed her true self all this time, wouldn’t throw that away so easily.
“Haa…”
As expected, Yulian showed no intent to resist.
Christian quickly took out a bracelet and clasped it around her wrist.
It was a relic that sealed demonic energy.
 “No matter how high your rank as a Grand Duke, if you go this far…”
 “Ah, please don’t misunderstand. As I said earlier, this is purely for your own comfort. I sincerely hope you don’t take my goodwill the wrong way. Once you’ve had enough rest, I’ll escort you back to the estate.”
Yulian furrowed her brow and glared at him.
Christian simply shrugged and clapped his hands.
 “Mari, make sure my sister is treated well. Handle her gently, alright?”
[Ohoho, understood. Since she’ll be my sister-in-law once I marry you, of course I’ll treat her with care. I’ll serve her with the utmost sincerity. Now then, if you’ll come this way.]
Mari guided Yulian into the building.
Soon after, a small group of magic soldiers under Melin’s command arrived.
 “Keep an eye on Lady Yulian.”
 “Understood. But… will this really be okay?”
Melin asked with concern.
 “Even if she’s suspicious, this feels too much like imprisonment…”
 “It’s not imprisonment. I’m giving her a special vacation.”
“……”
Melin gave him a look that said ‘are you serious?’
Christian shrugged again.
 “I know this is pushing it. But it had to be done.”
Melin’s eyes changed.
 “Did you discover something?”
 “To some extent, yes.”
That’s right.
Christian hadn’t locked Yulian away without reason.
Throughout their outing, he’d been analyzing her—every little action.
And when he pieced it all together, the conclusion he reached was chilling.
 ‘The Yulian standing before me isn’t the real one.’
Christian swallowed hard and mentally repeated the answer he’d arrived at.
 ‘There’s another soul inside Lady Yulian’s body right now.’
An unbelievable notion.
But the signs had always been there—Christian had known for a while now that something was off about Yulian.
A soul being completely replaced?
As unbelievable as it sounded—it was the truth.
 “During the recital earlier…”
There had been many signs to raise suspicion, but the decisive moment was during the piano duet.
As previously mentioned, even children of prestigious families in the Magus Empire receive basic education in the arts, even if they’re Magi.
But it’s never at a truly high level.
Yulian was the same—she’d only learned the basics of music.
In fact, during the duet, Yulian had merely accompanied him at the level of a novice performer.
And yet, Christian noticed something off.
 “She was a beginner… but also not a beginner.”
Her body clearly responded like that of a beginner.
It wasn’t as if she were deliberately holding back her true skill.
 “But her mind wasn’t that of a beginner. It was clearly the mind of a skilled, experienced performer.”
It reminded him of his own state right after he regressed.
A dissonance between a high-level mind and a body that hadn’t yet caught up—creating subtle, yet undeniable mismatch.
That exact disconnect had appeared in Yulian’s performance.
It was faint. Almost unnoticeable.
Yulian had clearly tried very hard to suppress it—to make sure she didn’t come off as skilled.
But Christian was no ordinary observer. He was a musician who had reached the level of a true master.
There was no deceiving his eye.
In fact, he noticed even the effort she was putting into hiding it.
 “To think it was someone else’s soul entirely…”
It sounded like madness—something no one else would ever believe.
Because by all natural laws of the world, it should’ve been impossible.
And yet—it wasn’t.
There was a way to make it possible.
 A devil’s authority.
 “Yulian is a devil contractor. She must have received a devil’s blessing and possessed that body through it.”
The real question was why.
Why had this 'Yulian' taken over that body?
What was her goal?
 “I have to find out who the real Yulian actually is.”
Christian already had a few guesses—thanks to the clues he’d picked up during their outing.
 —“Is this... Ramo tea?”
Ramo tea was exceedingly rare.
In the Magus Empire, most hadn’t even heard of it.
Even within the Confederation, only one particular group was known to drink it.
Then there was—
 —“I don’t like meat.”
 —“Oh, a Yale tree. I love those.”
Ramo tea. Vegetarian preference. Yale tree.
On their own, they didn’t stand out.
But combined with the way Yulian had acted throughout the outing… all signs pointed to one possibility.
Christian swallowed hard.
 “She’s an elf.”
Come to think of it—Yulian had always shown signs resembling those of an elf.
Her talent in archery, the crisp and serene atmosphere unique to elves—it all made sense now.
Until now, Christian had dismissed it as just a feeling.
But if an elven soul had truly possessed Lady Yulian’s body?
Then the problem was, why?
Why would an elf possess the body of a noblewoman from the Magus Empire?
And to do so by even making a pact with a devil, offering up her soul?
Even for that, he had a guess.
 “…Melin, are there any elven settlements near the territory of the Dark Demonic House?”
 “Hmm?”
Melin thought for a moment, then snapped her fingers as if recalling something.
 “There was one. To the southeast—near the grey zone bordering the Confederation. But I heard the village was wiped out a few years ago by a magical beast raid.”
 “A few years ago?”
 “Yeah… five or six years, maybe?”
Christian narrowed his eyes.
That was exactly around the time Yulian’s behavior had changed.
 ‘The original Lady Yulian was known as a cruel and ruthless woman, but about five years ago, after suffering from a severe fever, her personality suddenly became gentle and kind.’
There was something off about it.
Something with the unmistakable stench of blood.
 “Can you investigate what exactly happened to that elven village?”
 “Yes, understood. But it might take some time. It wasn’t within our territory, after all—it happened within the Confederation’s lands. And especially the grey zone… it’s riddled with places like the criminal city of Fugitive Haven, so getting reliable intel won’t be easy.”
The grey zone referred to the territory between Gold Cross and the Karn Empire.
As Melin said, it was a lawless area filled with minor factions, too busy fighting among themselves to oppose devils.
Even the Dark Demonic House paid it little attention.
 “No need to look that far.”
 “Pardon?”
 “Investigate our own House.”
Melin looked confused at first—then her eyes widened in shock.
 “You don’t mean…?”
 “Yeah. That’s what I mean.”
Christian nodded solemnly.
 “It was probably our Dark Demonic House that destroyed that elven village.”
Her—
In other words, the current 'Yulian'—
The one who had bargained her soul with a devil to possess the body of a noblewoman from the Dark Demonic House.
Her purpose was likely revenge.
 ‘First, I need to find out if our House truly was involved in the massacre of that elven village in the grey zone.’
But even after digging, nothing concrete surfaced.
In the end, Christian decided to consult his aunt, Merian.
As the Commander of the Black Shadow Knights—who served as the House’s Inquisition Division—she might know something.
 “The elven village in the grey zone? As far as I know, our main House was never directly involved.”
 “Is that so?”
 “Yes. That area has never been a focus of the main House to begin with. Although—there is one possibility.”
Merian lowered her voice.
 “It was my brother.”
“!!”
Christian’s face stiffened.
She meant Marquis Langham.
 “Five or six years ago… that was when my brother was wandering outside the territory, looking for a way to surpass his current rank.”
“……”
 “He even went off with his close aides for an extended period, but no one knows exactly what he did during that time. It’s possible… he sacrificed the elves to gain more power for himself.”
Merian’s expression twisted into one of open disgust.
 “It’s an open secret, after all—that my brother committed all sorts of atrocities behind the scenes in his desperate attempts to break through his limits. He’s meticulous to a fault, so I’m sure he didn’t leave behind a single shred of evidence.”
It was more than plausible.
Christian could now piece together the whole picture.
Because of Marquis Langham’s insatiable greed, an elven village had been destroyed. And one of the survivors had made a contract with a devil, possessing the body of his daughter—Lady Yulian.
There was no proof yet, but Christian’s instincts told him it was very close to the truth.
 ‘This isn’t good.’
This wasn’t just some distant issue that could be chalked up to Marquis Langham’s sins.
If Lady Yulian were only targeting him, perhaps the situation wouldn't be so dire.
But could that truly be the case?
 ‘No. If she were only after him, she would've struck already.’
Yulian had hidden herself for over five years—right inside the very household of her enemy.
That meant she wasn’t just planning to take down Marquis Langham, but something much darker.
 ‘She might be planning to drench the entire Dark Demonic House in blood, just as her village was slaughtered.’
It wasn’t an uncommon kind of revenge.
Especially in Christian’s previous life, he’d seen many individuals form pacts with devils out of vengeance.
And those who gave up their very souls to demons didn’t settle for merely killing their enemy.
They shed blood so brutally, it was as if they themselves had become demons.
 ‘I have to stop her.’
If Lady Yulian truly intended to spark a massacre within the Dark Demonic House, as Christian feared—
He could never allow it.
Just then—an urgent interruption.
 “My lord! It’s an emergency! Lady Yulian has disappeared!”
“!!”
Christian’s face darkened.
 “Disappeared?”
 “Yes. Lady Mari and our magi were monitoring her closely, but she suddenly vanished.”
Melin dropped to her knees.
 “Forgive me, Lord Christian! I failed to carry out your command!”
 “…No.”
Christian shook his head.
 ‘She definitely used a devil’s power.’
Otherwise, there was no way she could’ve escaped.
They had even deployed artifacts designed to suppress demonic energy, and dozens of magi and Mari herself had been watching her every move.
She hadn’t escaped by stealth—she’d vanished as if swallowed by the sky.
 ‘This is bad.’
Christian bit his lip.
The fact that Yulian had gone so far as to use a devil’s authority to escape meant there was a high chance she would act soon—and dangerously.
 “What’s wrong?”
Merian, who was with him, asked with a puzzled look.
Christian hesitated, but then made up his mind to explain the situation.
This wasn’t something to keep secret just to “consider” Yulian.
 “Actually…”
After listening, Merian’s eyes widened.
 “Are you serious? Yulian’s a devil contractor—and not even the real Yulian, but a fake with a replaced soul?”
 “It’s certain that she’s made a contract with a devil. As for her soul being fake… it’s just my guess, but I’m pretty sure I’m right.”
 “Haa… I did think there was something strange about that girl.”
Merian accepted Christian’s words without much suspicion.
Because it was Christian who said it.
She had always trusted him, but ever since receiving instruction through the soul stone, her trust had grown deeper.
She had originally been a 6-star Mid-Rank, but in less than a month, she had ascended to the realm of a 6-star High-Rank.
What was even more shocking was that after her lesson with the soul stone, Christian personally checked her progress and gave her additional advice.
If she followed it, even reaching the 7-star realm didn’t seem out of reach.
It was unbelievable—but real.
At this point, Merian was fully prepared to trust Christian completely and assist him however she could.
 ‘Of course, I still haven’t forgiven him for making me eat that illusion cookie just because he didn’t want to bake real ones.’
 “I’ll deploy the Black Shadow Knights to track down Yulian’s whereabouts.”
 “Yes. Please.”
But no matter how hard they searched, Yulian was nowhere to be found.
Christian’s expression darkened, and Merian slowly shook her head.
 “It’s like she’s completely vanished from the House’s territory. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be able to hide this thoroughly.”
 “……”
 “Still, don’t worry too much. Even if your guess is right, it’s not like she can pull off anything major.”
Merian spoke to reassure him.
 “Even if Yulian really is a devil contractor, there are limits to her power. She’s just one person—there’s only so much she can do.”
It wasn’t a wrong statement.
What could one person truly accomplish?
And yet, Christian couldn’t shake off the ominous feeling creeping over him.
As if something terrible was about to happen.
 ‘At this point, all I can do is trust the trap I laid.’
There was at least one thing he could take solace in.
When he had imprisoned Yulian—
Christian hadn’t just sealed her magic with an enchanted bracelet.
He had also secretly branded her with a faint, black magic mark.
 ‘Of course, it’s so subtle that she wouldn’t notice. It only has a very minor effect.’
Still, if the worst-case scenario occurred, it could serve as a hidden trump card.
 ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this.’
Christian looked up at the setting sun, his expression grim.
And as if on cue…
The day of the Rank War was drawing near.
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                    On the day of the Ranking Duel, early in the morning.
The top floor of the Dark Demonic House’s estate.
In the Family Head's office, Marquis Langham was looking over documents.
“My lord Marquis, may I enter?”
It was Viscount Macfield, Marquis Langham's most trusted subordinate.
“Preparations for the Ranking Duel are complete.”
“Yes.”
“However, there is a problem….”
Macfield wore a troubled expression.
“Lady Yulian is still missing. We have dispatched the House’s Magi to search for her, but…”
“It's fine.”
“Pardon?”
“You don't need to worry about it, so just leave it be. Focus on today's Ranking Duel.”
Viscount Macfield looked puzzled, but he soon bowed his head.
“Understood.”
Afterwards, left alone, Marquis Langham put down the documents and gazed out the window.
The vast landscape of the Dark Demonic House's domain.
Marquis Langham’s gaze settled heavily.
“So, it's finally time.”
It was an inscrutable murmur.
Noon.
Finally, the Ranking Duel began.
“Wooooah!!”
The fervent cheers of the Magi echoed all around.
The Ranking Duel, where position and bloodline were set aside and only pure strength was contested, was the greatest festival that made the Magi's hearts pound.
As it was an important event, most of the Magi who could attend had gathered.
There wasn't enough space, to the point that a special venue had to be set up outdoors, outside the estate.
The Magi chatted with excited faces.
As expected, the greatest point of interest was which of the 6-star High-Rank Magi would be the final victor.
“So, who among the five do you think will win?”
“Well, this time it’ll probably be Viscount Macfield or Viscount Marek, who follow Lord Marquis Langham, right? I heard the others fell into Heart Demon Syndrome after receiving Grand Duke Christian’s instruction.”
“That’s true.”
“I wonder why Grand Duke Christian, who has always been so perfect, did something so reckless this time.”
“He's only human, after all.”
Everyone reacted as if Christian had made a mistake this time.
Marquis Langham’s faction, in particular, raised their voices and openly slandered Christian.
“If it’s true that they fell into Heart Demon Syndrome because of Grand Duke Christian, shouldn’t he be held responsible?”
“That's right. He's caused tremendous harm to the House.”
“Anyway, with everyone praising him as a genius, he must have lost sight of his own place.”
“His reputation as a genius made him fall into arrogance.”
“Aren't his achievements up until now just exaggerated?”
And so, from here and there, the voices of Marquis Langham’s faction criticizing Christian could be heard.
But then, an unexpected voice cut through.
“Have you dared to say your piece?”
“What? …Huh?!”
Those who turned around looked as if they had seen a ghost.
It was the Family Head, Nordian!
Without anyone noticing, he had appeared at the event venue.
“We greet you, Lord Family Head!!”
Everyone scrambled to their knees, and the venue fell silent in an instant.
Nordian frowned deeply as he surveyed his surroundings.
His expression was clearly displeased.
In truth, Nordian was furious.
‘To think that scum like this are the Magi of the Main House.’
In fact.
Nordian had not planned on attending the Ranking Duel in person due to his poor health.
He had intended to just send a thought-form to discreetly check the atmosphere, but the voices slandering Christian angered him so much that he had come himself.
‘It’s not enough that they’re blind; their tongues are rotten too.’
A murderous aura flowed from Nordian.
The faces of the Magi turned white with terror.
If this had been the hot-blooded Nordian of the past, he would have plucked out the eyes and tongues of those pig-like bastards.
‘But even scum like them are necessary for the Dark Demonic House.’
Nordian barely suppressed his killing intent and instead took a different measure.
“Fine. I will do as you say. I shall decide the Grand Duke’s reward or punishment based on the results of this Ranking Duel.”
“!!”
“If those who received the Grand Duke’s instruction produce results that fall short of expectations, I will hold him responsible. Conversely, if it is confirmed that his instruction was effective, I will grant the Grand Duke a fitting reward.”
A chilling voice echoed through the venue.
“And if the Grand Duke’s instruction proves to be correct, I will mete out a fitting punishment to those who insulted him with baseless slander. However, the punishment will be carried out according to the Grand Duke’s will.”
The faces of the Magi who had been bad-mouthing Christian turned white. Most of them were from Marquis Langham’s faction.
The others had, at most, cautiously voiced their doubts.
In other words, this was no different from handing Christian a justification to strike at Marquis Langham’s faction.
‘It’s fine. There’s no way such strange instruction could be effective.’
The members of Marquis Langham’s faction tried to calm their pounding hearts.
In just one month.
And from Christian, a man of lower achievement, to those of higher achievement.
How could such unbelievably bizarre instruction possibly have any effect?
‘The Family Head always favored the Grand Duke anyway, so his judgment must be clouded.’
Eventually, Nordian took his seat of honor, and the Family Head’s representative, Marquis Langham, rose from his seat.
He was about to declare the start of the Ranking Duel.
But Nordian found fault once again.
“Why is the Marquis rising?”
“…Pardon?”
“Is the Grand Duke not present? Grand Duke, announce the opening of the Ranking Duel.”
Marquis Langham’s face hardened stiffly.
This was him declaring to everyone that Christian stood above Marquis Langham.
Marquis Langham's pride had been dragged through the mud.
‘Whew. Family Head Nordian is seriously angry,’ Christian thought.
Normally, Nordian wouldn't have gone this far.
But he was acting this way because his anger had flared up after hearing the voices slandering Christian.
After all, the voices bad-mouthing Christian were ultimately Marquis Langham’s doing.
‘It’s not bad for me. If anything, I need to expand my influence in the Dark Demonic House anyway.’
Although he had the support of the general low-ranking Magi, it was difficult to say he held real power within the House with just that.
‘In that respect, this Ranking Duel is an important opportunity.’
Any Magus who sought power would surely lose their minds seeing the miracle Christian would create in today’s duel.
However, Lady Yulian was the problem.
‘I still haven’t been able to find Lady Yulian’s whereabouts.’
Perhaps it wasn't something to be overly worried about.
Just as his aunt Merian had said, no matter if Yulian had made a contract with a devil, what great thing could she possibly do on her own?
Especially here at the Ranking Duel venue, countless formidable Magi of the Dark Demonic House were gathered.
Even if Yulian tried to pull something, the chance of a major problem arising was slim, but…
‘Still, I have a bad feeling. It’s best to stay sharp. Until ‘the signal’ comes.’
Christian’s gaze settled.
The fortunate thing was that he had prepared a countermeasure by engraving a mark on her.
However, since it couldn't be discovered, it wasn't a mark with a major effect, but it could still be useful in the worst-case scenario.
Having thought that far, Christian rose from his seat and stepped forward.
For now, he had to focus on the Ranking Duel.
“The Ranking Duel will now begin. The challenger may come up to the duel stage and name their opponent.”
A moment of silence passed.
Soon, one figure stepped forward.
It was the captain of the Black Wolf Knights, Viscount Marek.
A 6-star High-Rank Magus, and a member of Marquis Langham’s faction.
“I nominate the captain of the Black Lion Knights, Count Berkel.”
“!!”
It was a crucial match.
One that would confirm the effectiveness of Christian’s instruction.
As Viscount Marek ascended the stage with a menacing aura, a sense of tension filled the venue.
For reference, the three great knight orders of the Dark Demonic House were as follows.
The Black Lion Knights.
The Black Wolf Knights.
The Black Shadow Knights.
Here, the Black Shadow Knights could be discounted as they performed special missions like surveillance, intelligence, and covert operations. The strongest in terms of martial power were the Black Lion Knights and the Black Wolf Knights.
As such, the Black Lion and Black Wolf Knights had a long-standing rivalry, and their two captains were also bitter enemies.
‘Though Viscount Marek has never won before.’
‘But I wonder how it will go this time. Count Berkel isn't in a perfect state because of Grand Duke Christian’s instruction.’
Indeed, Viscount Marek’s eyes were triumphant, as if he had already won.
“Come on out, Count Berkel! This time, I’ll show you who is truly the stronger one!”
His voice grew louder.
“What, are you scared?! Get out here now!”
“…How noisy.”
At last.
Count Berkel ascended the stage.
But at his unexpected appearance, everyone's eyes widened.
‘What’s that?’
‘Why does he look like that?’
Count Berkel's entire body was covered in wounds.
He looked as if he had just returned from a battlefield.
“You, what’s with that appearance?”
Count Berkel's eyebrow twitched.
“…I had some business.”
Of course, it was because of Christian.
‘Damn that Grand Duke. Giving me a crazy assignment right up until the morning of the Ranking Duel.’
Viscount Marek scowled.
“Are you insane? Showing up to the Ranking Duel in such a state. Or are you looking down on me?”
Count Berkel looked utterly exhausted.
It was clear he wouldn't be able to display his full skills with his energy so depleted.
And yet.
“I don’t think it’ll be a problem.”
“…What?”
“Because I can handle the likes of you well enough even in this state.”
“!!”
Viscount Marek's face turned red.
“How dare you…!! For someone who’s fallen into Heart Demon Syndrome! Have you lost your mind too?”
“Heart Demon Syndrome?”
Count Berkel tilted his head.
At the same time, a change occurred.
Fwoosh!
Magical energy spread out from around Count Berkel.
And Viscount Marek's eyes widened as he felt that magical energy.
‘What…? This is Count Berkel’s magical energy?’
Viscount Marek knew the extent of Count Berkel's skills inside and out.
After all, as his rival, it was his life's ambition to surpass him.
But the magical energy now was completely different from what Viscount Marek had known.
Before, Count Berkel's magical energy was like a rampaging flame.
It seemed like it could destroy anything, but it was unrefined.
In contrast, now it was like a well-honed blade.
Like a trained beast.
That wasn't to say its intensity had weakened.
On the contrary, it was even more intense.
It felt as if chilling destruction was aimed right at the nape of his neck.
Count Berkel recited the enlightenment he had gained over the past month, thanks to Christian.
“Since darkness has dominated destruction, it is only natural for destruction to be born anew.”
“!!”
“Under the dominion of darkness, destruction can become more complete, and thus, a more intense annihilation shall reside within.”
Viscount Marek gritted his teeth.
“What nonsense is this? Have you gone mad?”
“Ah.”
Count Berkel grinned, baring his teeth.
Perhaps being dominated by Christian for the past month had made him a little similar?
A smug tone, similar to Christian's, slipped out.
“It means I can crush the likes of you with ease.”
“!!”
Viscount Marek’s face turned red.
He was furious with humiliation, but he couldn't bring himself to readily extend his sword.
He was overwhelmed by his presence.
No, to be precise.
‘…I don’t think I can win. This is impossible.’
It hadn't been like this before.
Count Berkel had stood on slightly higher ground, but it had been a small enough gap that he could have reversed it at any time with a little effort.
But it wasn't like that now.
He felt no confidence at all.
“Are you scared?”
“!!”
Viscount Marek clenched his fist tightly and swung his sword.
“Haaap!!”
Viscount Marek unleashed his Will Technique, the ‘Art of the Cursed Wave’.
A pack of wolves surged toward Count Berkel.
It was a pack of wolves formed from Black Steel Energy, curses, and illusion arts.
It was a powerful Will Technique where one would fall into a state of hallucination upon meeting the wolves' eyes, have their reactions dulled by the curse in their howls, and finally be torn to shreds by fangs made of Black Steel Energy.
But Count Berkel’s response was unexpected.
As the pack of wolves rushed him, he showed no particular reaction. He just stood there.
“Wh-what?”
Everyone let out cries of confusion, just as he was about to be engulfed by the raging tide of wolves.
Count Berkel raised his sword.
And then.
Everyone in the venue stared wide-eyed.
Something unbelievable had happened.
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                    Count Berkel's sword flashed.
He had manifested his Will Technique.
‘Sword of Twilight’.
It was Count Berkel's famous Will Technique, combining Destruction black magic and Black Steel Energy.
One that most Magi of the Dark Demonic House knew.
But its power was completely different from what everyone knew.
Gooooo.
The twilight engulfed the pack of wolves.
The pack of wolves, as if sensing danger, bared their fangs and fought back, but the twilight remained unscathed.
Afterwards, Paat!
The twilight flickered, and something astonishing happened.
The pack of wolves trapped inside was annihilated in an instant. A sight as if they had been erased with an eraser.
“Kuhk!!”
From the backlash, Viscount Marek suddenly coughed up blood.
“How?”
Everyone wore expressions of shock.
Viscount Marek's ‘Art of the Cursed Wave’ was by no means a Will Technique that could be so easily broken.
But to think it was dismantled as simply as crushing a bug with a finger?
‘The Sword of Twilight didn’t originally have that kind of power!’
It wasn't just that the output of the Will Technique had grown stronger.
Previously, Count Berkel's twilight was like a rampaging bomb.
So its destructive force couldn't be focused and its power was halved, but now it was different.
He looked as if he was in complete control of the twilight, and as his power was focused, it unleashed a much stronger destructive force.
“Kuuuhk…!!! I won’t lose!!”
Viscount Marek didn't give up and fought back with all his might, but it was useless.
The Will Techniques Viscount Marek unleashed were futilely broken time and again by Count Berkel's, and a moment later, he was forced to his knees.
“N-No way.”
Viscount Marek muttered blankly as he stared at the sword aimed at his neck.
Everyone had a look of astonishment.
‘Count Berkel was stronger before, but it wasn't such an overwhelming difference.’
‘Didn't he usually win after a tense duel?’
An extremely small number.
Only the Magi among the 6-star rank who had reached a high realm of Mid-Rank or above noticed the reason.
‘He re-established his microcosm? That’s why his Will Technique is displaying such power!’
‘Impossible? How?!’
It had a tremendous meaning.
It meant that Count Berkel had reached the very threshold of the 7-star rank. Barring any major incident, he would ascend to 7-star in the near future.
‘And that’s because of Grand Duke Christian’s instruction?’
‘No way. I can’t believe it.’
The Magi of Marquis Langham’s faction tried hard to deny it.
But a single statement from Count Berkel overturned everyone's denial.
“H-How?”
When Viscount Marek, still unable to recover from the shock, asked, he replied thusly.
“It is all thanks to the Grand Duke’s instruction.”
“!!”
Count Berkel continued bluntly.
“The Grand Duke is truly a cra… no, an amazing person.”
As everyone in the venue swallowed hard, engulfed in shock, a voice was heard.
“I don’t know why you’re all so surprised by something like that.”
“!!”
It was Christian.
He spoke in a voice that sounded irritating for some reason.
“It’s merely a matter of having him find and wear the clothes that suit him best.”
“……”
Everyone wore a dumbfounded expression.
To compare helping someone re-establish their microcosm to merely changing clothes.
But Christian continued as if it were truly no big deal.
This time, toward Marquis Langham who was beside him.
“Isn’t giving this level of instruction simple for you as well, my lord Marquis?”
“……”
“Ah, perhaps my lord Marquis… cannot do this? My apologies. I hold you in such high esteem, my lord Marquis, that I naturally assumed you could do this much with ease. I was being inconsiderate again.”
Marquis Langham did not give any reply.
But his tightly shut mouth seemed to be suppressing his anger.
‘I can see you’re angry even if you pretend to hold it in.’
Christian smirked and proceeded with the Ranking Duel.
“The next challenger, come up to the stage.”
This time it was Viscount Macfield’s turn.
Marquis Langham’s most trusted subordinate.
Viscount Macfield shouted in a strong voice, as if trying to change the atmosphere.
“I nominate Count Khazar!”
Then he followed up with an unexpected statement.
“I, too, have received special instruction from Lord Marquis Langham this time. I have achieved a great accomplishment, so I will dedicate the glory of victory to Lord Marquis Langham!”
Was he bothered by Christian ignoring his master?
Like a loyal hound, Viscount Macfield showed excessive loyalty and praised Marquis Langham’s name.
At that sight, Christian said, “Ohh,” and spoke to Marquis Langham.
“It seems you have given some great instruction, my lord. I too look forward to seeing what kind of instruction it was.”
Marquis Langham scowled and said curtly.
“Be quiet. Your father won't be leaving here unscathed.”
A voice laced with confidence.
It certainly seemed that Macfield had obtained some kind of achievement.
Macfield confidently shouted again.
“Count Khazar, come up!!”
When Count Khazar appeared, Viscount Macfield raised the corners of his mouth.
“Prepare yourself. With the help of Lord Marquis Langham, I have finally succeeded in laying the foundation of my microcosm…”
Viscount Macfield's voice, which had been chattering excitedly, gradually quieted down.
He sensed that something was off.
‘Why do I have this strange feeling?’
Count Khazar wasn't even raising his magical energy.
But why?
An intense, overwhelming presence could be felt.
‘Overwhelming presence? Why?’
Viscount Macfield wore a confused expression.
An overwhelming presence is what the weak feel from the strong.
Facing Count Khazar, it was as if he had become weak prey standing before a predator.
‘What kind of nonsense is this.’
Viscount Macfield gritted his teeth.
He was not the man he used to be.
Had he not laid the foundation of a microcosm?
He tried to rebuild his confidence and open his mouth.
“The one who wins this time will be me…”
“Shut up.”
Count Khazar finally opened his mouth.
“Macfield, you’re the one who took the lead in slandering my son this time, aren’t you?”
“!!”
“Prepare yourself. I won’t let you leave here unscathed.”
Count Khazar drew his sword, and Viscount Macfield, without realizing it, flinched and stepped back.
As Count Khazar raised his sword, he felt not just an overwhelming presence, but fear.
He wondered if it was a delusion, but it wasn't.
Inexplicably, it was truly ‘fear’.
‘Wh-what? Why?’
Viscount Macfield clenched his fist tightly.
What in the world was this ominous feeling?
It was as if he had been bewitched by some dark art.
Macfield gritted his teeth and drew his sword.
“You’re the one who should prepare yourself! I’ll make you regret that stiff attitude!!”
“I told you to be quiet.”
Count Khazar swung his sword down.
Fwaash!
But inexplicably, he swung it at empty air.
As if he were cutting a shadow in the empty air.
Viscount Macfield scoffed.
‘What is he doing? They said he fell into Heart Demon Syndrome, has he gone mad? I guess that ominous feeling I had earlier was just a baseless delusion.’
It wasn't just Macfield.
Everyone in the venue wore a puzzled expression.
But at that moment.
Macfield's eyes shot open.
“Huh?”
Fwaaaash!
Blood spurted up.
From Macfield's shoulder.
“!!”
Macfield's eyes shot open in bewilderment.
And again, Count Khazar swung his sword at the empty air.
Following that, Fwaat!
Again, blood spurted from Macfield's body.
Only then.
Did everyone in the venue realize what was happening.
A great shock enveloped the venue.
In the dead silence, Christian's smug voice could be heard.
“Could it be… that the foundation of a microcosm is all that Lord Macfield gained? Surely not, right? There's something more, isn't there?”
“……”
“To boast so proudly after gaining merely the foundation of a microcosm. If it were me, I'd have been too embarrassed to even bring it up.”
It was a scathing taunt, but no one could refute it.
Because compared to the realm Count Khazar had just displayed, the foundation of a microcosm that Macfield had obtained was far too shabby.
The authority of the 7-star, Dominant Class.
It was a ‘miracle’.
Count Khazar’s ‘Annihilation’ had split the laws of the world.
It was the moment a new 7-star Magus was born in the Dark Demonic House.
* * *
Viscount Macfield, covered in blood, collapsed and was carried away.
A ruthlessness unlike the usually gentle Count Khazar.
He had a lot of pent-up anger.
Because all this time, whenever Marquis Langham plotted against Christian, it was Viscount Macfield who acted as his hands and feet, carrying out the dirty work.
In any case, people couldn't even spare a thought for the fallen Viscount Macfield.
It was because they had received a shock as if they had been struck on the head with a hammer by the sight Count Khazar had just shown.
‘Count Khazar reached 7-star!’
‘How?’
As if answering the question, Count Khazar left a single remark to everyone before stepping down from the stage.
“It is all thanks to having a capable son.”
“!!”
The same words Count Berkel had said earlier.
Everyone's gaze turned toward Christian, who was sitting in the seat of honor.
That same arrogant and smug expression he always wore, as if something like this was only natural.
‘He really guided them to enlightenment? No way!’
‘It’s impossible!!’
This time, people wore expressions of utter disbelief.
That's because it was just that unbelievable.
However.
As the Ranking Duel continued, disbelief turned into astonishment.
“Viscount Hanegal wins!!”
“Baron Auer wins!!”
“Viscount Milena wins!!”
They were the ones who had received instruction from Christian.
Every single one of them defeated their rivals from Marquis Langham's faction.
And it wasn't just a victory.
It was an overwhelming victory.
What was even more astonishing was that every single one of them had leaped forward from their original realm.
Meaning, Christian's words that he would guide them to enlightenment were true.
Then, a low voice rang out.
“Magnificent.”
“!!”
It was Nordian.
“Every one of you has achieved a great accomplishment. Truly excellent. As the Family Head, I am very pleased.”
Those who were praised knelt before Nordian.
“Not at all!! It is all thanks to the Grand Duke's instruction!”
“That's right. We were able to achieve this because the Grand Duke guided us, who were lacking.”
Nordian nodded as if greatly satisfied with that answer and looked at Christian.
“You have done a truly great thing for the House. I will be sure to commend you for this.”
It wasn't just a matter of giving instruction.
He had drastically raised the House's overall power.
It was an achievement that was not lacking even when compared to the deeds Christian had accomplished before.
And yet.
“Did I not say it? That I would change the Dark Demonic House.”
“!!”
“This is just the beginning.”
At those words, the Magi swallowed hard.
It meant that Christian's instruction would continue in the future.
It was only natural.
Because Christian was the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House.
‘Then do I also have a chance to receive the Grand Duke’s instruction?’
‘How can I receive instruction from the Grand Duke?’
Not a small number of Magi began to think such thoughts.
A Magus dedicates their entire life solely to becoming stronger.
So, having seen others grow stronger right before their eyes, there was no way their eyes wouldn't be captivated.
In particular, those who had been stuck at a wall for a long time stared at Christian with even more desperate eyes.
There were even some who looked as if they would kneel before Christian at any moment.
‘This is the reaction I expected.’
Christian shrugged his shoulders.
‘But is this it?’
Christian’s gaze settled.
‘I thought Yulian would cause some trouble during the Ranking Duel. This is strange.’
It was an intuition.
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                    But it was quiet.
With no response, Christian had no choice but to shake his head and look at the devils watching him.
All of them were gazing at him with eyes full of longing—craving guidance.
Christian shrugged.
 “Just because someone receives my guidance doesn’t mean they’ll grow rapidly.”
The explosive growth of the Hero’s party after following his advice was due to the fact that they were all heaven-sent geniuses.
Hero Evan needed no explanation, and Grand Mage Rania was already considered the most promising successor of the Sky Magic Tower.
 “This time, the ones who progressed rapidly under my guidance had already formed the right foundation for it.”
The ones Christian had taught recently had all hit a wall for at least five years—some even for over a decade.
Naturally, their vessels had already been filled to the brim.
Which also meant, conversely—if the vessel isn’t full, even Christian’s help would have limits.
 “Still, I can at least help them avoid wasting time wandering aimlessly down the wrong path.”
That wasn’t all.
Christian wasn’t just content with guiding others—he was already planning to overhaul the Dark Demonic Arts system as a whole.
 “The current version of the Dark Demonic Arts is far too difficult for the average person to learn.”
The sheer lack of 7-star or higher-ranked devils was evidence of that.
Of course, even for someone like Christian, tampering with techniques that had been passed down for centuries wasn’t easy.
Minor improvements could be made at any time, but what Christian aimed to do was to completely reinvent the Dark Demonic Arts.
To make them more intuitive—while preserving their depth and power.
And perhaps, in the future, when Christian's cultivation deepened to the point he could be called a Great Grandmaster—
Then it would truly be possible.
At that moment, Nordian scanned the devils gathered in the hall.
 “By the way, those fools who dared to speak so recklessly despite knowing nothing… we must make sure they pay the proper price.”
The faces of those who had bad-mouthed Christian turned pale.
To insult a Grand Duke was a serious offense.
And now that Christian’s words had been proven entirely right, there was no room left for excuses.
 “We’re sorry!!”
 “Please forgive us!!!”
The very same devils who had shouted criticism earlier were now dropping to their knees and groveling.
 “What sort of punishment do you think would be fitting for them?”
 “First, let’s hear what Marquis Langham has to say. They all seem to be his loyal followers.”
Most of those who had spread slander about Christian were lower- to mid-ranking devils.
They were the small fry of Marquis Langham’s faction.
Punishing such insignificant lackeys would be meaningless.
After all, they were simply following Marquis Langham’s orders.
So the plan was to use them to place Langham himself in a difficult position.
But then—something unexpected happened.
 “Where did he go?”
Marquis Langham, who had just been nearby a moment ago, was nowhere to be seen.
 “That’s odd. There’s no reason for him to step away right now…”
Even Nordian frowned.
 “Where has the Marquis gone?”
The sudden disappearance left even Marquis Langham’s faction visibly shaken.
 “What is going on…?”
And then it happened.
A completely unexpected disturbance.
Nordian, who had been standing still, abruptly fell silent—his expression began to harden.
 “...My Lord?”
Everyone turned toward him in confusion.
But Nordian couldn’t respond.
It was as if he had just suffered a massive shock—frozen in place.
The next person to notice the anomaly, aside from Nordian, was Count Khazar, the second-highest ranked individual present.
 “This Energy... What in the world…?”
Count Khazar’s tone was tense and cautious.
Then, Christian, who possessed an unusually advanced sensitivity for such things, also picked up on the disturbance.
 “This is…?”
His eyes snapped wide open.
A nauseating stench—an aura that felt like rot.
 “No way… Is this the sinister aura of Gehenna?”
It was unbelievable.
And yet, unmistakable.
It was the eerie, corrupted aura that belonged solely to Gehenna.
 “This is impossible. Why would this energy suddenly appear? It’s like… like the start of an ‘Invasion’.”
It felt identical to the signs that preceded an Invasion—an event in the later stages of the Age of Ruin, where Gehenna would overlap with the surface world.
And at that moment—
A jolt.
Christian felt a stinging sensation.
It was a signal from the Mark he had planted on Yurian.
This meant that everything happening now… was directly tied to her.
 “No way…”
That was when it all clicked for Christian.
He realized what Yurian had done.
 “Damn it—she really went that far?!”
He shouted urgently,
 “Everyone, get back!!”
 “!!”
 “Now!! There’s no time!!”
He yelled at the top of his lungs, but people stood frozen, too stunned to react.
Not that it would have changed much, even if they had moved quickly.
Suddenly, the sky darkened.
And not just the sky.
The entire world lost its color.
All light and hue faded.
All that remained… was grey.
The landscape transformed into something resembling the very edge of Gehenna—
just like the place Christian had visited once before.
A suffocating silence descended, as if the world itself was holding its breath.
And everyone instinctively understood—
This wasn’t the end.
Something far more terrifying was about to begin.
Soon after—
Gwooooooooh.
A bone-chilling wail echoed through the air.
Like the sound of paper being torn apart, the ashen sky began to split open.
A surreal sight.
Beyond the rift in the sky, an eerie scene was revealed.
 [Gyaaaaahhh.]
 [Please… someone, end this pain.]
Flames of karmic fire.
Souls writhing in agony within the inferno.
And devils grinning cruelly as they tormented them.
The horrific landscape of Gehenna poured out from the torn sky above.
 “Damn it.”
Christian clenched his teeth.
He knew exactly what this phenomenon was.
Summon Hell.
A 9-star forbidden spell that linked the surface world to Gehenna.
* * *
A heavy silence fell.
No one could react—everyone stood frozen in place, overwhelmed by the unimaginable event unfolding before them.
 “Corruption like this shouldn’t even be possible at this stage in time…”
Christian clenched his fist tightly.
 “How the hell did Yulian manage to cast Summon Hell?”
In principle, Summon Hell was a spell that shouldn’t be possible to cast.
The Three Realms—the Mortal Realm, the Heavenly Realm, and Gehenna—were divided by clear boundaries.
Linking the surface world to Gehenna should have only been possible after those boundaries collapsed.
But then the realization struck Christian.
 “She used the Forbidden Ground of the Dark Demonic House. She opened a ‘Spot’ connected to Gehenna.”
Throughout the Mortal Realm, there existed rifts—gaps that served as links to the Heavenly Realm or Gehenna. These were called Spots.
Even the main estate of the Dark Demonic House had one.
Christian had once gone there to train—it was a Forbidden Ground, and it led directly to the borders of Gehenna.
 “So that’s what she’s been doing these past five years—preparing to open the Forbidden Ground.”
Christian recalled Yulian’s demeanor over the years.
She had never shown interest in the struggle for power, instead moving quietly from place to place within the household, building relationships with people using her innate charisma.
But those friendly exchanges had only been a cover.
All of it was groundwork—for this.
To open the Spot connected to Gehenna within the Dark Demonic House.
And she had done it with excruciating precision—for over five years.
 “But even that shouldn’t have been enough. How did she cast a 9-star spell…?”
Then Christian figured out the final piece of the puzzle.
 “…The Demon King of Azure Flow. She helped her activate the spell.”
Christian’s lips pressed into a firm line.
The Demon King of Azure Flow was attempting to destroy the Dark Demonic House… in order to obtain the Sacred Black.
That’s why Yulian had joined hands with her—for the sake of revenge.
At that moment, some of the dark mages who were finally regaining their senses began to speak up.
“What is that?”
“Are we seeing some kind of illusion?”
“Who dares to pull such a stunt against the Dark Demonic House?”
They couldn’t accept what they were seeing—the panoramic scene of Gehenna spilling into reality.
But what happened next silenced them completely once again.
Ooooooooh!!!
A scream rang out, like the wail of something being ripped apart.
A horrific cry that seemed to shake the soul itself.
And then, came the sound of trumpets.
A clear signal—like an army beginning its march.
Ssshhh—
From the rift in the sky that led to Gehenna, a dirty, murky mist began to seep through.
It swirled and coalesced into a singular shape.
A giant leg stretched forward.
Three pairs of arms, spider-like in form.
A grotesque head, covered in countless glaring eyes.
Its form resembled a human… but was twisted beyond recognition.
It was a demonkin—a species enslaved by the devils.
 “Is… is this really Gehenna?”
Some of the dark mages cried out in disbelief.
The demonkin raised its head and let out a guttural moan toward the sky.
And yet—that was only the beginning of the nightmare.
From the rift, more and more of the thick mist poured through.
Two… three… in the blink of an eye, an entire legion of demonkin revealed themselves.
At a glance, there were easily more than five hundred.
[Grrrrrr.]
[Kyaaaaaahh…!]
Faced with these monstrous creatures in a rainbow of grotesque forms, many of the dark mages swallowed hard.
 “That many demonkin…?!”
Demonkin weren’t invincible.
They were merely the servants wielded by devils.
But even a low-tier demonkin typically wielded the power of at least a 4-star being.
 “Mid-tier demonkin possess strength equivalent to 5-star High-Rank mages, and upper-tier ones match even 7-star Supreme-Rank dark mages.”
The ones emerging now—just the low-tier ones alone—numbered well over five hundred.
That number wasn’t something to be taken lightly.
Christian's immediate surroundings were filled with overwhelmingly powerful beings, but 4-star combatants were still considered top-tier powerhouses almost anywhere else.
In the Allied Forces, they would rank as commanders or vice-commanders of most mid-level or small-sized knight orders.
Even within the Dark Demonic House, they were regarded as sub-leaders or officers of elite strike forces.
And now, over five hundred such monsters had appeared.
To make matters worse, there were easily over a hundred mid-tier demonkin as well—each equivalent to a 5-star High-Rank mage.
It was, without exaggeration, a force of pure catastrophe.
And yet… the worst nightmare had yet to arrive.
From the rift, more mist leaked out.
A thick, blood-colored haze.
Unlike the earlier demonkin, this mist carried an entirely different presence.
The fog soon took form—
A surprisingly neat, well-dressed human male figure.
 [Ahhh, it's been quite a while since I last set foot on the surface.]
The man flexed and stretched awkwardly, as though adjusting to a body he hadn’t used in ages.
He looked just like an ordinary human, but Christian’s expression darkened immediately.
 “An upper-tier demon.”
Among demonkind, only upper-tier demons possess appearances identical to humans.
They are beings with strength rivaling that of the highest-ranked dark mages.
The man grinned, revealing sharp, gleaming fangs.
 [Ahhh… to think there would be such a banquet waiting. I’m in ecstasy.]
 [Don’t forget, it’s not all for you. We agreed to split it evenly, remember?]
A young girl appeared next—
But just like the man, her outward form was perfectly human.
Another upper-tier demon.
 “Focus. Now's not the time to be distracted.”
Christian clenched his fist tightly and surveyed the enemy force.
 “Two upper-tier demons. Over five hundred ordinary demonkin. So this is the current strength that’s come through?”
Even a spell like Summon Hell didn’t allow an endless stream of demons or devils to appear.
The laws of causality that governed the Middle Realm enforced limits—
There was only so much force that could manifest at once.
 “Still… over time, more could emerge. Thankfully, no devils have shown up yet.”
Most likely, it was because the boundaries between the Three Realms hadn’t collapsed.
If the veil between the worlds was still intact, then devils—the true rulers of Gehenna—could not cross over.
 “Not that this situation is hopeful by any means.”
Even the current horde of demonkind was horrifying enough.
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                     “Where the hell did that bastard Marquis Langham disappear to?”
Christian scowled deeply.
Whether he liked it or not, this was a situation where everyone had to unite. And yet, Langham had vanished—
As if he had known this would happen from the start.
 “…No way. Don’t tell me…?”
A chilling possibility flashed through Christian’s mind, sending shivers down his spine.
 “Did he somehow foresee all this?”
It might’ve been an overreach—just a baseless suspicion.
But not impossible.
 “Marquis Langham… he probably knew Yulian’s true nature.”
After everything Christian had witnessed, he couldn’t deny it anymore.
Langham was always excessively thorough, meticulous to a fault.
Could such a man really have gone five whole years without realizing his daughter’s soul had changed?
Not likely.
He must have known—
That Yulian had delved into forbidden arts.
And yet… he had let it happen.
 “But why?”
Christian didn’t have to think too long to understand.
Because at that moment, he heard a familiar voice shout:
 “Christian! Get to cover—now!!”
 “!!”
 “I’ll handle those bastards.”
It was Nordian.
With unwavering determination etched across his face, the family head of the Dark Demonic House stared down the advancing demonkin.
Christian clenched his fists.
 “So that’s it. He used Yulian’s plot to deliberately force Lord Nordian into a trap.”
There was no way Nordian could sit back in a crisis like this.
If he didn’t act, the Dark Demonic House would drown in blood.
 “So this is how it happened in my past life too.”
Christian recalled the events of his former life.
 “Back then… Lord Nordian exhausted himself fighting off the demonkin and was ultimately killed by Marquis Langham, who had gained power through a forbidden technique.”
So Langham must have foreseen Yulian’s scheme and used it instead as bait to weaken Nordian.
Yulian had become a pawn of her own enemy.
 “Vile bastard.”
Christian’s eyes narrowed in disgust.
 “What are you doing?! You are the hope of the Dark Demonic House! Hurry and get out of here!!”
 “I will not run.”
 “What?!”
 “I am the Grand Heir. And you want me to hide behind others in a time like this?”
 “I admire your courage as a dark mage—but this isn’t the time for pride! I’ll deal with those disgusting demonkin myself!”
Nordian’s presence flared—cold, unyielding, resolute.
He was fully prepared to fight to the death.
But Christian shook his head.
 “No, I won’t leave this to you, Grandfather.”
"What? There's no one but me who can fight those demonkin—?"
"And why wouldn't there be? Are the dark mages here just scarecrows?"
"!!"
"Not you, Grandfather. It’s our Dark Demonic House that will fight."
Christian swept his gaze across the gathered dark mages in the hall.
"What are you waiting for?! Are you just going to stand there while these vile monsters invade the heart of our House?!"
"!!"
"Everyone, take up arms!"
With his thunderous voice echoing through the chamber, the dark mages snapped out of their daze.
"Uwooooah!!"
"Long live the Dark Demonic House!!!"
"Drive those demon bastards back!!"
Christian’s bold stance ignited their courage—breaking the suffocating morale-crushing presence of Gehenna’s foul energy.
Yet Nordian still wore a troubled expression.
"If we clash directly with those demonkin, our family will suffer heavy losses. It would be better if I went all out myself."
Indeed, if Nordian unleashed his full strength, he could likely annihilate a significant number of the invading demonkin on his own.
That’s how powerful he was—
A peerless dark mage second only to the 9-star Demon Kings.
But doing so would irreversibly damage Nordian’s condition.
It was a self-sacrificial choice—meant to preserve the overall strength of the Dark Demonic House.
But Christian responded with unexpected words.
"Grandfather, sometimes I think you treat our Dark Demonic House as far too fragile. You’re overprotective."
"!!"
"More than anything, our Dark Demonic House is not weak."
Christian raised his voice and called out a list of names:
"Count Khazar! Count Berkel! Sir Merian! Viscount Hanegal! Baron Auer! Viscountess Milena!"
They were the ones who had received personal guidance from Christian during the recent instruction period.
"Each of you swore to repay the guidance I gave, did you not?"
Those named nodded solemnly.
All had pledged their gratitude to him in one form or another.
"Whatever you command, Grand Duke," Count Berkel spoke on behalf of the others.
"If you truly wish to repay me, then risk your lives to protect the dark mages of this House. That is the price I ask of you."
"!!"
Berkel’s eyes trembled.
‘He’s not just gifted. He’s the one destined to carry our House.’
And that belief wasn’t Berkel’s alone.
All those who heard Christian’s words—including every dark mage in the hall—were moved.
Especially in stark contrast to the disgraceful disappearance of Marquis Langham, Christian’s brilliance stood out even more.
And Christian wasn’t done yet.
He turned to the retainers of Marquis Langham.
Though they had suffered humiliating defeat in the recent ranking duels against Christian’s trained fighters, they were still core members of the Dark Demonic House—each one a 6-star mage or higher.
"I wonder where your master has gone."
"!!"
They looked visibly shaken.
They too were clearly bewildered by Marquis Langham’s disappearance.
 ‘He must’ve been so blinded by the thought of weakening Lord Nordian’s power that he acted without thinking through the consequences.’
Strategically speaking, it wasn’t a terrible scheme.
Even if he earned the scorn of the other dark mages for this, as long as he achieved his goal of crippling Nordian, the gains would’ve been worth it—for Langham, at least.
But there was one thing Marquis Langham failed to calculate.
He hadn’t foreseen the role Christian would come to play.
 ‘I won’t let your disgusting schemes unfold the way you want.’
Christian vowed firmly.
If anything, Marquis Langham couldn’t even begin to imagine…
What sort of consequences awaited him for what he had just done today.
Christian planned to use this very incident to deal Langham a political deathblow.
Abandoning his post in the face of a demonic invasion—there was no excuse a dark mage could make for that.
 ‘First things first—we deal with these demonkin.’
Christian turned toward Langham’s faction.
"I won’t hold your previous disgraceful behavior against you."
"!!"
"But as the Grand Heir, I command you—do your utmost. You too are mages of the Dark Demonic House."
You too are mages of the Dark Demonic House.
Those words struck something deep within them.
Even if they had followed Langham in pursuit of power, it was clear now.
Christian possessed a caliber of leadership and strength that Langham could never hope to match.
Finally, Christian turned to the mid- and lower-ranked mages who had slandered him at Langham’s command.
They were people who rightfully should have been punished.
But instead, Christian declared:
"You’re the same. Fight like your life depends on it. That is the punishment I give you—don’t let even one of those filthy monsters walk away alive."
The mages who had insulted him felt their chests tighten with emotion.
Langham had used them as tools to spread rumors from the shadows.
In contrast, Christian boldly forgave them and entrusted them with the defense of the family.
There was no comparison between the two.
 ‘If I survive this, I’ll swear loyalty to Grand Duke Christian.’
 ‘Me too.’
Many among Langham’s faction found themselves thinking the same.
And so, the entirety of the Dark Demonic House roared in fervent unity, admiration for Christian surging to the surface.
"Wooooaaaaahhh!!!"
"Long live Grand Duke Christian!!"
"Glory to the Dark Demonic House!!"
"Slaughter every last one of those demonkin bastards!!"
Their overwhelming momentum surged forward—so much so that even the corrupt energy of Gehenna that had blanketed the surroundings seemed to recoil and fade back.
Meanwhile, two high-ranking demonkin floating in the air sneered in amusement.
 [Amusing.]
 [It’s more fun when they thrash around a little.]
Christian narrowed his eyes coldly at the two upper-class demonkin.
‘Those two are the real problem.’
The other mid- and lower-ranked demonkin could be dealt with somehow.
But the moment high-ranking demonkin—those on par with top-tier mages—entered the fray, the damage would spiral out of control.
‘Father may have reached the 7-star level, but he only just broke through. He’s not yet strong enough to take on high-ranking demonkin.’
Still, it would be fine.
There was a way.
“I’ll take care of those two myself.”
Nordian frowned.
“Don’t stop me. I’m the only one here who can handle them.”
Christian nodded calmly.
“Understood. But I have a condition.”
“A condition?”
“Let me assist you.”
“You want to help me?”
Nordian looked stunned.
“Even if you’re a genius, you’re nowhere near ready to lend strength to someone like me.”
“I’m not talking about lending strength.”
Christian shook his head and clarified.
“I’ll bear the backlash from the restriction you’ve taken on.”
“!!”
Nordian’s eyes widened in shock.
“That’s absurd. Do you have any idea what kind of forbidden arts I’ve invoked?”
Nordian had employed a reversed-heaven technique—one that granted him power at the cost of a deadly restriction.
If he violated that restriction, his life force would be demanded in return.
And the key was that it wasn’t just physical depletion. It was a price that had to be paid—a dark magical contract.
Even if someone tried to supplement his life force externally, it would be meaningless.
“I know exactly what it is. And even so, it’s possible. I’ll trick the restriction.”
“…What?”
Nordian looked completely baffled.
Trick the restriction? It sounded like utter nonsense.
But Christian wasn’t joking. He spoke firmly.
“Watch.”
Christian reached into his dimensional pouch and pulled something out.
A small angelic statuette.
“A supreme-grade artifact from the House of Medical Saints. It contains refined artificial life force.”
He had taken it from Duke Huam after the dispute with the Venomous Demonic House.
Since the Venomous Demonic House and the House of Medical Saints were longtime rivals, they had amassed a good number of the latter’s treasures.
“I’ll exploit the loophole in the contract. This statue’s life force will be offered in your place.”
“That’s… absurd.”
If that were possible, who would ever sacrifice their own life?
Nordian looked like he was about to reject it outright—but then went silent.
Christian’s gaze was unwavering.
He radiated the conviction that it could be done.
“Please, trust me.”
“…You…”
Nordian shook his head slowly.
“Very well. I’ll leave it to you.”
Just then, the two high-ranking demonkin began to move.
 [That old man is the biggest nuisance. What do you say—shall we split him between us?]
 [He doesn’t look like an easy opponent.]
 [He’s just an old fossil barely clinging to life thanks to forbidden magic. He won’t be able to exert his full strength.]
The demonkin had seen straight through Nordian’s condition.
The two of them descended from the air, closing in on him.
“Give me your hand. I need to synchronize with your life force pattern—so please don’t resist while I examine you.”
Christian grasped Nordian’s hand first.
Nordian glanced at the hand that held his.
Not that it mattered now, but he suddenly realized something:
Of all his grandchildren, Christian was the first to ever take his hand.
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                     ‘It doesn’t feel bad.’
Nordian drew up his energy.
Fwoooosh!
Darkness surged from his body.
Rumble.
It was nothing more than summoning his energy, yet the surrounding air trembled in response, as if the heavens and earth were shaking.
But the problem came swiftly.
Nordian’s complexion turned pale in an instant.
The backlash from the restriction was beginning to show.
 ‘My turn.’
Christian closed his eyes and began to sense Nordian’s demonic energy.
More precisely, he focused on the foreign force embedded deep within it.
 ‘This is the binding force of the contract Nordian made—its restriction.’
It was attempting to seize his life force as payment.
 ‘I can’t allow that.’
Christian began to observe the structure of Nordian’s body to discern the form of his life force.
Life force—what is the energy of life?
Unlike tangible forms of power like mana or demonic energy, life force is profoundly abstract and conceptual.
But Christian, who had mastered the Art of the Divine Physician, could clearly perceive what form another person’s life force took.
He thoroughly memorized the traits, shape, and energy pattern of Nordian’s life force.
 ‘I must replicate it exactly.’
Now, Christian’s consciousness turned toward the angelic statue.
Its name was “Trumpet of Life.”
A sacred treasure imbued with refined, artificial life force—capable of restoring even extinguished vitality.
It was one of the rarest relics, even among the Sacred Healing Noble House.
 ‘What matters is that the life force stored in this artifact is artificial, and therefore not bound to any fixed form.’
Christian brought the angelic statue close to Nordian’s body.
The artificial life force within the statue reacted to Nordian’s own life force and began to reshape itself.
Just as clear water takes on the color of ink when it touches it, the formless artificial life force began to resemble Nordian’s own.
But that alone wasn’t enough.
 ‘It must match perfectly—without a single deviation.’
Only then could the restriction be deceived.
Christian focused his entire mind on the statue.
He began to directly manipulate the transformation of the artificial life force.
Not to make it “similar”—but to make it identical to Nordian’s.
Like an exact replica.
It was an impossible task.
As stated earlier, life force was an abstract, conceptual energy.
Each person’s life force had a unique, infinitely branching pattern.
What Christian was attempting was akin to reproducing a structure that split into thousands, tens of thousands of fractal branches—down to the finest detail.
And yet—
 ‘I can do it.’
He succeeded.
Through superhuman concentration, Christian managed to perfectly replicate Nordian’s life force with the artificial life force from the angelic statue—without a single deviation.
The next step was relatively simpler.
He used illusionary techniques to deceive the restrictive force of the forbidden art, making it believe that the life force embedded in the angelic statue was Nordian’s.
Of course, this method was only possible because Christian’s knowledge of black magic had surpassed the peak of mastery, and he possessed a profoundly intuitive sense for such arts.
As a result—
The restriction drew its price from the statue’s life force instead of Nordian’s, and Nordian’s complexion brightened immediately.
“You…?”
Nordian’s eyes widened in disbelief.
He had really done it.
“You already knew I was a genius, didn’t you?”
Christian grinned.
“Still, this method has its limits. You must never overextend.”
The life force stored in the statue was not abundant—just barely enough to pay the required price.
If he forced more power from it, there would be severe backlash.
 ‘This is a one-time method. Even among the Sacred Healing Houses, treasures that contain such refined artificial life force are rare.’
But Nordian scoffed at Christian’s concern.
“That much is more than enough for dealing with those filthy rats.”
Nordian raised his hand.
“Behold—the true might of our Dark Arts.”
Vwooooom—
Darkness flared up from Nordian’s body once more.
Like a flame rising, it expanded outward in all directions—until, in an instant, it surged and engulfed the area around him.
This was Nordian’s domain of control:
“Sovereign Shadow”
 ‘He’s reached the limit of his mastery.’
Christian swallowed hard.
The deeper one’s cultivation, the wider their dominion becomes—and Nordian’s control now encompassed the entire vicinity.
The pale ash-gray air that had blanketed the battlefield vanished without a trace, replaced by Nordian’s abyssal darkness consuming everything.
 [What kind of power is this?!]
 [Attack him!!]
Two high-ranking devils, clearly shaken, motioned hastily—and nearby lower-rank devils charged toward Nordian.
“Lord Patriarch!!”
“Please be careful!!”
The mages of the Dark Demonic House cried out in shock, but Nordian didn’t even flinch.
“You filthy insects dare forget your place.”
He clenched the fist he had extended toward the approaching devils.
“Before the great darkness, wither away… you abominations.”
A tremendous pressure descended on the demon soldiers.
It was the nature of dominion—‘Control’—wielded at full force through the authority of an 8-star being.
Dozens of devils screamed in agony as they were engulfed by the darkness, turning to ash one by one.
An unbelievable scene.
 [How does he possess such power?!]
 [That old human—could he be a Demon King!?]
The two High-Rank devils hesitated and tried to retreat—but it was too late.
Nordian’s dominion had already engulfed them.
In a panic, the two devils rapidly gathered their energy to defend themselves.
A dome of murky, ash-colored energy—formed from tainted malice—surged up to protect them.
But the miracle brought forth by Nordian did not end there.
“You pathetic vermin. It’s useless.”
With a mere gesture, a sword flew into Nordian’s hand.
He drew the blade from top to bottom—and from it, a slash of Black Energy burst forth.
 ‘That Black Energy…’
Christian’s eyes widened.
At first glance, it appeared to be a simple wave of black force—but it wasn’t.
It was infused with various forms of demonic energy: red, blood, yellow, blue, grey, purple, and more.
It was a manifestation of Black Energy shaped by the properties of the Dark Energy that governs all darkness.
He had once shown this level of mastery briefly while instructing Christian.
 ‘That’s Black Energy, yet it holds power that exceeds even “Alienation.”’
On top of that, Nordian’s dominion—Sovereign Shadow—was amplifying the effect.
A dominion transforms the battlefield into a territory aligned with the caster’s attributes, drastically enhancing their abilities.
And the Sovereign Shadow amplified the domination of Dark Energy to its peak.
As the one who ruled all darkness, Nordian’s Black Energy grew stronger by the second.
The wave of Black Energy shattered the defensive dome protecting the two High-Rank devils—then cleaved both of them vertically, clean through.
 [Th-this can’t be…]
 [How can a human…?]
Even while their bodies were severed in two, the devils continued to speak in disbelief—but not for long.
“I’ve heard enough. Die already.”
As Nordian declared it, the halves of their bodies began to twist and collapse, as if being crushed by an invisible press.
They struggled to resist, but it was in vain.
In the end, both devils were completely annihilated.
“Waaaaaah!!”
“All hail the Patriarch!!”
The mages of the Dark Demonic House roared in triumph.
It was an overwhelming display of power—so great that it was hard to believe even after seeing it with their own eyes.
 ‘So this… is the power of Demon Lord Nordian.’
It was no wonder the other noble houses in the Magus Empire were wary of him.
“You’ve done well. Please, don’t overexert yourself further.”
“I still can…”
“Look around you. Everyone is fighting valiantly.”
Nordian closed his mouth.
It was true.
The mages of the Dark Demonic House were holding the line without giving an inch against the demonic invaders.
 ‘It’s all thanks to this child.’
As he watched the battlefield unfold, Nordian once again felt a deep admiration for Christian.
Count Khazar, Count Berkel, and others who had grown significantly under Christian’s guidance were now leading the charge on the front lines.
If not for Christian’s instruction, such achievements would have been impossible.
Before the battle even began, Christian’s earlier gesture of embracing those aligned with Marquis Langham had also paid off—now everyone, without distinction, was united as one, fighting together.
 ‘And I’ve received tremendous help as well. If not for this child, the backlash might have been unbearable.’
From start to finish, it was all thanks to Christian.
“As Patriarch, I owe you my thanks.”
“You flatter me. After all, the Dark Demonic House is mine as well, isn’t it?”
Nordian let out a faint laugh.
He wasn’t wrong.
Christian was the next rightful heir of the Dark Demonic House.
 ‘I wonder what this House will look like under his leadership…’
Nordian shook his head.
Now wasn’t the time for idle thoughts.
“But things aren’t as optimistic as they seem. Look over there.”
Through the rift leading to Gehenna, more and more devils were pouring in.
It was like trying to fill a bottomless jar with water.
But Christian calmly shook his head.
“It’s fine. We just need to close that rift.”
“That rift? And how do you intend to do that?”
“It’s simple. We subdue the one responsible for opening it.”
“You mean to say this wasn’t a naturally occurring phenomenon?”
Nordian still hadn’t grasped the full scope of what was happening.
“Yes. This wouldn’t have happened without someone pulling the strings. If we eliminate the cause, the rift will close with it.”
Still, Nordian looked skeptical.
“Do you even know where this culprit is? Let alone stop them?”
“I have a way to find them.”
“!!”
Christian recalled the sharp pulse he’d felt—coming from the brand he had secretly etched onto Yulian.
 ‘When Yulian uses the power of a demon, the brand detects it and sends me a signal.’
By tracing the signal in reverse, he could pinpoint her exact location.
“Grandfather, if you could use your remaining strength to create an opening in the barrier that’s sealing this place, I’ll go and handle it myself.”
Nordian thought for a moment before giving a nod.
“Very well. But I have one condition.”
“What is it?”
Looking directly at Christian, Nordian spoke in a firm, almost fatherly tone.
“You must return unharmed. Do you understand?”
Christian smiled faintly, touched by the concern in his voice.
“Don’t worry. You know who I am, don’t you? I’ll be back before you know it.”
With a swing of Nordian’s sword—slice!—an opening tore through the barrier.
Christian quickly stepped through.
Above him stretched a wide, clear blue sky.
He was free of the zone of erosion.
 ‘Yulian’s signal isn’t coming from the main estate. It’s from the city district near Baron Castle.’
He was about to move at once—when suddenly, he came to an abrupt stop.
An unexpected obstacle stood in his path.
“…Where do you think you’re going, Lord Christian?”
A grim face.
A murderous aura gleaming in his eyes.
A 6-star Upper-Rank mage—and Marquis Langham’s most loyal hound—Macfield.
He was standing squarely in Christian’s way.
* * *
 ‘Why is this guy here?’
Come to think of it, Macfield had been defeated by Count Khazar during the succession duel and had left for treatment at the main estate.
Which explained how he had avoided being caught up in the zone of erosion.
“What do you want?”
“What do you think?”
Macfield grinned darkly.
“By order of Marquis Langham, I’ve been waiting here—just in case you made it out of that eroded zone. I must say, I didn’t expect you to actually escape.”
“……”
“Heh. Either way, this works out nicely. I’ve been wanting to crush that arrogant face of yours for quite some time now.”
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                    Christian frowned.
“How dare you. Are you in that much of a hurry to die?”
“Bluster all you want. It won’t help you. No matter how talented you are, Your Grace, there’s no way you can defeat me.”
He wasn’t wrong.
Though he had embarrassed himself against Count Khazar in the succession duel, Viscount Macfield was still a powerful 6-star Upper-Rank mage.
Christian, who was still only 5-star, had no business challenging someone like him—at least in theory.
Yet Christian showed an unexpected reaction.
Rather than showing any fear, he lifted his chin and spoke coldly.
“You idiot. Seems you still don’t understand your place.”
“…What did you just say?”
“I said, if anyone’s going to die here—it’s you.”
And he didn’t stop there.
“If you kneel right now and beg for mercy, I might consider sparing your life.”
For a moment, Macfield looked blank—then burst into laughter.
It was clear he didn’t take Christian’s threat seriously at all.
“Kuhaha, still running your mouth even now? Impressive. But did you forget something?”
He stepped forward.
“There’s no one here to protect you. Not your precious Patriarch, not that annoying Count Khazar, not even Sir Merian.”
A cruel gleam surfaced in Macfield’s eyes.
“I won’t make it quick. I’ve hated that smug face of yours for a while now. Let’s see how it twists in agony… Let’s see how that arrogance turns into begging for your life.”
A surge of demonic energy rose from Macfield’s body.
The pressure matched his title—he was indeed a 6-star Upper-Rank.
It easily surpassed the might of Count Cessia, whom Christian had fought before.
Back then, Christian had gained the upper hand thanks to the natural compatibility of the Medical Saint Family’s power—but this time, he had no such advantage.
And yet… Christian’s attitude remained eerily calm.
“If I have to say it again, then I will—kneel and beg for forgiveness now. And I might let you live.”
“Khahaha!! Still bluffing? I see… You are scared after all. Let’s hear how that noble mouth of yours begs for mercy.”
Macfield raised his hand.
Unlike those from the Sacred Black lineage, most mages of the Dark Demonic House trained in Black-attribute demonic energy. They often paired it with another element to form a secondary core.
Macfield was one of those—like Count Berkel, he wielded Red Demonic Energy, the element of destruction.
Black and red swirled together, forming a violently unstable force.
It was only a matter of time before that energy was unleashed upon Christian.
Yet even in the face of mortal danger—Christian did not waver.
Still proud. Still arrogant.
It was too much to chalk up to simple bluffing. Macfield’s brow twitched with unease.
And then—
“You know… I’ve never once said something I didn’t mean.”
“…What?”
“So when I said I could kill you—I wasn’t bluffing.”
Christian raised a single finger.
“One second. One strike. That’s all I need to make you kneel before me like a dog.”
“!!”
Macfield’s face flushed red with anger.
“Enough of your arrogant bluffing—it’s getting on my nerves!”
Fwoosh!
His Intent Manifestation Technique erupted forth.
Black Flame of the Wicked Mist.
A cold, sinister fog crept slowly toward Christian.
The moment one was engulfed by that mist, it would ignite into black flames of darkness—an Intent Manifestation Technique designed for annihilation.
But Christian, having already calculated the radius of the mist the moment Macfield activated the technique, moved like lightning—dodging it completely before it could take hold.
“You think I’d fall for something that slow and sloppy?”
“You bastard…!”
“Try using your brain for once. Ah, but I suppose that requires actually having one, doesn’t it?”
From that point on, the same scene repeated itself multiple times.
Macfield would unleash a powerful technique, but Christian, as if predicting everything in advance, would dodge at just the right moment, evading all danger.
To make matters worse, he kept provoking Macfield with smirking jabs that only inflamed his rage.
And then—it happened.
Suddenly, Macfield’s lips curled into a chilling smile.
“Got you.”
“!!”
Whooosh—!
A whirlwind erupted around Christian.
This time, it was Macfield who had calculated Christian’s evasive pattern and pre-activated his Intent Manifestation.
Windfang Guillotine.
“You’re trapped. Now howl in agony as your entire body is shredded to pieces!”
This storm of razor wind carried Black Steel Energy, slicing everything in its path.
Once caught within it, there was no escape. One would be shredded to bits by the endless flurry of wind blades infused with Black Steel Energy.
The only path to survival was to brute-force one’s way out by overwhelming the technique with raw power—but Christian, being only 5-star, couldn’t possibly manage that.
Moreover, Macfield had recently begun constructing his own Microcosm.
Calling it “just the beginning” wouldn’t do it justice.
He may have been mocked by Count Khazar, a full 7-star powerhouse, but the strength of someone who had started forming a Microcosm far exceeded that of someone who hadn’t.
Naturally, Christian should have had no chance.
And yet, Christian said something utterly baffling.
“Is… this really all you’ve got?”
“…What did you say?”
“Come on, give it everything you’ve got. This is disappointing. At this rate, you’re the one who’s going to die.”
Veins bulged on Macfield’s forehead.
“SHUT UP!!”
The wind blades intensified in fury—growing even more ferocious.
Driven by rage, Macfield poured in everything he had.
And then—something unexpected happened.
Click.
The storm that had been raging like a hurricane—came to an abrupt halt.
“Huh?”
Macfield’s face went blank with confusion.
“Why…?”
He tried once more to activate his Intent Manifestation.
But it was useless.
His Energy felt like it was fraying apart—splintering—and no power would manifest.
And the surprises didn’t end there.
“Keugh—!”
He suddenly coughed up blood—thick, blackened, and dead.
“W-What the…?”
Crack.
A faint cracking sound echoed by his ear.
It was coming—from his core.
It was cracking apart.
“W-Why…?”
“You pathetic idiot.”
Christian sneered.
“You were flexing your strength without even realizing your core was fractured.”
“!!”
Macfield’s eyes widened to the point they looked like they’d rip apart.
“W-What did you say…?!”
“You cracked it during the ranking duel. Back when you got hammered by my father.”
Christian shook his head inwardly.
“Seriously… Father went that far with him? He must’ve held quite a grudge.”
During the ranking duel, Count Khazar had thoroughly beaten Macfield to a pulp.
But it wasn’t just superficial damage.
He’d stealthily inflicted a subtle fracture deep within Macfield’s core—so well-disguised that even Macfield himself hadn’t noticed it.
“And it’s a nasty one, too.”
It appeared like a light scratch to the untrained eye, barely noticeable.
But the true nature of the wound was insidious—it would remain dormant unless the user forced their Energy beyond a certain limit, in which case the fracture would spread to the heart of the core.
For a high-ranking mage, such a wound was fatal.
“Maybe… he did it on purpose, just for me. Since I’d eventually have to face Macfield myself.”
But Macfield vehemently shook his head in denial.
“There’s no way… A scratch like that couldn’t cause this!”
“Oh, ordinarily—sure. But what if someone were to stir up your demonic energy and rip into that wound from the inside?”
“…What…?”
Christian flashed a razor-sharp grin.
“I picked up something useful recently.”
He flicked a single finger.
And then—another unbelievable thing happened.
The demonic energy within Macfield’s core began to vibrate wildly.
“KEUGH?!”
Macfield vomited blood again—choking, staggering—his core buckling from within.
“The Lord’s Dark Sovereignty… Once I observed it closely, I figured I could imitate it.”
“!!”
“It’s the perfect technique to crush a bastard like you.”
Normally, not even Christian could interfere directly with another’s core and manipulate the demonic energy within it.
But after witnessing how Lord Nordian annihilated the lower-ranked demons using the power of Dark Sovereignty, Christian was struck by inspiration.
“What if… I could exert that same type of control?”
Nordian’s affinity with dark demonic energy wasn’t even at full capacity—around 80% at most.
Whereas Christian’s affinity was at a full 100%.
If Nordian could do it, so could he.
That was the thought behind his attempt.
“Of course, with my current level of mastery, I can’t exert the same overwhelming might as Lord Nordian.”
What allowed Nordian to manifest such dominance wasn’t merely the purity of his dark demonic energy—it was the profound attainment he had in controlling his domain.
Christian, for now, could only manage a rudimentary form of that control.
“Still, if I time it right, I can at least exploit the crack in his core.”
That’s why Christian deliberately provoked Macfield—pushing him to unleash his full Intent Manifestation.
To force strain onto his already injured core.
He seized the perfect moment, activated his control, and pried into the wound—worsening it.
“And the fact that this fool had a half-formed Microcosm helped me even more.”
As was evident from Count Berkel’s case—having an improperly formed Microcosm was worse than not having one at all.
Macfield’s Microcosm was the same.
Perhaps driven by rivalry against Christian, the Marquis Langham had recklessly taught him a forced shortcut. It was far from a proper Microcosm.
While it did boost his strength temporarily, it rendered his demonic energy unstable—leaving even more openings for Christian to exploit.
Macfield shouted in disbelief.
“Th-That’s absurd! You think you can copy Lord Nordian’s domain just by watching it once?! There’s no way—!”
“I can.”
Christian’s voice was cold.
Macfield clenched his teeth.
“Grrr…!!”
He tried to fight back, but Christian unleashed his control again—shaking Macfield’s core.
Finding the first opening had been the hard part. Once the wound was disturbed, the rest followed easily.
Each time Macfield tried to manipulate his demonic energy, his core buckled in pain. He couldn’t summon any power at all.
Terror filled Macfield’s eyes.
“W-Wait, please. Your Grace—!”
“You’re too late.”
Flash!
A cold arc of the blade.
A spray of blood.
Christian stood over the fallen Macfield for a brief moment—then suddenly staggered, coughing up blood.
“Ugh.”
“This power is still too much for me.”
He had mimicked the authority of a domain—a privilege of dominion over darkness—purely through refined technique. The strain on his body was overwhelming.
Unless it was an exceptional situation like this, he wouldn’t be able to use it so easily again.
“I wasted too much time here. I need to stop Yulian now.”
Even now, deep within the zone of incursion, the warriors of the Dark Demonic House were locked in brutal combat.
There wasn’t a second to lose. He had to act—immediately.
But just as he was hastening his steps—
Christian suddenly froze.
He had no choice.
The pressure that seized him now couldn’t even be compared to what he’d felt from Macfield.
“…Ha. Damn it.”
Once Christian identified the source of that overwhelming presence, he let out a hollow laugh.
“You’re really going this far, huh?”
When he turned his head, he saw a familiar face.
A cold monocle over one eye.
Emotionless, inorganic eyes.
It was Marquis Langham.
* * * 
“……”
A heavy silence hung between them.
Even Christian couldn’t help but feel a sense of danger in this moment.
Marquis Langham had come in person.
“Get a grip. I need to find a way out of this.”
Christian swallowed hard, forcing himself to stay calm, and sharpened his gaze as he assessed Marquis Langham.
Unlike his usual composed and detached demeanor, Langham was now exuding a threatening aura.
There were no openings.
Langham was officially known to be a 7-star High-Rank.
But with the numerous vile and unspeakable secret techniques he had mastered, it was certain he possessed power on par with an 8-star being.
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                    ‘If I use Andril’s Authority, I might be able to find a way to catch him off guard.’
Winning was absolutely out of the question.
‘The problem is, using Andril’s Authority is a gamble in itself.’
Chris hadn’t fully made Andril his own yet.
He hadn’t even completely unlocked the Authority.
All he could do was barely tap into a fragment of it.
Naturally, that meant limitations on its usage.
‘The backlash will be massive too. Since I’m using it in an improper way, the aftereffects will be devastating.’
But even so, this was the only method with even the slightest chance.
For now, he had to look for an opening—so he tried striking up a conversation.
“What brings you here, Marquis? Weren’t you cowering somewhere far away, too scared of the demons to face them?”
“I never ran. I just happened to be away by coincidence.”
“Ha. What thick skin you have. You sent Macfield to stop me, and now you say that?”
“I sent Macfield only to assess the situation. Just in case any survivors managed to make it out of that Gehenna pocket space.”
A blatant denial of wrongdoing.
Chris let out a hollow laugh.
‘Even in a situation like this, he refuses to admit any fault—how typical of Marquis Langham.’
“Then why are you here now? I’m busy, so step aside.”
“I can’t do that.”
Marquis Langham pointed to Macfield, lying dead on the ground.
“I will hold you responsible for killing Macfield.”
“…What did you just say?”
“Macfield was a loyal retainer of the main house. No matter how high your position as Grand Duke, you killed such a man—so it’s only right you be punished accordingly.”
Chris frowned.
What a ridiculous excuse.
“Kneel, now. Obediently.”
“Marquis Langham—no, Langham. Look at the situation. Do you really need to go this far, dragging out such nonsense? There’s no one watching. You’re just trying to stop me, aren’t you?”
Chris dropped the honorifics and asked what had been weighing on his mind.
“Since it’s come to this, let me ask—did you plan to use Yulian from the very beginning?”
“……”
“No, let me rephrase that. When did you make a deal with the Demon King of Azure Flow?”
For the first time, Marquis Langham’s expression changed.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I know everything. If you hadn’t made a deal with the Demon King of Azure Flow, there’s no way you could’ve evacuated yourself at exactly the right time.”
A shocking revelation.
The Demon King of Azure Flow was helping Yulian.
Yet she had also joined hands with Yulian’s mortal enemy, Langham?
‘The Demon King of Azure Flow was using Yulian too.’
Summon Hell was a powerful spell.
But even that wasn’t enough to completely annihilate the Venomous Demonic House.
Even if it hadn’t been Chris, someone would’ve found a way to stop it. There would have been heavy losses, of course.
So, the Demon King of Azure Flow had secretly allied with Marquis Langham on two fronts.
By forcing the Nordian family and the Dark Demonic House to exhaust themselves fending off Summon Hell, she created the opening for Marquis Langham to rise to power.
‘In exchange, she must have demanded the Sacred Darkness from Langham.’
Chris clicked his tongue.
In the end, Yulian had been used—completely and thoroughly.
“Let me ask you one thing. What exactly did you do in that elven village in the Grey Zone?”
This was crucial.
It might hold a clue to stopping Yulian.
‘Though first, I need to survive this bastard Langham.’
“Did you experiment on the elves, trying to develop a forbidden technique to enhance your dark spirit arts?”
For reference, Marquis Langham was known for having trained in Dark Spirit Arts, a power originating from the Venomous Demonic House, as a secondary ability.
Since elves were a race naturally gifted in spirit magic, there was a high chance he used them in human experimentation to enhance his dark arts.
But Marquis Langham gave an unexpected answer.
“On the surface, yes.”
“What do you mean?”
“That was just a cover. In truth, I simply tortured and killed them.”
“…Why would you do something like that?”
“For what’s happening today.”
A chill ran down Chris’s spine.
“You don’t mean… You wiped out the elven village on purpose for this moment?”
“That’s right. And for the record, the plan was proposed by the Demon King of Azure Flow herself. We destroyed the village and deliberately left a single survivor.”
Langham continued in a detached tone.
“After that, the Demon King of Azure Flow approached the survivor and incited her to make a contract with a devil. That survivor is the current Yulian. And everything that happened since then—you already know.”
It was a horror beyond imagination.
From beginning to end, Yulian had been a pawn in their scheme.
Langham, the Demon King of Azure Flow, and the devil she contracted with—none of them were any different from monsters.
“Why go that far?”
“Because there’s no other way I could kill my father with my own hands.”
“!!”
Chris stared in disbelief.
“Why? The head of the Nordian family doesn’t have much longer to live anyway. Even without doing all this, he won’t survive for long. So why are you so obsessed with killing him yourself?”
It was something Chris had always wondered.
If Langham’s only goal was to seize control of the Dark Demonic House, there was no need to go this far.
He could’ve just waited.
Once Nordian's time was up, no one in the Dark Demonic House would be able to stop Langham from becoming the next patriarch.
But Langham, in both his current and past lives, had always insisted on killing Nordian with his own hands.
It was completely irrational.
And then, Langham responded in a way Chris didn’t expect.
That emotionless gleam in his eyes suddenly blazed with a fierce light.
“You don’t understand… what kind of wretched life I was forced to live because of that man.”
“!!”
“My father never once acknowledged me. He always saw me as lacking—and in the end, he stripped me of everything.”
“…So this is all for revenge?”
“This isn’t some petty revenge.”
Langham ground his teeth furiously.
“I’m going to kill him—and by doing so, I’ll prove with my own hands that he was wrong.”
His voice dripped with bitterness and a chilling resentment.
In truth, Marquis Langham had spent his entire life crushed under Nordian’s shadow.
He had never lived up to his father’s expectations. And every time he saw that look of disappointment in Nordian’s eyes, his heart twisted further.
So, what Langham truly wanted wasn’t just the position of Patriarch of the Dark Demonic House.
What he wanted was to make Nordian—the man who never acknowledged him—regret everything.
‘It’s all your fault, Father. You made me this way.’
But then, Chris suddenly let out a snort of laughter.
Waving his hand as if to apologize, he spoke.
“Ah, sorry—I know you were being serious. But I couldn’t help it. It’s just too damn funny.”
“…What?”
“I mean, seriously. You sound like some angsty, warped teenage brat going through puberty.”
“!!”
“And let’s be honest here—you were lacking. You failed to inherit the house because you weren’t good enough. So what’s with this pathetic tantrum?”
Chris spat the words with clear disdain.
“And all this while claiming you wanted to be recognized, you go around doing these horrific things?”
“…….”
“No wonder the head of the Nordian family didn’t want to pass the Dark Demonic House on to you. You’ve got no talent and your personality’s trash. If it were me, I wouldn’t leave you a single coin either.”
If—
If Marquis Langham had been lacking in magical ability but at least had the character and depth to bear the weight of the Dark Demonic House, Nordian might have reconsidered.
But Langham’s very nature was unfit to inherit the house from the start.
‘If a guy like that became the head, he’d run the Dark Demonic House into the ground.’
Langham’s aura grew heavy and oppressive.
“…Shut up.”
“What, did I hit a nerve? Am I being too insensitive? But I just can’t bring myself to care when your whining is this pathetic.”
“I told you to shut up!”
A chilling wave of power erupted from Marquis Langham’s body.
Chris pushed back with his own force, forcing a grin onto his face through sheer will.
‘Yeah… He really is 7-star Upper Rank. No pushover.’
No—he was far more than that.
Under normal circumstances, Chris wouldn't even stand a chance against him.
‘I have to wait for a single opening. He’s probably riled up from the provocation, so if I’m lucky… I might find a gap.’
The air grew tense—tight like a drawn bowstring.
Just as Langham raised his hand, his eyes filled with murderous intent—
—a completely unexpected voice cut in between them.
“Hmm. That’s troublesome. Christian’s mine to kill, after all.”
“!!”
Chris and Marquis Langham both flinched in unison.
Standing there was someone no one expected.
Radiant silver hair.
A figure almost feminine in appearance.
And at the same time, a hideous scar running diagonally across the face.
‘Sherad!!’
Chris sharply inhaled.
‘So he really didn’t die back then?’
Previously, Chris had trapped Sherad and forcibly transported him to Gehenna.
But even afterward, Chris couldn’t shake the unease in his chest.
That nagging suspicion—what if Sherad had survived Gehenna?
‘I only sent him there because I had no other choice at the time, but… a monster like that wouldn’t die so easily.’
And now, of all times, this is when he reappears?
‘Why show up now?’
Marquis Langham seemed to be thinking the same, his brow furrowing.
“Sherad, what’s the meaning of this?”
“Hm? Isn’t that a bit cold for a father seeing his son after so long? I mean, I did come back from hell, after all.”
“I asked what you're doing here.”
Despite his appearance, Sherad was, in fact, Marquis Langham’s biological son.
And yet, the Marquis showed no hint of emotion at his son’s return from what he’d believed was death.
Of course, Sherad hadn't expected warmth or affection.
The two of them were monsters—barely different from devils.
“I came to see Christian.”
Sherad licked his lips with his tongue.
“To kill him.”
Marquis Langham shook his head.
“If that’s your goal, then get lost. I’m going to kill him.”
Langham extended his hand toward Christian.
A dreadful aura of darkness began to gather.
It was a combined strike—melding Dark Spirit Arts with the energy of the Dark Demonic House.
It was a finishing blow, one intended to end things in an instant.
But then, an unexpected disruption occurred.
Fwoosh!
A wave of blood-red energy surged toward Marquis Langham.
It was a spell—Blood Curse Art, cast by Sherad.
Langham blocked it with a raised hand.
“What the hell are you doing?”
“Ah, did I not say it clearly?”
Sherad gave a sly smile.
“I said I was going to kill Christian. I won’t let anyone else have him. Not even you, Father.”
“……”
Langham frowned.
‘So that madness of his is flaring up again.’
He was well aware his son Sherad was a deranged killer.
Especially when his opponent was strong—that’s when Sherad’s bloodlust intensified.
Langham sighed in exasperation.
“Fine. I’ll step back for now. You kill him. It doesn’t matter who finishes him off anyway.”
But then, Sherad pulled another incomprehensible stunt.
Fwaaaaaah!!
An even fiercer burst of blood energy roared forth—again targeting Marquis Langham.
“What now?!”
“Well, yes, I did come here to kill Christian, but…”
Sherad cast a sideways glance at Christian and smiled darkly.
“…seeing him in person made me change my mind.”
“……”
“Wouldn’t it be a shame to kill him now, after all?”
Sherad was now muttering complete madness.
“Just think how much stronger Christian could become… Ahhh, the thought alone gives me chills.”
Sherad giggled as he spoke—completely unhinged.
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                    “She’ll undoubtedly become the most beautiful, most captivating thing in the world. But right now… wouldn’t it be a waste to kill her so soon?”
Sherad’s voice rose, trembling with excitement.
“I’ll wait until the very, very end—and then savor the thrill of the final feast. Not a single drop of blood, not an inch of flesh, not even the tiniest scream will be wasted. It’ll be the perfect banquet.”
His blood-red eyes glimmered with unrestrained madness.
Even Marquis Langham hesitated for a moment—such was the sheer grotesqueness of Sherad’s presence.
Then, Sherad turned his gaze toward Langham and spoke with a chilling tone.
“Besides, there’s someone else here tonight—someone other than Christian—who can satisfy my desires.”
“…What?”
“You, Father.”
Sherad grinned, tearing his lips wide into a distorted smile.
“I’ve wanted to kill you for a while now.”
“!!”
“To be honest, you’re not attractive in the slightest. You’re pathetic, petty, and overflowing with inferiority. I like people with strong souls.”
“…You—”
Sherad wagged his finger mockingly.
“Still, I always wanted to crush that pitiful face of yours just once. You’re not my type, but I’ll make an exception and kill you. And look—none of those annoying followers of yours are around.”
“…You bastard.”
A chill crept into Langham’s voice.
Being mocked first by Christian and now by Sherad pushed him to the brink of fury.
Meanwhile, standing a little behind the two, Christian stared at them both in disbelief.
‘What the hell is Sherad doing, showing up out of nowhere like this?’
It was bewildering. But thinking back to his past life, Sherad had always been prone to this kind of unpredictable madness.
He had countless chances to kill the Hero’s party, yet let them live—and occasionally, just like now, he’d step in to help for no apparent reason.
‘But the real question is… what do I do now?’
Christian paused to think.
Leaving Langham to Sherad—for now—was off the table.
And it wasn’t just because of the bitter history between them from his past life.
‘Sherad doesn’t have the strength to stop Langham on his own. He’s strong, yes, but not enough.’
Sherad’s energy reeked with a dense infernal taint—likely the result of a contract with a devil.
Judging by what Christian could sense, Sherad had reached a refined 7-star level, possibly even at the 7-star Upper Rank.
With rank alone, he could fight on par with Langham.
But—
‘Langham’s power goes far beyond the usual scope of 7-star Upper Rank.’
Through countless horrific forbidden arts, Langham had boosted his strength to the point of rivaling 8-star.
‘Of course, Sherad is a lunatic who gets more excited the stronger his opponent is—he’d throw himself into battle without a second thought.’
But even so, he was likely to be overwhelmed.
Christian needed a more secure way to keep Langham locked down.
‘Given how things have turned out, there’s only one path forward. While Sherad keeps Langham occupied, I’ll aim for an opening—and use Andril’s Authority.’
Christian narrowed his eyes, watching Sherad carefully.
Of course, he could never ally with that monster.
Not under any circumstances.
In his past life, the screams of those who died at Sherad’s hands still echoed clearly in Christian’s mind.
Especially the final moments of the Chatterer of Darkness—those remained vivid, unforgettable.
But what Christian intended to do now wasn’t mere cooperation.
“While Sherad fights Marquis Langham… I’ll strike from behind.”
He had a good plan.
A plan that wouldn’t just take out Langham—
—but would deal a critical blow to Sherad as well.
Hiding his true thoughts, Christian opened his mouth.
“I’ll fight with you.”
Sherad widened his eyes, as if genuinely surprised.
“Kuhuhu, not a bad idea. You’re the most alluring person I’ve ever met. Fighting side-by-side might be a delightful form of amusement in its own way.”
“Cut the disgusting talk. But there’s one condition.”
“A condition?”
“You follow my orders. Completely.”
Sherad tilted his head with an unreadable expression.
“Orders?”
“Yes.”
Christian sent a [Message] spell to Sherad, embedding it with his own magical encryption.
There was no risk of Marquis Langham intercepting or deciphering the contents.
After reading the plan, Sherad’s face twisted slightly.
“You think that’ll work? Even for you, that seems a bit...”
“It’ll work.”
Christian’s firm voice made Sherad chuckle.
“As expected. You really are amazing. How can someone be this captivating? Alright, I’ll play along. But… you’re not going to betray me mid-fight, are you?”
Sherad clearly didn’t trust him—but still felt compelled to ask.
“You’re one to talk, paranoid freak. Worry about yourself. If you go down, I’m finished too.”
Christian brushed it off with a casual lie.
With that, their temporary agreement was sealed.
Sherad stepped forward to face Marquis Langham head-on.
Christian raised Andril and took his place at the rear.
“I don’t know what trick you’re trying to pull… but it’s useless.”
Marquis Langham’s expression darkened as he drew upon his power.
“Two pathetic insects joining forces won’t change a thing.”
Fwoooosh—
The sky brightened briefly before being consumed by descending shadows.
The surroundings were swallowed by a thick, oppressive darkness.
[Kyaaaaaahh.]
A chilling wail, like a funeral dirge, echoed through the gloom as a shape began to take form in the shadows.
It resembled a giant—and its body emitted a dreadful, otherworldly tone.
A Shadow Demon.
A shadow spirit tainted by demonic energy—an advanced spirit summoning technique, 7-star level.
“A dark spirit empowered by the restricted use of demonic power.”
The eerie sound radiating from the spirit sent a cold shiver crawling across Christian’s skin.
And then—
A wave of blood-red energy erupted.
It surged forward and forcefully pushed the demonic aura back.
Sherad raised his energy to counter.
“Hmph. Spirits don’t give much feedback when they die, so I don’t usually enjoy killing them,” he said, curling his lips into a vicious grin.
“But still, the way they scream as they vanish—it’s actually not bad. I do hope you let out a lovely scream.”
Fwoosh!
A blade forged of blood shot out toward the summoned spirit.
And just like that, the real battle began.
“They're both incredible.”
Christian’s eyes narrowed, growing colder.
Marquis Langham unleashed an onslaught of 7-star-level dark spirits, pushing Sherad into a tight corner.
The problem was—the power of these spirits far exceeded that of ordinary 7-star spirits.
It was the effect of Langham's enhancement through forbidden techniques.
But Sherad was no pushover.
Even as overwhelming attacks poured down on him, he exploited openings here and there, sending chills down Langham’s spine.
His movements were sharp, refined—clear signs of someone seasoned through countless life-or-death battles.
“I need to find a chance to intervene.”
Right then, Marquis Langham stretched out his hand.
Bothered by Sherad’s unexpectedly fierce resistance, his face twisted into a scowl.
“You're putting up quite the struggle… But this ends now.”
Wuuuuuuuung...
The summoned dark spirits began to dissolve, their forms collapsing into thick, black mist.
This was no ordinary fog—it was formed from the spirit essence of the dark spirits themselves.
The mist began swirling around Sherad like a vortex, flickering ominously as if alive.
“Spirit Conversion Technique!”
A forbidden spell that converts living dark spirits into pure darkness, and then transforms part of their spiritual bodies into raw energy.
And since it was siphoning power directly from the spirits’ essence—its destructive power was overwhelming.
“He’s converting high-grade spirit essence into energy? That's not something a mere 7-star should be able to do!”
Normally, this kind of conversion is only attempted with low- to mid-tier spirits.
But thanks to his forbidden techniques, Langham had pushed the limits of what should be possible, and was doing the unthinkable.
Even Sherad wouldn’t survive getting caught in that monstrous attack.
Just then, Sherad glanced toward Christian.
“So? I did just what you asked. Now… your turn.”
An unexpected line.
If this were the Sherad of old, he would've surely slipped out of Langham’s encirclement before the attack hit.
But he had let himself get surrounded.
Because of what Christian had asked at the start:
— “Force Langham to use his forbidden technique.”
Sherad licked his lips with a wicked grin.
“I’m dying to see just how mesmerizing you’ll be when you move. I’m all eyes.”
Langham, seeing Sherad act so suspiciously calm, frowned.
But then he shook his head.
This technique had been forged through sacrifices of countless lives—it was strengthened beyond reason.
No amount of clever trickery could withstand its force.
“This is the end.”
Darkness surged as though it were about to erupt.
The spiritual body of a high-grade spirit had begun to convert into immense energy.
At that moment—
Step.
Christian took a step forward.
Toward the writhing darkness.
“Is he trying to kill himself?”
Marquis Langham raised an eyebrow in disbelief.
It looked like Christian was attempting something, but the explosive power about to be unleashed wasn’t something one could stop with tricks.
“No need to worry. It’ll be over soon.”
Langham focused his Energy to complete the conversion spell.
The “Order of Chaos,” a forbidden power Langham had gained upon reaching 7-star rank, activated and began acting upon the spirit’s form.
Chaos consumed part of the spirit’s essence and began converting it into raw energy.
[KIIIIAAAAAAAHHHH!!!]
[GRRAAAAAAAAAGHH!!!]
In unbearable agony as its spiritual body was disintegrated, the high-ranking spirit let out a harrowing scream.
Violent energy swelled and flooded the surroundings.
Soon, everything in the area would be annihilated.
Then—Christian did something no one could understand.
He grinned.
“Bingo.”
And drove Andril straight into the dark mist.
And then—
Something impossible happened.
Thunk.
The energy conversion halted completely.
“What!?”
Langham immediately tried to draw power again, urging his chaos into the spirit’s body—
But it didn’t move at all.
It was as if some massive force had completely sealed off his forbidden power.
“This doesn’t make sense. Why?”
He stared at the iron sword in Christian’s hand, utterly baffled.
He recognized it.
“The blade bestowed by His Majesty the Demon King… But it’s supposed to be nothing more than an ordinary sword without any powers.”
Even now, he couldn’t feel any aura from it.
If it were a demonic blade (magical sword), it should exude something—dark energy, or ghostly energy—but this one radiated nothing.
“Aah, well this one isn’t like those cheap knockoff magic swords you’re used to,” Christian said, his face pale as he spoke.
The phenomenon unfolding was caused by one of Andril’s true powers—Perfection.
Andril is the supreme blade of absolution.
It possesses the nature of becoming complete, a sword that rejects all imperfection. Its sanctity does not tolerate anything flawed in its surroundings.
So when it confronts an opponent imbued with imperfection—
It forcefully dismantles that imperfection.
“Beings that defy natural laws—like chaotic abominations, or bodies altered through black magic—that’s what it devours.”
There were many targets susceptible to Perfection, but this…
This was when its power became truly fatal.
“It’s practically a natural counter to 7-star forbidden arts.”
The power wielded by those at the 7-star level twisted the natural order itself—it was the act of warping a perfect world into something imperfect.
That’s why Andril’s “Perfection” could sever the essence of a 7-star’s forbidden spell.
“The problem is, it has limits.”
Christian’s expression was pale as he thought.
First—the backlash was enormous.
Andril’s authority was originally something that only a 9-star Overlord-class being—someone at the level of transcendence—could fully handle.
“That’s manageable. I can endure the recoil somehow. But there’s a bigger problem.”
Second—the sword’s power wasn’t complete.
Andril was still sealed.
Only a fraction of its power had partially manifested due to the residual effects of devouring a constellation last time.
With such an incomplete release, completely severing a 7-star forbidden spell was impossible.
“Worse, once I use it, I won’t be able to activate it again for a long time. That means I only get one shot.”
Marquis Langham seemed to have noticed this and spoke coldly.
“So I don’t know what kind of ability that sword just activated… but if that’s all, it’s meaningless. Just die already.”
FWOOSH!!
The darkness began to surge again.
The interrupted forbidden spell had resumed its activation.
But then, Christian did something even more incomprehensible.
His pale face curled into an even deeper smile.
“Normally, it’d be impossible,” he said.
“…What?”
“But if there’s a gap I can pierce, then there’s nothing I can’t destroy.”
“!!”
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                    Christian closed his eyes.
He could feel the darkness surrounding him—
the darkness born from the spirit’s astral body.
And within that darkness, he also sensed the chaos that was leading it toward annihilation.
‘That must be the forbidden art Marquis Langham is invoking.’
In truth, forbidden arts were conceptual in nature—abstract phenomena.
Sensing such a thing as if it had form should’ve been impossible.
But Christian’s intuition was unique—it could materialize abstraction and grasp its structure as if it were tangible.
Because of that, he could clearly see the mechanism of Langham’s forbidden art—how it operated and how it warped the natural laws.
Which meant there was only one thing left to do.
‘I just need to sever its source.’
Christian fixed his gaze on the origin point of the forbidden art Langham was manifesting.
To his surprise, its source was wildly unstable, flickering erratically.
‘It must be due to him forcefully amplifying the art with forbidden sorcery. The power is overwhelming—but in exchange, the stability of the structure is dangerously low.’
Under normal circumstances, this wouldn’t have mattered.
But to Andril’s “Perfection,” that kind of imperfection was a fatal weakness.
Christian directed Andril’s authority straight at the heart of the spell’s origin.
A fierce recoil surged through him, shaking his core, but he held firm.
Ssschhk!!
For a moment, everyone felt as though they could hear that sound in their ears.
Silence fell.
Then—
Crackle… crick-crack-crack.
The dark mist, which had seemed ready to erupt at any moment, suddenly froze in place—
and then, it began to dissolve, scattering into the air.
He did it.
“Guhk!”
Marquis Langham vomited blood.
Andril’s “Perfection” didn’t just passively erase imperfection.
It crushed it, like grinding filth beneath one’s heel.
Especially in Langham’s case—
Because he had invoked forbidden sorcery to power his spell, the backlash now hit him even harder.
Christian shouted,
“Just like I told you!!”
Sherad’s mouth curled up in a wide grin.
“Ahh, amazing. Truly, Christian… even more enthralling than I imagined.”
“Quit the crazy talk and move!”
“Kuhuhu, sure.”
Sherad extended his hand toward the staggering Marquis Langham.
FWOOOSH!
A net of blood spread out, wrapping around Langham like a birdcage.
This was Sherad’s psychic art—“Cage of Blood.”
But it wasn’t just some crimson aura infused with malevolence.
It held a suppressive force strong enough to paralyze whoever was caught inside—
rendering them completely immobile.
Sherad’s bloodcraft was a twisted display of his cruel tastes—capturing his prey and slowly guiding them toward a brutal death on his own terms. It was very much in line with Sherad’s nature.
Of course, even though Marquis Langham had taken damage, a technique like this alone wasn’t enough to fully bind him.
Christian moved to add another layer.
‘Dominion of Darkness.’
Closing his eyes, Christian recalled the Dominion of Darkness that Nordian had once used against the demons—a forceful subjugation that swallowed the surroundings in oppressive, absolute darkness.
It was still a realm far beyond Christian’s current reach.
However—
‘Things change when other powers are involved.’
Christian looked at Sherad’s Cage of Blood.
The Cage of Blood was a form of bloodcraft, completely different from Dominion of Darkness.
And yet, there was one key similarity.
It relied on overwhelming will infused in blood to forcefully dominate the target’s movements.
‘If I can channel that property to amplify the suppressive power of my dark energy…’
To most, this idea would have sounded like lunacy—
After all, just because two techniques involved “subjugation” didn’t mean they were compatible. The logic was irrational. The natures of the two powers were utterly different.
But Christian didn’t stop there.
‘If I manipulate the will embedded in Sherad’s psychic art using the dominance of dark energy… I can transform it. Let’s try it.’
Fwoom.
Tiny black orbs of darkness bloomed in Christian’s hand and shot toward various points of the blood cage.
Each orb became a catalyst for channeling dark energy.
Ordinarily, even maintaining four of them would’ve required extreme mental focus. But Christian created more than thirty.
They embedded themselves densely throughout the Cage of Blood.
Christian focused his mind and read the will flowing through Sherad’s psychic construct.
Just as he expected, Sherad’s will was filled with a pure, undiluted killing intent.
There wasn’t a trace of personal desire—it was so untainted, it almost felt… pure.
‘I need to make that killing intent submit.’
The black orbs embedded in the cage simultaneously released waves of heavy darkness.
Realizing what Christian was trying to do, Sherad’s eyes widened in disbelief.
“What are you—?!”
“Hold still!!”
Christian raised his voice, stopping Sherad in his tracks.
Then, something extraordinary happened.
The blood-red cage turned into a deep, blackish crimson.
Christian’s dominion over dark energy had completely overridden Sherad’s will.
Sherad’s murderous intent had been reshaped into Christian’s will to dominate, flooding the psychic structure with overwhelming force.
Sherad’s heart pounded in his chest.
‘Incredible… absolutely magnificent.’
Who else in the world could even think of doing something like this?
‘Good thing I decided not to kill him after all. He’s already this enthralling… how much more will he drive me insane in the future?’
But it didn’t stop there.
Christian clenched his fist—
The orbs of darkness erupted with suppressive force all at once, and the transformed will of the blood cage responded in kind, emanating domination in unison.
And then—
“!!”
Marquis Langham collapsed to his knees.
They had succeeded in restraining him!
“How dare you…”
Langham’s gaze grew cold and sharp.
He tried to muster his strength, as if to forcibly break free from the bindings—
but then—
“I wouldn’t move if I were you. Not unless you want your core shattered.”
“!!”
Christian focused his authority directly onto Langham’s core.
Having already taken damage from the backlash of his disrupted forbidden art, Langham’s core was in a vulnerable state. Any reckless movement now could deal him a fatal wound.
“Kuhuhu… I’m touched,” Sherad laughed, clearly delighted. “I can’t believe you actually pulled it off.”
Christian quickly shifted the topic.
“Now, Sherad—you need to keep Langham bound. Be careful. If you leave even the slightest opening, he’ll break free in an instant. Even now, it’s barely holding.”
Though Langham had taken a severe blow, he was still dangerous. He had to remain sealed.
That meant Sherad had to maintain the Cage of Blood at full power with unwavering concentration.
“…A shame,” Sherad muttered, licking his lips. “I really wanted to kill my father with my own hands. But I suppose this is my limit for today. I’ll settle for having saved you, Christian.”
He clicked his tongue and smiled.
“Now go. It’s a pity to part ways like this… I quite enjoyed our time together.”
Sherad grinned wickedly.
“I’ll be looking forward to our next meeting. Be sure to make me even more delighted then.”
“…There won’t be a next time.”
“Hm? But I’ll be coming to find you again.”
And in that very moment—
Christian did something completely unexpected.
Shunk.
He drew a dagger from within his robes and plunged it straight into Sherad’s back.
“!!”
Sherad, who had been pouring every ounce of his strength into maintaining the Cage of Blood, couldn’t react in time and was struck cleanly.
His eyes flew open.
“W-What…?”
“Oh, nothing much. Just a curse to weaken your power.”
And just as Christian said, Sherad’s strength began to seep out of him.
But strangely… it wasn’t complete.
His power was weakened, yes—but just enough to maintain the seal on Marquis Langham.
“…Why are you doing this?”
“Ahh, wait. I’m not done yet.”
Shunk!
A second dagger pierced straight into Sherad’s heart.
“You seriously thought I’d actually team up with someone as disgusting as you? Maybe if I was just using you to get what I wanted, sure.”
Sherad blinked, clearly unable to comprehend what just happened.
“…But if I die now, my father will break free. That’ll be bad for you too, no?”
Christian let out a quiet, mocking laugh.
“Oh, don’t worry. The dagger is laced with a special curse.”
The curse Christian had used on Sherad was called “Creeping Death.”
It wasn’t the kind that killed instantly. Rather, after piercing the heart, it would trigger death only after a set amount of time had passed.
In other words—perfectly suited for the current situation.
“I gave you about thirty minutes. That should be more than enough to fulfill your role before you die. Try to hang in there till then, will you?”
“…What?”
Sherad looked utterly stunned.
He had been completely blindsided.
But that didn’t mean he could afford to release his power.
If Marquis Langham broke free now, Sherad would be the first to be torn apart.
If it had been the usual Sherad, he might’ve tried to flee, but unfortunately, the initial curse Christian cast had already sapped his strength.
If he let go of the seal now, he’d be shredded in an instant.
“If you want to live just a little longer, then hold Langham down for me.”
Surprisingly, Sherad didn’t get angry. Instead, he broke out into laughter.
“You… you never fail to exceed my expectations. Truly, you're the best. My heart's racing more than ever. Kuhuhu…”
“Shut up.”
To make sure it stuck, Christian pulled out another dagger and stabbed Sherad in the heart again.
And then—Thunk!
A third dagger was driven deep into his chest.
Three daggers.
Christian had stacked the death curse threefold, layering them one after another.
Not only that, but he had also overlapped powerful security spells so that the curse could never be dispelled.
The three daggers embedded in Sherad’s heart formed a perfect triangle, anchoring a sealing formation.
Even for someone like Sherad, there would be no escaping death this time.
“Kuhuhu…”
Sherad coughed up blood, but still let out that eerie, bone-chilling laugh.
Christian frowned at the disturbing sight, but he had no time left to waste.
‘I’m late. I have to stop Yulian.’
His insides were twisted from the overuse of dark energy and the backlash from Andril, but he couldn’t afford to rest now.
Christian launched into his movement technique and raced ahead—
Finally, he arrived at his destination.
The outskirts of Baron Castle.
Atop a tall spire that overlooked the city.
* * *
That’s where Yulian stood.
‘Why would he be in a place like this?’
Christian narrowed his eyes.
If Yulian was trying to hide, a tower like this was the worst possible location. It offered no concealment at all.
‘I’ll go up and see for myself.’
But then—
A low, heavy voice echoed out and stopped him.
[Stop right there.]
It was a voice like something leaking from the depths of the Abyss.
Mefina.
She hadn’t appeared in quite some time.
“What do you want now? I don’t have time to entertain your pathetic temptations.”
Mefina’s goal was always the same—
To lure Christian into becoming her servant under some pretense.
But this time, she gave an unexpected answer.
[No. That’s not my intention today.]
“Then what?”
[I came to stop you. Don’t go any higher. If you do, something irreversible will happen.]
Christian’s expression hardened.
“What are you talking about?”
[Not even my authority can help you this time. The moment you step forward, your fate will be sealed.]
A warning, and a serious one at that.
Until now, Mefina’s warnings always came with a caveat—
That if he wished, she could help him.
But this time was different.
Considering that Mefina had previously fought on equal terms with a being of the 4th Realm during the Patera incident, this was hard to believe.
“…Don’t tell me—the demon Yulian made a contract with is a being of the 3rd Realm?”
The thought was staggering.
‘A 3rd Realm demon? That’s insane…’
Christian swallowed hard.
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                    […As per Gehenna’s Forbidden Pact Code, I am not permitted to speak of another’s contract.]
It wasn’t a confirmation, but it wasn’t a denial either—an intentionally ambiguous reply.
But Christian understood immediately.
His suspicion had been correct.
“No way…”
Christian's face froze in disbelief.
As he had once explained before, Gehenna is divided into seven tiers, or “Circles.”
 The Seventh Circle is a prison for those who have fallen from grace, beings who lost their original standing.
 The Fifth and Sixth Circles are home to the common noble-class devils.
 The Third and Fourth Circles are where the devils of Great Rank reside.
Especially the Third Circle devils, known as Archdevils, represent the concept of the Seven Deadly Sins themselves.
And the First and Second Circles are beings akin to the very laws that govern the universe.
That is to say—
The devils of the Third Circle are the highest-ranking devils who exist in any tangible form.
[No matter how exceptional you are, this time… it’s beyond you.]
Christian couldn’t speak.
If Yulian truly had a being of the Third Circle behind her, there would be nothing a mortal like Christian could do.
“What should I do…?”
But even so, retreating wasn’t an option.
If he didn’t stop Yulian here and now, the Venomous Demonic House would be bathed in unimaginable bloodshed.
“I have to think of a way.”
But even with all his talents and memories from a previous life, going up against a Third Circle devil was an impossibility.
“Damn it… How did Yulian manage to form a contract with something from the Third Circle?”
Typically, when a human enters a contract with a devil, they align with devils from the Fifth or Sixth Circles—the mid-rank nobility of Gehenna.
Even managing to contract with a Fourth Circle devil was exceedingly rare.
But the Third Circle?
“No matter how deep Yulian’s hatred ran, why would a devil of that caliber even be interested?”
And then—suddenly, a flash of realization struck Christian.
Something Marquis Langham had said.
 “The Demon King of Azure Flow orchestrated the contract with the devil.”
“That’s it. The Demon King of Azure Flow intervened—that’s how Yulian was able to contract with such a high-tier devil!”
Just then, Mefina’s voice rang out again, sharp and grim:
[Do not entertain any foolish thoughts. If you step foot in there, you will become something that can neither die nor live—forever a toy for a supreme being.]
It was a horrifying warning.
But Christian didn’t flinch.
Step.
He took a step toward the spire.
[You fool!]
Mefina raised her voice.
[Are you seriously going to rush into this recklessly? Even you—!]
“It’s not reckless bravado.”
Christian took another step forward.
One foot crossed the threshold of the tower’s entrance.
At that moment—
Whoooom.
A wave of horrific pressure surged toward him.
His instincts screamed at him to stop.
To go any farther meant to face utter destruction.
What lay ahead was something beyond comprehension, beyond salvation.
And yet—Christian didn’t stop.
Christian didn’t stop walking.
“This isn’t reckless bravado.”
Yes—
There was a way.
A single method that only he could carry out.
“It’s possible.”
Christian stepped fully into the spire—and in that instant, his surroundings transformed.
It was a realm of darkness, overrun with grotesque Devilblooms in full bloom.
At the top of a straight staircase ahead stood Yulian.
Impaled through the chest by a massive iron spike, her limp body hung from the twisted branches of a soul-devouring Devilbloom…
She was the sacrificial offering, offered to a devil.
* * *
Christian bit his lip hard.
“So she really did offer herself as a sacrifice…”
Summon Hell was a 9-star Forbidden Ritual.
Even if the Demon King of Azure Flow had interfered to enable its invocation, the ritual still demanded a price—and Yulian had offered her very soul.
“Is she still alive…?”
It seemed so.
A faint, broken groan escaped her lips.
But she was barely clinging to life.
A massive spike had run straight through her heart.
And yet she hadn’t died. There was only one reason for that:
“She’s under a curse of Undeath—to keep her alive, so that she can suffer more.”
Devils do not simply end the lives of their offerings.
No—
They torment them, leaving them in a state neither dead nor alive, forced to endure eternal agony.
“I have to save Yulian.”
She was the sacrifice fueling the spell.
If the sacrifice was released, Summon Hell would collapse.
“The problem is… there’s no way the Third Circle devil is just going to sit back and let me do that.”
Sure enough—
Rustle…
The Devilblooms began slithering toward him.
Horrific, seductive flowers—monsters that preyed on humans by luring them in with beauty, only to devour their souls.
“Back off!!”
Fwoosh!
Christian swung his blade, slicing through every last one of them.
And just then, a voice echoed through the space.
[Oh dear… those were my precious darlings. Couldn’t you have treated them a little more gently?]
“!!”
Christian’s eyes darted toward the voice.
A being was now standing before him.
He sucked in a breath.
A figure in a faceless mask.
The mask was jet black—so dark it seemed to house a bottomless abyss.
Just looking at it made his soul feel like it was plummeting into an endless void.
Christian instinctively erected a mental barrier around his psyche.
“Could it be…?”
The being tilted its head slightly, as if to confirm that Christian’s guess was correct.
[Yes, that’s right. I am the master of this domain.]
A devil of the Third Circle!
Christian swallowed hard.
“At least it’s not the true body…”
That much was a relief. Of course, it wasn’t possible for a devil of the Third Circle to fully descend to the mortal realm.
This was likely an avatar—a manifestation body used to act on their behalf.
Even so, an avatar of a Third Circle devil was still a being incomparably greater than any mortal.
[I chose to appear wearing this mask… for your sake.]
The devil spoke in an unexpectedly gentle tone.
[Were I to reveal even a fraction of my true nature, your immature soul would collapse instantly. So I wear this mask to conceal my presence.]
Christian frowned.
A devil… being considerate?
“…Why would you show me such consideration?”
[Why else? Because I’m interested in you.]
“Interested…?”
Christian looked genuinely puzzled.
No matter how much of a once-in-a-millennium genius he was, he was still just a fragile mortal.
There was no reason for a being of the highest order among all devils to take notice of him.
“What does that mean?”
[Well, I’d love to tell you… but I can’t. Not yet. After all, it’s not just our side watching you. Once you’ve earned the qualification, you’ll understand everything in due time.]
A completely incomprehensible statement.
But Christian couldn’t even begin to unpack it.
Suddenly, his mind went hazy—
as though a fog had crept into his thoughts.
“…What… did I just hear?”
He blinked, disoriented.
He had the feeling something important had just been said to him… but he couldn’t remember a thing.
…No—
Had anything even been said?
It was an unnatural fracture in memory.
But he had no time to dwell on it.
Because the devil spoke again—this time, with chilling intent.
[By the way… did you come prepared? You must know, don’t you? The moment you stepped into this place, I was free to do whatever I wanted to your soul. I could twist it, torture it, and turn you into my eternal toy across the endless ages.]
“……”
[Honestly, I’m conflicted right now. I’d like nothing more than to ignore all these complications and simply take your soul. It’s so… alluring. So very tempting. You really are a being full of infinite potential, aren’t you? And seeing you in person only makes the craving worse.]
The devil’s mask contorted into the shape of a monstrous grin.
[Right now, this realm belongs to me and me alone. If I decide to devour your soul… who in all of the Shadow Heavens could possibly stop me?]
The atmosphere changed.
A pressure that could not be resisted crushed down on Christian’s soul.
Even someone with his ironclad mental fortitude couldn’t withstand it.
His soul felt like it was on the verge of disintegration.
And then—
clenching his jaw tightly, Christian spoke.
“…No. It won’t be that easy.”
“Hm?”
“I didn’t come here without a plan.”
Christian reached into his subspace pouch and drew out the Holy Sword Ernthilt.
It was the holy sword he had received from Olivia.
But that wasn’t all—he also pulled out his previously favored, now broken sword: Grunade.
And finally, the Emblem of the Constellation.
Then, Christian began to summon his strength.
Not demonic energy—but the radiant power of Brilliant Mana.
“Descend upon me—Blessing of the Constellation!”
Responding to the brilliant mana, the sacred relics began to radiate light.
‘Holy relics are treasures imbued with the Constellation’s power. If certain conditions are met, you can invoke their divine protection.’
The first condition was the possession of brilliant mana—a symbol of a true hero.
The second condition was having a righteous cause that could be justified by the laws of the world.
‘To oppose a devil that has descended upon the mortal realm—there’s no stronger justification than that.’
Fwwoooosh—
The noble starlight of the Constellation wrapped around Christian’s body.
Even the overwhelming pressure from the devil was pushed back by the radiant blessing.
‘Even if it’s a being of the Third Circle, this is just a manifestation body, not its true form—this divine protection should hold for a while.’
If the devil had descended in its true body, it could’ve shredded this blessing with a single gesture.
But as it was now, it had only descended using a fragment of its true power—
so it couldn’t dispel the protection so easily.
‘Of course, this protection alone isn’t enough to defeat that devil.’
It would only buy him a little time.
As expected, the devil let out a mocking laugh.
[Surely you don’t believe that flimsy little blessing is going to protect you?]
The devil lazily waved its hand—
CRACK!!
“Kh…!!”
The divine blessing quaked like an earthquake.
It hadn’t broken, but it was clear it wouldn’t hold for long.
At most—just a few minutes.
[Fool. To think you could challenge me with such a pathetic scrap of divinity…]
“No—it’s more than enough.”
[…Hm?]
“A few minutes is all I need… to banish you from this world.”
[What?]
Without hesitation, Christian leapt toward Yulian.
CRACK!!
The devil’s power slammed into him midair, shaking the divine blessing to its core.
Fractures appeared in the shield of light, and Christian’s insides were violently shaken—but he gritted his teeth and pushed through.
Finally, standing before the crucified Yulian—Christian declared something utterly baffling:
“Checkmate.”
[You… don’t tell me—]
The devil’s voice trembled with rare surprise, realizing Christian’s intent.
“That’s right. The only reason you were able to descend into this world… was because of this sacrifice.”
Christian curled his lips into a cold smile.
“So if I claim this sacrifice’s soul for myself… you won’t be able to remain in the mortal realm any longer, will you?”
[!!]
It was an outrageous idea.
How could one possibly steal a soul that had already been offered to a devil?
Unless the contract between the devil and its contractor was forcibly nullified, it was an impossibility.
And yet—
‘It’s possible.’
There was a way.
A way that only Christian could carry out.
He turned toward Yulian and opened his mouth.
“Hey. Stupid sister.”
There was no answer.
No reaction, either.
But still—
“Open your eyes. You know you’ve been used from beginning to end, right? You really are an idiot.”
Only then did Yulian slowly open her eyes—dull, lifeless, without a hint of hope—eyes filled with nothing but despair.
It was only natural.
She had lived her entire life chasing revenge, only to find out in the end that she’d been nothing more than a pawn.
“…Just leave me alone… I want to let go of everything now…”
Her voice was completely devoid of life.
But Christian didn’t stop.
“This is all you’ve got?”
“!!”
“You haven’t achieved anything. And now you’re just going to give up?”
For a fleeting moment, anger flared in Yulian’s eyes.
But it was weak—
and quickly faded.
‘No good.’
Her will had been completely crushed by despair.
Christian clicked his tongue.
‘Sorry, but I’ll have to use the harshest method I’ve got.’
Now was not the time to coddle her.
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                    “You know, sis. Honestly, I don’t hate you that much. Even though what you did this time is completely unforgivable… a part of me still wants to help you.”
“…I… I…”
“Sorry, but I won’t be listening to your opinion.”
Chris placed his hand on Yulian’s forehead.
“This might hurt a bit. It’s a method that requires digging into your soul.”
Fwoosh.
A curse was activated.
‘Cruel Nightmare.’
It was a curse that forced the victim to relive the most horrifying memory of their life.
In Yulian’s case, it was—of course—the memory of watching her loved ones being massacred.
“…P-please… don’t…”
Yulian stammered.
Even though she had endured the agony of having her soul torn apart, she couldn’t bear to witness her precious ones being slaughtered again.
But Chris didn’t stop.
On the contrary, he cast an even more merciless curse.
‘Pendulum of Nightmares.’
Like the swing of a never-ending pendulum, it was a curse that forced the victim to dream the same nightmare over and over again.
In short, Chris had placed a curse on Yulian that would endlessly repeat the nightmare of her loved ones dying.
“N-no…”
As Yulian’s consciousness sank into the nightmare, a black crescent sigil surfaced on Chris’s temple as he watched her.
It was the mark of a Half-Devil.
* * *
The village where Yulian—or rather, she—had once lived was a peaceful place.
It was small, but filled with a tranquil calm.
Hell arrived without warning.
The “devil” descended on a day when the sky was unusually clear.
That “devil,” Marquis Langham, conducted brutal human experimentation under the pretense of researching spirit arts, using her and everyone in the village.
No… looking back now, it wasn’t even proper experimentation.
It was just a horrific slaughter, orchestrated to make their deaths even more agonizing.
She too was left barely clinging to life, awaiting death in a wretched state, when a certain being appeared before her.
 “What a pitiful child. Don’t you want revenge?”
It was the Demon King of Azure Flow.
The once-glorious Fairy Queen.
She took the Demon King of Azure Flow’s hand.
In exchange for the Demon King’s help, there was one condition.
 “Offer up your soul and dye the Venomous Demonic House in blood.”
She accepted that condition.
If she could just have her revenge, she was willing to become a devil.
“But I was only being used.”
It was only after she had carried out her vengeance that she realized the truth.
From beginning to end, she had simply been a pawn to both the Demon King of Azure Flow and Marquis Langham.
‘It was all part of those devils’ plan from the very beginning.’
The horrific massacre committed by Marquis Langham.
The outstretched hand offered by the Demon King of Azure Flow.
All of it had been a scheme to use her.
A wave of vengeful rage surged up… but was soon smothered by a hollow emptiness.
‘I just want to let it go now.’
To begin with, she wasn’t someone suited for revenge.
That was simply the nature of her kind—the Elves.
A people who loved peace and the forest.
She had only endured this far by forcing herself to remember the image of her clan dying in agony.
But now that she had learned the truth—that she was nothing more than a puppet caught in their conspiracy—her spirit was completely broken.
‘I was never going to be able to take revenge anyway.’
Even Marquis Langham alone had been too much for her to handle.
And now she was supposed to go up against the Demon King of Azure Flow?
‘I just want to be free of this now.’
Yulian squeezed her eyes shut.
At that moment, a voice surfaced from deep within her heart.
—You haven’t accomplished anything. And yet you’re giving up already?
Words Christian had once said to her.
Yulian bit down hard on her lip.
When she opened her eyes again, she saw the same nightmare playing out once more.
Her clan being slaughtered mercilessly.
The Demon King of Azure Flow, extending her hand with a false air of sympathy to the grief-stricken Yulian.
That scene kept repeating again and again.
“Stop… stop…!!”
Yulian covered her eyes and shouted.
“Just stop already!!”
Drip.
Tears fell.
And then—a different voice spoke.
A voice that came from her own heart.
—You’re just trying to run away.
Within the unending hell of repeating nightmares, Yulian came face to face with her true feelings.
She didn’t want to give up.
She wanted to make the wretched devils who had thrown her into this abyss pay for what they had done.
But it was impossible.
More than anything, she had already offered her soul to a devil. Her soul now belonged to Gehenna, destined to suffer eternal torment.
‘There’s no way out.’
Yulian was lost in despair when—
A voice broke in, one she hadn’t expected.
“Want me to help you?”
“!!”
It was Chris!
Chris appeared within the world of nightmares.
“…Help me? What do you mean?”
“I’ll free you from the devil.”
“What nonsense… That’s impossible.”
Yulian shook her head.
A contract formed with a devil is absolute.
But then, Chris said something shocking.
“No, not necessarily. There’s a loophole worth exploiting.”
“A loophole…?”
“Yeah, there’s a viable method. Normally it’d be impossible… but as you know, I’m not exactly ordinary, right?”
Yulian looked at him, stunned.
Of course, she knew Chris was a genius.
But cancel a contract made with a devil? That should be unthinkable.
And yet—
“If it were a standard contract, it’d be hopeless. But luckily, yours has a gap I can get into.”
Chris snapped his fingers.
“Your contract with the devil—it's a dual contract, isn’t it? One that was brokered by the Demon King of Azure Flow.”
“!!”
That’s right.
Originally, Yulian didn’t qualify to form a contract with a devil of the 3rd Realm.
It had only been made possible because the Demon King of Azure Flow served as the intermediary.
And here was the crucial point:
‘The first party who made a contract with Yulian wasn’t the devil of the 3rd Realm—it was the Demon King of Azure Flow.’
It was a sequential contract chain: Yulian → Demon King of Azure Flow → Devil of the 3rd Realm.
Which meant—
‘If the contract between Yulian and the Demon King of Azure Flow is nullified, all other linked contracts become void.’
The devil of the 3rd Realm was an unreachable, supreme being—but the Demon King of Azure Flow was different.
Even if she was a 9-star Transcendent, she was still a mortal.
Which meant she could be touched.
‘If I bind Yulian’s soul to myself, I can sever her contract with the Demon King of Azure Flow. With Gehenna’s loopholes, it’s entirely possible.’
Having organized his thoughts, Chris looked directly at Yulian.
“I, Christian, ask you now—if I promise to fulfill your revenge, will you offer your soul to me?”
“!!”
Yulian swallowed hard.
“You’ll… help me get revenge?”
“That’s right.”
Chris nodded.
“I’ll bring death to everyone involved in your clan’s massacre. Marquis Langham… and the Demon King of Azure Flow as well.”
Yulian’s eyes trembled.
“There’s no way… something like that is possible…”
“Why do you assume it’s impossible?”
Chris curled the corner of his mouth into a faint smile.
“You’ve seen the miracles I’ve pulled off so far, haven’t you? Taking down Marquis Langham is obvious. And within a year, I’ll personally behead the Demon King of Azure Flow.”
To be honest, this wasn’t entirely for Yulian’s sake.
Chris was already planning to conquer the Southern Magus Nation within the year.
And in that process, he intended to either subjugate or eliminate all obstacles—including the Demon King of Azure Flow.
“So, you get one chance. Decide. Will you offer me your soul?”
Yulian swallowed hard.
“…I’ll… offer you my soul.”
“Good. Tell me your true name.”
He wasn’t asking for Yulian, but for her soul’s True Name.
Yulian hesitated before answering.
“…Rear.”
“Alright, Rear. Then offer your blood to me.”
Yulian—no, Rear—drew blood from her wrist.
This place wasn’t the physical world, but her mental realm.
Still, it didn’t matter.
What mattered was the act of submission from the heart—a ritual of surrender.
Zzzzt…
As the contract began, something astonishing happened.
A twisted tree-shaped sigil appeared on the back of Yulian’s neck—and began to fade.
In its place, a new mark began to take form:
The black crescent sigil of Chris.
The symbol of the Demon King of Azure Flow vanished, and Chris’s mark took its place.
It meant only one thing:
Chris was intercepting the soul contract originally made with the Demon King of Azure Flow.
At that moment, a deep voice suddenly rang out.
 [Cease. I will tolerate no more of this.]
It was the voice of the Demon King of Azure Flow!
She had used her authority as a contracting party to forcibly intervene in Yulian’s consciousness—even from an immense distance.
 [That girl’s soul belongs to me and the One Above.]
Chris let out a dry laugh.
“Shut your mouth.”
 […What?]
“I’m telling you not to spout nonsense—especially from someone whose contract was false from the start.”
But Chris didn’t stop there.
“A so-called Demon King pulling off such a cheap, fraudulent contract… You should be ashamed.
Then again, no wonder you got kicked off your throne as the Fairy Queen.”
The air began to whip with fury—as if the Demon King of Azure Flow was enraged by the insult.
But Chris only sneered with disdain.
He had no intention of showing respect to something that resembled a devil like her.
‘What, you mad? What’re you gonna do about it?’
Even for a Demon King, harming him in this faraway mental realm was beyond her power.
But then the Demon King let out a mocking laugh.
 [Foolish brat. You really have no idea what you’ve done, do you?]
“……”
 [To seize a soul contract made by another without due cause… Do you not understand that you’ve violated the law of causality itself?]
As she said this, an unknown energy began to manifest around Chris.
It wasn’t Magia or Mana—it was something entirely different.
It was clearer, purer—
The fundamental force of the world itself.
‘Causality!’
Just as the Demon King of Azure Flow had warned, a restriction of causality had activated.
However, it was strange—difficult to understand.
Normally, stealing someone else’s soul contract wouldn’t trigger a visible backlash from the law of causality.
Sure, it was technically a violation, but in the grand scheme of the world, it was considered a trivial offense.
Even if a backlash did occur, it would typically amount to nothing more than a minor inconvenience.
But now—
‘The Demon King of Azure Flow manipulated causality itself.’
After all, she was a 9-star Transcendent.
She had the power to interfere with the very foundation of the world: causality.
And not just interfere—she could reshape it, weaponize it at will.
In other words, something like this:
If there was a causality backlash that would ordinarily result in general misfortune over a long period,
she could compress all that misfortune into a single moment and sharpen it to a lethal point.
For example, instead of a vague series of unlucky events, all that bad luck could strike in one instant… as a deadly misfortune directly threatening one’s life.
The same thing was now happening to Chris.
Ordinarily, the backlash he would receive for intercepting another’s soul contract would be no more than a minor wound to his soul.
Something recoverable over time.
But the Demon King of Azure Flow had interfered with that outcome—she reforged the backlash itself.
She compressed it, refined it, and turned it into a piercing spear of causality—a strike aimed straight at his soul’s core.
Only a 9-star Transcendent could pull off such a miracle.
 [I shall pierce your soul’s core.]
A grim declaration.
The sharpened blade of causality came rushing toward Chris’s soul like a divine spear.
If it struck, Chris would suffer a catastrophic blow to his very soul.
But then—something completely unexpected happened.
Fwoosh!
The spear of causality… halted just before it reached him!
 [!!]
The Demon King of Azure Flow's surprise was palpable.
Chris smirked.
“You seem to be under a misunderstanding. I’ve broken no law of causality.”
The corner of his lips curled up even more.
“It seems Her Majesty has forgotten the laws of Gehenna.”
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                     [What… did you say?]
“Oh yes, I did intercept the soul contract Your Majesty made—without any official justification. But do you know something interesting?”
Chris continued with a mocking tone.
“There’s a clause in Gehenna’s laws that says: ‘A higher-ranked being can usurp a soul contract made by a lower-ranked being.’
A convenient loophole, really—meant to allow higher devils to steal the souls owned by lesser devils at will.”
 […What?]
“In other words…”
Sssshhhk.
The black crescent sigil flared once more on Chris’s temple.
The mark of a Half-Demon.
“It means I’m a being of higher soul rank than Your Majesty.
You, who are a mere inferior Demon King—still at 9-star, yet not even close to reaching Half-Demon status.”
 [!!]
That’s right.
Incredibly, Chris’s soul rank was higher than that of the Demon King of Azure Flow.
Though she was a 9-star Transcendent, she had never reached the level of a Half-Demon.
Chris turned to where her presence could still faintly be felt.
He looked in that direction as if gazing down at something inferior—with utter arrogance in his eyes.
“So kindly, get lost now.”
As Chris motioned toward the blade of causality, it reversed course and launched itself in the direction of the Demon King of Azure Flow.
 [!!]
Because she had tampered with causality unjustly, the backlash now targeted her instead.
‘Even if it’s not a serious wound, she’ll take a hit.
No one—not even a Demon King—can escape the recoil from mishandling causality.’
In the end, she fell victim to her own manipulation.
As the Demon King’s presence vanished, Chris returned his focus to the contract.
Fwoooosh!!
The black crescent sigil fully surfaced on the back of Yulian—no, Rear’s—neck…
then slowly sank back beneath her skin.
It was the sign that her soul had been successfully bound to Chris.
At that moment, the world around them began to tremble.
 [You bastard…!!]
The Devil of the 3rd Realm, whose contract had just been nullified, roared in fury.
FWWOOOOOSH!!!
A torrent of malicious energy from Gehenna erupted forth.
Stripped of its causal link to the middle realm, the devil couldn’t strike directly—
so it instead unleashed a flood of Gehenna’s Malice in a desperate attempt to kill Christian.
‘I have to block this!’
FWAAAASH!!
Chris summoned forth the power of Radiance, shielding both himself and Yulian.
A towering, solid spire began to melt under the assault of the demonic energy—
its destructive force was like molten lava engulfing everything in its path.
But thanks to Radiant Mana, the natural counter to evil energy, he managed to endure it—just barely.
‘Still alive…’
Chris let out a low sigh of relief.
‘The Demon King of Azure Flow is probably going to take a serious hit from all this. That Devil of the 3rd Realm is bound to retaliate.’
After all, it was the Demon King of Azure Flow who directly brokered the contract with that Devil.
She would be held accountable.
Chris didn’t know exactly what price she’d have to pay—but it would be significant.
‘Either way, it’s finally over.’
Chris let out a long sigh.
With Yulian’s contract nullified, the summoned hell lost its power, and the corrupted, encroached land began to revert to normal.
From a distance, he could vaguely see that the damage wasn’t as bad as he feared.
He thought he could faintly hear voices cheering somewhere far off—
 “Glory to Archduke Christian!”
‘Right. First, I need to treat Yulian.’
Now that the Devil was gone, Yulian—whose form had been clinging to demonic transformation—collapsed helplessly to the ground.
Chris immediately channeled Divine Medical Energy for emergency treatment.
The injury to her heart had to be treated before the Devil’s curse of undeath fully faded.
Her condition was so severe that he had to pour in every last bit of his strength just to stabilize her.
Once her breathing evened out, Chris finally let out a shaky breath of relief.
‘Damn… this one really pushed me to the limit. Just how much hell did I go through this time?’
Chris shivered.
The encroached realm…
Macfield…
Marquis Langham…
the Devil of the 3rd Realm…
and finally, the Demon King of Azure Flow.
It had been one unending chain of disasters.
‘On a day like this, I should be kicking back with a strong drink and passing out. Damn this body—why do I have to be so weak to alcohol?’
Maybe it was because he finally had a moment to relax,
but a new wave of frustration welled up inside him.
‘Seriously. Why the hell do I have to go through all this crap? And even after everything, I still can’t drink? That’s just too cruel!’
Still, there was one silver lining.
‘I’ll be heading to the Venomous Demonic House soon. When I get there, I swear I’ll invent a formula to increase my alcohol tolerance.’
The time to visit the Venomous Demonic House was fast approaching.
He planned to stay there briefly and accomplish his goals:
Spread his name.
Acquire the Poison Well.
Prevent the transformation of Jinrok.
‘And in the end, I’ll make the Venomous Demonic House kneel before me.’
To that list, Chris added one more personal goal:
‘While I’m there, I’m absolutely going to create an alcohol-tolerance potion using their poisons!’
He shivered in delight at the image of himself downing bottles without passing out.
Even the thought made him feel happy.
‘Though… there’s still one thing I have to settle before heading out.’
Right then, he heard a faint voice.
“…Thank… you…”
It was Yulian.
Chris responded casually, “It’s fine. But just know—since I’ve avenged you, I’m gonna work you like a slave for the rest of your life. Be ready.”
Yulian gave a faint smile.
It was a transparent, honest smile—very different from the scheming expressions she used to wear.
“I won’t sit back and let you do all the work for revenge. I’ll fight too. So use me however you want… Master.”
Chris looked a little embarrassed.
Though they had officially formed a master-servant contract, hearing her say it out loud still made things feel a little awkward for Chris.
‘Still… Yulian’s going to be a major asset going forward.’
Now that they were bound by soul, Chris could clearly sense the extent of her abilities.
Her Dark Magic Energy wasn't anything particularly noteworthy.
But the spirit arts she possessed from her original soul…
She was a 6-star, and not just barely—solidly in the middle tier.
She would be a tremendous force.
And with their bond as soulmaster and servant, there was no risk of betrayal either.
‘I’m absolutely going to milk her for all she’s worth.’
Chris opened his mouth.
“Lear—”
“No, treat me as you always did. Hearing my true name just reminds me of my old family…”
Yulian said bitterly.
Chris gave a small nod.
“I’ve got your first command ready.”
“What is it?”
Yulian looked puzzled.
“I’m not exactly in any shape to carry out orders right now.”
Chris had only performed emergency healing, and she’d still be bedridden for some time.
“That’s exactly why you’re perfect for this one.”
“??”
Yulian tilted her head, confused—but after hearing Chris’s plan, her eyes flew wide open.
Chris flashed a sly grin.
“Don’t you think it’s time we really stick it to that bastard Langham?”
Before heading off to the Venomous Demonic House, there was one last thing to settle—
Drag Marquis Langham’s name through the mud.
Using this recent incident as a foothold, Chris planned to utterly destroy Langham’s standing within the Dark Demonic House and see him completely ruined.
He already had a great plan.
* * *
From this event forward, Christian’s standing within the Dark Demonic House underwent a complete reversal.
Until now, despite gaining the general support of many darkkin, his position had remained precarious—
Because Marquis Langham, the great pillar of the house, was still firmly entrenched in power.
Most of the vassals had kept their distance, cautiously watching Langham’s reaction.
But now? That all changed.
 “Marquis Langham fled from the battlefield against Gehenna’s Devils!”
Everyone who had been on-site witnessed Langham’s absence.
The family was in its greatest crisis—yet he disappeared?
Even as a Marquis, that was absolutely inexcusable.
‘Of course, if things had gone as Langham intended, no one would have blamed him.’
According to Langham’s original plan, Nordian would’ve been critically wounded, and the core members of the house would’ve taken severe damage.
In that scenario, who would dare rebuke Langham?
But thanks to Christian, everything went in the complete opposite direction.
Nordian remained completely unharmed, and so did the rest of the vassals.
He couldn’t avoid the wave of criticism.
From common darkkin to high-ranking vassals, everyone voiced the same opinion:
 “He’s nothing compared to Lord Christian.”
The only reason the Dark Demonic House survived unscathed was because of Christian.
Thanks to his training, the vassals’ combat power had increased drastically, and their brilliant performance meant far fewer casualties among the common darkkin.
Not only that, Christian had assisted Nordian in taking down high-ranking demons. While most people didn’t know the details of Nordian’s strange vitality, it was common knowledge that Christian had done something to help him at the time.
And above all else, Christian had gone alone into the erosion zone to close the rift leading to Gehenna.
From beginning to end, everything had been thanks to him.
So of course, the darkkin of the Demonic House were cheering his name with fervor.
 “Who knows how many would have died if not for Lord Christian.”
 “He’s the pride and hope of the Dark Demonic House.”
 “Only Lord Christian is fit to lead us now!”
And it wasn’t just the common folk saying this.
Even vassals who had once distanced themselves from him—some of whom had once belonged to Marquis Langham’s faction—began to say the same.
 “From now on, I’ll follow Lord Christian.”
 “He’s the true master the Dark Demonic House deserves.”
This shift in loyalty stemmed largely from what Christian had said in the heat of battle:
 “Let’s forget the past. From now on, we fight only for the Dark Demonic House.”
Their disappointment in Langham and admiration for Christian had stacked together, tipping the balance.
In the end, they were still darkkin.
Of course, not everyone had changed sides.
Many still supported Marquis Langham, especially those who lacked any real pride as darkkin and were driven solely by greed.
 “The Marquis may be wavering now, but it’s just temporary.”
 “Besides, Lord Nordian doesn’t have much longer to live anyway.”
But there was one thing they were overlooking—
Christian had no intention of letting Langham off the hook.
He planned to use this entire incident as justification to deal Langham a crippling blow.
He would drag him through the dirt and eventually ruin him completely.
After the situation settled, Nordian gathered all the vassals, and it was there that Christian dropped a bombshell announcement.
 “…Since the Archduke has rendered great service, I shall reward him. Is there something you desire?”
Nordian asked what reward Christian wished for, and he nodded without hesitation.
 “Yes, there is.”
 “Speak it.”
 “With your authority as House Lord, grant me control over the family’s personnel and judiciary.”
A stir passed through the room.
These were core powers—on par with military and diplomatic authority.
But Nordian, without a moment’s hesitation, nodded.
 “So be it.”
The vassals shot glances at Marquis Langham.
Until now, he had been the one wielding those powers as acting head of the house—but now, they had been stripped away from him in an instant.
Yet this was only the beginning of Langham’s downfall.
 “There is something else I would like.”
 “Name it. Whatever it is, I will grant it.”
Nordian’s words were absolute—he was prepared to give Christian whatever he asked.
Christian gave a slow, wicked smile… and followed it up with another thunderous demand.
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                    “Please appoint Count Khazar as the one who will henceforth oversee all major affairs of the family on behalf of the House Head.”
“!!”
Everyone's eyes widened in shock.
This was effectively a declaration to dismiss Marquis Langham from his position as acting House Head!
The Marquis Langham faction, which had been quietly biding its time due to the recent atmosphere, couldn’t stay silent any longer and raised their voices.
“You’re appointing someone other than His Excellency Marquis Langham as acting House Head?!”
“This is outrageous!”
At their protest, Chris responded with a chilling expression.
“Isn’t it obvious that someone who has committed a grave sin against the family cannot be entrusted with such a critical duty?”
“M-Marquis Langham being absent at that time was nothing more than an unfortunate coincidence! It's absurd to say he committed any crime!”
“A coincidence, you say?”
“Y-Yes! His Excellency the Marquis wouldn't have deliberately avoided being there, would he?!”
Chris turned his gaze toward Marquis Langham, who had remained silent until now.
“Are their words true?”
The look in the Marquis’s eyes had grown heavy and subdued.
It was different from before, when he’d never allowed his inner thoughts to be seen.
Perhaps the blow of this failed incident had shaken him more than expected.
“…It is true. My absence at that time was purely coincidental.”
At that cowardly excuse, everyone except those aligned with the Marquis Langham faction frowned in disapproval.
But it was still a fact no one could prove otherwise.
Then Chris said something wholly unexpected.
“House Head, may I exercise judicial authority here?”
“Hm?”
“Because there is someone who has testified to Marquis Langham’s crimes.”
“A crime?”
“Yes. Marquis Langham has committed a grave crime that cannot be forgiven under any circumstances. This is direct testimony about that matter.”
“A grave crime?”
“Treason.”
“!!”
The hall erupted in chaos.
Certainly, the fact that Marquis Langham had fled during the incident was already a serious offense. He had failed to fulfill his responsibilities as a member of the family.
But treason?
“W-What are you…!!”
“This is absurd!!”
Chris raised a hand to silence the uproar.
“Whether it’s absurd or not will become clear once we hear the testimony. Bring them in.”
Creaaak. The door to the hall slowly opened, and everyone’s eyes turned once again in astonishment.
A figure appeared in a wheelchair, one no one had expected.
It was Yulian.
“Lady Yulian?!”
“That wound…”
Yulian, her complexion pale, had her chest bandaged, as though she had suffered a grievous injury.
Jupien quietly lifted the wheelchair and placed Yulian at the center of the platform.
“On behalf of the House Head’s authority, I ask you, do you have testimony regarding Marquis Langham’s crimes?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Then speak.”
Yulian lifted her gaze and looked in the direction of Marquis Langham.
As the Marquis furrowed his brow, sensing a wave of unknown dread, a bombshell dropped from Yulian’s lips.
“The one who caused the Gehenna Erosion this time… was my father.”
“…What?”
Everyone froze, their expressions blank with shock...
Even Marquis Langham himself.
“I have evidence.”
Yulian untied the bandages wrapped around her chest.
Everyone’s faces changed at the sight of the wound revealed on her bare skin just outside her underclothes.
It wasn’t just that the injury looked horrific.
It was because a clear aura of malice emanated from it.
“Lady Yulian, that wound…?”
“It’s a wound inflicted by a devil.”
“!!”
Yulian pointed directly at Marquis Langham and declared with an icy gaze,
“My father offered me as a sacrifice to a demon and triggered this entire incident.”
* * *
After the incident, when it was resolved, Chris only summarized the situation like this:
Atop the wall’s spire, Lady Yulian had been offered up as a sacrifice, and once she was rescued, the Gehenna Erosion was dispelled.
He had deliberately concealed the fact that Yulian had been the one behind it.
Thanks to that, the true mastermind remained a mystery.
No one had ever suspected Marquis Langham of being behind it.
Even if he was rotten, no one thought he was that far gone.
And now, suddenly, she claimed he was the one responsible?
“My father told me to head to the spire. After I arrived, I suddenly lost consciousness and was offered to a demon as a sacrifice.”
“W-What kind of nonsense…?”
The Marquis Langham faction stammered in disbelief.
And of course, it was complete and utter fabrication.
Marquis Langham wasn't the mastermind behind the incident.
This was all part of Christian’s ploy to corner him.
“I also have evidence. This letter, sent to me by my father. Please examine the handwriting.”
The letter Yulian held out bore the unmistakable handwriting of Marquis Langham.
And this too, was forged by Christian.
As a master manipulator and agitator, forging handwriting was well within his capabilities.
“Commander of the Black Shadow Knights, compare the handwriting.”
Christian ordered his aunt, Merian.
For reference, since he was currently acting with the authority of the House Head, he didn’t use honorifics.
Merian carefully compared documents containing Marquis Langham’s authentic handwriting with the letter Yulian presented as evidence.
After close examination, she gave a firm nod.
“It matches the Marquis’s handwriting.”
“!!”
The hall was overtaken by gasps of shock.
Chris turned to look at Marquis Langham.
“Do you admit to the crime?”
Marquis Langham clenched his fists tightly.
His eyes gleamed with a chilling fury, clearly enraged at Christian’s scheme, but Christian only responded with a smirk of mockery.
‘Go ahead and get angry. What are you going to do about it?’
As long as Chris, the only witness to the truth, remained silent, there was no way to expose who the true mastermind was.
Marquis Langham spoke in a low, heavy voice.
“It’s a lie. I never wrote such a letter.”
“Even after it’s been confirmed to be your handwriting, you still deny it?”
“You forged it with one of your usual cheap tricks, didn’t you? I won’t acknowledge it.”
He declared this with unwavering firmness.
Indeed, the so-called “evidence” was flimsy and suspicious.
And even Chris hadn’t expected to punish Marquis Langham solely based on that fabricated proof.
His real aim was something else entirely.
‘Even if I can’t get him sentenced, it’s more than enough to drive him into a corner.’
Chris looked around the hall.
The gazes directed toward Marquis Langham were now icy cold, far colder than before.
Could it be true?
That kind of suspicion had started to take root.
Everyone knew Marquis Langham was the type of man who would stop at nothing to obtain the position of House Head.
Even those who had steadfastly supported him were now wearing uneasy expressions.
If he really had committed this crime, then it wasn’t something they could just overlook.
If convicted, he would pay for it with his life, and those around him wouldn’t be spared either.
‘If things go south, we’ll be branded as accomplices too…’
‘We need to distance ourselves.’
After all, the only reason they followed Marquis Langham in the first place was greed. None of them had any real loyalty to begin with.
In short, with this scheme, Christian had successfully pushed Marquis Langham into total isolation within the Dark Demonic House.
‘Of course, this won’t be the end of it.’
Chris’s lips curled into a cold smile.
“So you still claim this wasn’t your doing?”
“I do.”
“Then do you have any proof of your innocence?”
“!!”
Marquis Langham bit down on his lip.
How could he possibly present that?
‘He can’t even expose Yulian as the one behind it.’
If he did, he’d have to admit that he knowingly stood by and allowed her to go through with it.
Christian said with biting sarcasm,
“You vanished right before the Gehenna Erosion began and now show up with no proof of your innocence. Tell me, what reason does anyone have to believe you?”
The others, too, cast cold gazes his way, as if in agreement.
It was a situation that anyone would find suspicious.
Marquis Langham might have felt wronged, but all the circumstantial evidence pointed directly at him.
“…I have devoted my entire life to the Dark Demonic House. Do not doubt my loyalty.”
“Loyalty, is it?”
Chris nodded slightly.
“Very well then. Since it seems we won’t reach a clear answer like this, how about this instead? If you are truly innocent, then prove it with your actions.”
“…What do you mean?”
“As you yourself claim, you would never commit such a crime. So show us.”
Chris then issued a declaration that Marquis Langham could never accept.
“If you truly weren’t the one who sent the letter to Lady Yulian, then it’s highly likely it was the work of those from the Four Demon Stars. Therefore, in the spirit of proving your innocence, relinquish all your positions and serve as a common soldier in the Dark Demonic Army. Fight against the Four Demon Stars on the frontlines.”
“!!”
As a common soldier.
Not just a demotion, this was Chris throwing Marquis Langham into the mud.
“What the…!!”
“You’re hardly in a position to refuse, are you?”
Chris said coldly.
“Keep in mind, this is still a generous decision, taking your past merits into consideration. Had it been anyone else, they would’ve been tortured until the truth came out.”
Marquis Langham grit his teeth so hard they might break.
His eyes were bloodshot, brimming with fury.
But he had no choice.
There was no one left in the Dark Demonic House willing to stand by him.
Chris then issued his cold command:
“By the authority vested in me as the acting House Head, I hereby strip you of all titles and positions, and order you to enlist in the Dark Demonic Army as a regular soldier. You are to prove your innocence through distinguished service.”
“…….”
“Your response?”
The blood drained from Marquis Langham’s clenched fists.
“…Understood.”
“Again.”
“…What?”
“Where are your honorifics? As of this moment, you are no longer acting House Head, no longer a marquis, no longer an elder of the family. Can’t you even show proper respect to the Grand Duke?”
At that insult, Marquis Langham’s face turned deathly pale.
But Chris didn’t relent.
His gaze pressured the man to respond, and in the end, Marquis Langham could only grit his teeth and bow his head.
“…I shall obey the order.”
Seething with humiliation, Marquis Langham turned sharply to leave, but Chris delivered one last blow.
“You’re leaving without even giving a proper salute?”
“!!”
“Surely, the great House Head didn’t fail to teach you etiquette? The insolence in your posture once again casts doubt on your so-called loyalty.”
Marquis Langham’s face had gone beyond red and blue, it was as pale as a corpse.
Overwhelmed by sheer humiliation, Marquis Langham’s mind had gone blank.
And yet, as expected, he had no choice but to obey.
“…I will now take my leave.”
Chris gave a slight nod in response.
With that same signature look of arrogance, unbearably smug and insufferable.
As if speaking to a mere subordinate.
“Yes. Be sure to earn merit and prove yourself. Now go.”
Everyone in the room inhaled sharply.
For Marquis Langham, the one who had once ruled as the supreme figure of the Dark Demonic House in Nordian’s stead, to be humiliated like this…
It was nothing short of shocking.
In that moment, everyone instinctively realized it.
The leadership of the family had now passed to Christian.
‘Count Khazar may have been named acting House Head, but the one who truly holds power now is Grand Duke Christian.’
But that didn’t mean Christian’s victory was absolute.
‘There’s no way Marquis Langham will quietly back down after this.’
‘He’ll definitely try to seize control of the family again.’
Some even had darker concerns.
‘He might actually commit treason.’
‘With Marquis Langham’s strength, it’s entirely possible.’
In the demonic world, everything came down to power.
Unlike the Allied Nations, legitimacy or popularity meant nothing here.
The one who claimed dominion over a family was neither the most respected nor the most righteous, it was simply the strongest.
And no matter what anyone said, Marquis Langham was still one of the most powerful figures in the Dark Demonic House. He had the means to attempt a coup.
In fact, if it were Langham, he would attempt it.
But what no one realized....
Was that this was exactly what Christian had planned for.
‘I have to make Marquis Langham rebel.’
Chris’s cold thoughts continued.
‘And once he does, I’ll eliminate him under the pretext of treason.’
A ruthless plan.
Christian had assigned Langham to serve in the Dark Demonic Army for a reason.
‘Their garrison is stationed right at the border with the Four Demon Stars. Langham will definitely try to make contact with them and conspire to rebel.’
But what Langham couldn’t even begin to imagine....
Was that this entire situation was a trap laid out by Christian from the very beginning.
Marquis Langham was heading straight for total ruin.
‘Of course, before that… I need to settle things with the Venomous Demonic House.’
Just then, word arrived from Duke Huam.
He had officially agreed to Christian being dispatched to the Venomous Demonic House.
No one knew it yet....
But the curtain was finally rising on the event that would later be known as the Crimson Green Rebellion.
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                    The official reason for inviting Chris, as previously discussed, was an academic exchange aimed at fostering goodwill between the two Demonic Houses.
‘My title is… “temporary exchange disciple,” huh? Well, this sort of thing happens often in the Alliance.’
Among the noble families of the Alliance, it was common practice to send disciples to other Houses to broaden their knowledge and experience.
‘Still, I’m going to suffer like hell in the Venomous Demonic House too, aren’t I…’
Chris let out a quiet sigh.
His dispatch period had been set for two months.
Just imagining the amount of effort it would take to accomplish his goals within that timeframe made him dizzy.
‘Damn it, I have to leave tomorrow already because of the schedule. No rest in between. What kind of life is this?!’
Suddenly, Christian’s expression darkened, prompting confused looks from those around him.
“What’s the matter?”
When Nordian asked, Christian abruptly made an unexpected request.
“I have a favor to ask, my Lord.”
“What is it?”
Everyone tensed at the seriousness in Christian’s voice.
Then....
“Please open the liquor cellar.”
“…What?”
“We haven’t held the victory banquet yet, have we? Everyone’s worked hard, so let’s drink and enjoy ourselves tonight.”
Of course, the victory banquet was just an excuse.
The truth was....he simply wanted to party.
‘Ugh, I don’t care anymore! I’ve suffered so much, I’m going to party like a wild dog tonight!!’
‘Couldn't I drink alcohol? Then what was the point of a banquet?’
He had a method.
‘I’ll just mix small amounts into juice and drink it! Damn it, the Chatterbox of Darkness used to get teased for drinking that way… and now I’ve ended up like this.’
He remembered how the Chatterbox of Darkness, who couldn’t handle alcohol, used to dilute it with juice. And because her name, Lena, happened to resemble the name of a legendary drunkard from the Alliance, they always teased her about it.
‘Whatever! I’m partying tonight no matter what! You’re all dead!’
The unexpected suggestion was met with stunned silence.
But only for a moment.
Cheers erupted immediately after.
“WOOOOO!!!”
“Long live the Grand Duke!!”
“Let’s drink till we drop!!!”
“Grand Duke, brace yourself!! We’re going to drown you in liquor!!”
Even Nordian let out a light chuckle before turning to Count Khazar.
“Count. As your first order as acting House Head....”
“…Please give your command, my Lord.”
Count Khazar, who had found himself acting House Head somewhat abruptly, bowed his head respectfully.
“Open the liquor cellar and hold a banquet in honor of the Grand Duke’s achievements. And I mean this....make it the finest banquet possible.”
There was a reason Nordian emphasized it so firmly.
This banquet held deep significance in many ways.
The banquet held special meaning, not only as a celebration of Christian’s achievements, but also as a proclamation of the newfound authority he now held within the Dark Demonic House.
Count Khazar responded with firm resolve.
“Yes, I understand. I’ll make sure it becomes the finest banquet possible.”
That day, a grand feast was held in the Dark Demonic House.
A banquet where Christian was the undisputed star.
Every single demon of the House raised their voices to cheer his name.
“WAAAAAH!!! Glory to Grand Duke Christian!!”
“Grand Duke, you’re the best!!!”
And notably, none of the cheers felt forced.
You could tell that they were truly in awe of Christian, and many had come to admire him on a personal level.
“Here, take my glass, Grand Duke!!”
“Mine too! You must have mine!”
“Don’t forget me!!”
A horde of demons rushed him, each offering their drink, and Christian’s face turned pale.
They were approaching with entire jugs of alcohol, closing in on him like a pack of wild beasts.
He genuinely feared for his life.
‘I have to dilute it! Little by little!’
“W-Wait! Everyone, calm down. I’m not refusing because I can’t drink, I’m just not feeling well today. And, technically, I’m still underage…”
“Too bad! Here, drink!!”
And so…
Chris was knocked out the moment the banquet began.
“I… I was supposed to party… d-damn this… liq… liquor…”
That was the last garbled will he left behind.
The demons tilted their heads in confusion.
“He’s already passed out? No way.”
“Wait… was it true? Is he really as alcohol-inept as the rumors say?”
“Haah… poor thing. He’s perfect in every other way, but can’t enjoy the joys of drinking? The heavens really are fair after all.”
“What’s he mumbling in his sleep?”
“Sounds like… he still wants to drink?”
Chris, seemingly resentful of the drinks he couldn’t have, was mumbling “liquor… liquor…” even while unconscious.
Moved, the demons began placing their cups beside his head with solemn expressions.
“Drink to your heart’s content in your dreams, Grand Duke!!”
One by one, they stacked their cups by Chris’s side like offerings at an ancestral rite, until a mountain of glasses towered over him.
“To the Grand Duke, enjoying his banquet in dreamland, cheers!!!”
“WAAAAAAAH!!!”
And thus, the night of revelry deepened for everyone, everyone except Chris.
However, at that very moment
Far from the joyous halls of the Dark Demonic House, unsettling words about Christian were being spoken elsewhere.
In the Venomous Demonic House.
And surprisingly, also by the Noble House of Healing, the Four Demon Stars…
And the Demon King of Azure Flow herself.
* * *
Main Estate of the Venomous Demonic House, Verdant Green Castle
In a beautiful garden nestled deep within the inner sanctum of Verdant Green Castle, a man stood alone.
He looked to be in his mid to late twenties.
A man of refined grace.
With gentle eyes, he watched butterflies flutter among the flowers.
Then, someone appeared and knelt before him.
“Grand Duke.”
It was an unexpected title.
Officially, the Grand Duke of the Venomous Demonic House was still that dim-witted Hubert.
So why was this man being called Grand Duke?
There was a reason.
His name was Fernan, son of Marquis Goras.
Unlike Hubert, Fernan had been born with a prodigious talent for poison arts.
He had already reached the level of 5-star Upper Rank, and it was only a matter of time before he broke through to 6-star. He was undeniably the greatest genius of the next generation in the Venomous Demonic House.
Though merely the second son, Fernan had long surpassed the official Grand Duke, Hubert, in both strength and reputation. He was widely recognized as the true heir.
“This title of ‘Grand Duke’ doesn’t suit me. Especially when I’m currently under punishment for my crimes.”
“……”
The attendant cautiously studied Fernan’s mood.
Fernan had been punished because of Christian.
Previously, Christian had manipulated Duke Huam to expose the crimes committed within the Venomous Demonic House to the Demon King of Azure Flow. As a result, several individuals had been punished, including Fernan.
However, Marquis Goras’s faction had moved heaven and earth to shield Fernan from any severe penalty.
Instead, all of Fernan’s official titles were stripped, and he was demoted to the status of an ordinary demon.
He had escaped harsh punishment, but what he received was a deeply humiliating sentence.
“Heh… Christian, was it? Quite the figure. I’d very much like to meet him someday.”
The attendant swallowed hard.
Fernan was smiling.
But his eyes were cold, deathly cold.
The chill radiating from them sent shivers down the spine.
It was a murderous aura, one unmistakably aimed at Christian.
‘As expected of Marquis Goras’s son…’
Fernan’s fearsome nature didn’t lie only in his natural gift for poison arts.
He had inherited his father’s cruel temperament without dilution.
That gentle face, was nothing but a mask.
The reason for his punishment had been a revelation of the monstrous deeds he had committed with that very cruelty.
“…In fact, I came to speak to you about Grand Duke Christian.”
“Oh?”
“It’s been decided. Christian will be dispatched to the main estate.”
A flicker of menace briefly passed over Fernan’s face.
But he quickly returned to his usual, composed expression.
“I see.”
“He claims he’s coming to learn the poison arts of our house… but I don’t buy it. He’s clearly hiding some other motive.”
No one in the Venomous Demonic House truly believed Christian was coming for the sake of learning.
After all, two months was far too short a period to genuinely learn anything meaningful.
“Well, this works out nicely. I’d been wanting to see him with my own eyes anyway.”
Fernan smiled faintly.
“What do you intend to do?”
“Obviously, kill him.”
Fernan replied as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
“And not just kill him, he should die in the most agonizing and miserable way possible.”
A chilling declaration.
Fernan’s poison arts were infamous for inflicting torment. Those who died at his hands didn’t simply perish, they writhed in unspeakable pain until their last breath.
“But wouldn’t it be risky to touch a Grand Duke from another House?”
Poisoning him in secret would be too dangerous.
Given the circumstances, suspicion would immediately fall on Fernan and the faction led by Marquis Goras.
They were already under pressure; making such a reckless move would only corner them further.
“There’s no need to worry about that. I have a way to ensure the Dark Demonic House won’t be able to say a single word in protest.”
“What is it?”
“We’ll exploit his arrogance.”
“!!”
Fernan’s lips curled in a sinister grin.
“I’ve heard the man is incredibly arrogant, always looking down on others. But in the end, he’s just a frog at the bottom of a well.”
Of course, no one in the Venomous Demonic House truly underestimated Christian anymore.
After all, they had already suffered a painful defeat.
Count Cessia’s loss to him had especially sent shockwaves through the House.
But this is the Venomous Demonic House. When it comes to poison, he’s still an amateur here.
“All we have to do is use his arrogance to create an opening.”
Fernan’s grin darkened.
“If everything appears to be a result of his own pride, the Dark Demonic House won’t have any justification to protest.”
And so, deep within the Venomous Demonic House, a deadly scheme targeting Christian began to take shape.
But they were not the only ones plotting.
Unexpectedly, there was another force preparing to move....
The Allied Nations.
Specifically, the powerful military kingdom of Kalbern, one of the strongest nations in the Gold Cross Alliance, which bordered the Venomous Demonic House.
For reference, the borders of the Magus Empire were as follows:
- To the west: the Holy Empire
- To the east: the Karn Empire
- To the south: the Gold Cross Alliance
Of these, the territories directly bordering the Gold Cross were the Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House.
However, the Dark Demonic House rarely clashed with Gold Cross, as its primary enemy was the Demonic Star Palace.
The Venomous Demonic House, on the other hand, was the opposite, its frequent conflicts were mostly with Gold Cross.
Within the Gold Cross, the most militarized and aggressive nations were all situated along the border near the Venomous Demonic House, leading to frequent clashes.
Among them, the Kalbern Kingdom was the mightiest in terms of military power.
If the Francia Kingdom symbolized the spiritual leadership of the Gold Cross, Kalbern embodied its military might.
The Kalbern Kingdom, backed by overwhelming military power, had effectively sidelined the Holy Kingdom and seized real control over the Gold Cross Alliance.
However, the current atmosphere in Kalbern was anything but favorable.
“You filthy little brat, I’ll tear you apart!!”
Boom!!
A large man with a massive build, completely drunk, slammed his fist onto the table.
It was Maximus, the Lion King, ruler of Kalbern and a 7-star Dominant-Class knight.
His flushed face twisted in rage as he hurled curses, utterly intoxicated.
“Damn that damned Pope girl. How dare she...”
The reason for Maximus’s drunken fury was none other than Olivia, Chris’s younger sister and the current Pope.
Ever since that girl became Pope, everything has gone to hell.
Before leaving the Holy Kingdom, Chris had shared with Olivia a vast amount of sensitive information, weaknesses of military superpowers like Kalbern and others.
Not only that, but he had given her a strategy on how to manipulate those militaristic nations.
 “Isolate Kalbern.”
Using both diplomacy and pressure, Olivia wooed the other military nations into the Holy Kingdom’s camp, leaving the most stubborn one, Kalbern, cut off and surrounded.
It was a strategy based on divide and rule.
And Olivia, driven by her belief in supporting Chris, executed the plan flawlessly, plunging Kalbern into serious crisis.
That bitch deserves to die.
Maximus ground his teeth furiously.
But he couldn’t simply draw his sword and charge in blindly.
This wasn’t the Magus Empire, where power and violence reigned, it was the Alliance, where justification was everything.
I need to play this smart.
Maximus’s eyes gleamed coldly.
The simplest solution was war.
If a war broke out with the Magus Empire, the surrounding nations would have no choice but to rally under Kalbern’s leadership, as the strongest military power.
We’ll strike the Venomous Demonic House.
It was an extremely dangerous idea.
The Venomous Demonic House was no pushover that could be taken lightly.
For reference, both the Dark and Venomous Demonic Houses had enough strength that, if they went all out, they could rival the entire Gold Cross Alliance on their own.
The only reason they hadn’t done so was because both Houses were tied down by their enemy, the Demonic Star Palace, and couldn’t concentrate their forces against the Gold Cross.
If the Magus Empire weren’t fragmented by internal strife, the world would’ve long been conquered by now. That was the sheer scale of their power.
In any case, compared to the Dark Demonic House, the Venomous Demonic House faced less pressure from the Demonic Star Palace, and thus could afford to direct more power toward the Gold Cross front.
Their poison arts were especially devastating in large-scale warfare. If open conflict broke out, the human cost would be unimaginable.
But Maximus made a shocking declaration.
 “The House of Sacred Medicine has agreed to support us. With them on our side, the Venomous Demonic House is nothing to worry about.”
The House of Medical Saints!
The natural nemesis of the Venomous Demonic House.
But weren’t they supposed to remain neutral in worldly conflicts?
What luck. Who would've thought inner strife would break out within the House of Sacred Medicine.
With their help, Kalbern could neutralize the poisons of the Venomous Demonic House.
And there was one more stroke of luck.
Apparently, that cursed demon Christian, who helped Olivia, is currently staying in the Venomous Demonic House. If things go well, I might get the chance to take him out too.
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                    Olivia had only been able to rise to the position of Pope thanks to the achievements she had made alongside Christian of the Dark Demonic House.
She must have used some filthy trick. That Olivia girl is clearly rotten to the core too.
Maximus continued his thoughts darkly.
I’ll torture that bastard Christian and get proof that Olivia has colluded with the demons.
Once that happened, Olivia would be branded a witch and brought to a horrible downfall. The Gold Cross would return to its rightful place—beneath his heel.
With a cruel grin, Maximus imagined that glorious future.
But he wasn't the only one plotting.
The Demonic Star Palace.
The Council of Elders.
The highest-ranking demons of the Demonic Star Palace were discussing Christian as well.
“Are we really going to let Grand Duke Christian be?”
“If we leave him be, we might not be able to deal with him later.”
Surprisingly, there were many voices strongly wary of Christian.
The Demonic Star Palace had the most objective understanding of Christian’s true capabilities.
“What makes him truly dangerous isn’t just his genius. It’s that cunning mind of his. Just look at how Marquis Langham, who had been secretly in contact with the Main Body, was brought down.”
“Indeed. We must eliminate him before it’s too late.”
But an opposing voice soon followed.
“And how do you propose we do that? Careless action could spark unnecessary conflict. We must avoid a clash with the Dark Demonic House for now. Our priority should be dealing with the Bloodsword Demonic House and the Karn Empire first.”
The Demonic Star Palace was not only at odds with the Dark Demonic House, but internally with the Bloodsword Demonic House, and externally with the Karn Empire.
For reference, the Karn Empire was the strongest nation in the Alliance—its national power several times greater than that of the Gold Cross.
The fact that the Demonic Star Palace could still dominate the Dark Demonic House while locked in conflict with a nation like Karn showed just how overwhelming their strength was.
“It’ll be fine. Apparently, that boy is leaving the Dark Demonic House and heading to the Venomous Demonic House. I don’t know what scheme he’s plotting now, but if we time it right, we can take him out discreetly. As long as we leave no evidence behind, it won’t be a problem.”
“Who will we send? The choice must be made carefully. We can’t risk any trace of the Main Body being involved.”
“There’s a perfect ‘tool’ we can use. Bring in the ‘gift’ from the Obsidian Demonic House.”
As one of the elders clapped his hands, an unexpected figure appeared.
A small girl with delicate limbs, bound in restraints.
Her shimmering hair flowed down in a light sky-blue hue, glowing faintly in the dim light.
She had an adorably sweet face—but her eyes were completely lifeless, dark and empty.
Most notably, nine limp tails hung down from her back.
She was clearly no ordinary human.
“Oho… a gumiho, is it? And this is the gift from the Obsidian Demonic House?”
[TL/n: A Gumiho is a creature from korean folklore typically depicted as a nine-tailed fox capable of transforming into a women]
“That’s right. She’s a failed gumiho.”
“She doesn't seem to have failed the Shell Shedding… So what's defective about her?”
Gumihos were considered magic beasts, but if they underwent the awakening process known as Shell Shedding, they could gain sentience and transcend into half-humans—true demi-humans.
This girl had apparently succeeded in shedding her shell and becoming a demi-human. However, for some unknown reason, she had lost her rational mind in the process.
“Even though she’s lost her intellect, she’s still a gumiho that completed Shell Shedding. She has power comparable to that of a high-ranking demon. There shouldn’t be a problem using her to eliminate Christian.”
Everyone nodded in agreement.
The gumiho was a perfect choice—she had more than enough power and, most importantly, wouldn’t leave behind any trace of the Demonic Star Palace.
“In that case, I’ll take charge of handling her,” said the puppeteer Märchen as she stepped forward.
She had been restless ever since her last attempt to turn Christian into her puppet ended in failure.
“This time, I’ll definitely make Grand Duke Christian mine. After making me long for him so much, I’ll preserve him slowly—alive. Ah, I can already imagine how sweet his screams will sound.”
But something unexpected happened.
The seemingly passive gumiho suddenly raised her hand—and with a sharp swipe of her claw, raked it across Märchen’s face.
“!!”
Clutching her face, Märchen stumbled backward in shock.
“What the—!”
“Tsk. Be careful with your words,” said the elder who had brought the gumiho, clicking his tongue. “Even without rational thought, she still reacts strongly to mentions of torture and violence. Seems she has some trauma related to it.”
“How dare she…”
“She’s a precious tool meant to eliminate Christian. Don’t damage her over something petty. After we’re done with the mission, you can stuff her, skin her, or do whatever you want.”
Märchen let out a slow breath to calm her anger.
Before leaving, she asked, “By the way, what’s this gumiho’s name? Knowing her True Name would let me cast a stronger puppet spell.”
“I think… it was ‘Lena.’”
Lena.
The one Christian once mockingly called the chatterbox of darkness in her past life.
—And finally.
Deep within the Devil Castle of the Southern Magic Kingdom, there existed a prison where the most heinous high-ranking demons were confined.
It was there that Marquis Goras of the Venomous Demonic House had been imprisoned.
From within the pitch-black darkness of the prison, Goras slowly lifted his head.
Somehow, without a sound, the Demon King of Azure Flow had appeared before him, looking down on him silently.
 [So… have you made up your mind?]
She asked with a bewitching smile on her beautiful face.
 [Are you ready to embrace Jinrok?]
And so—
Yet another storm was beginning to stir toward Christian.
* * * 
The day of Christian’s departure to the Venomous Demonic House had finally come.
Ughhh… I’m dying. Someone save me…
Christian rose with the face of an undead.
The hangover from the banquet drinks was practically killing him.
Even though we delayed the departure by a day, I still feel like this? I only drank a little more than usual…
In the past, he would pass out after a single glass. But this time, with sheer willpower, he managed to get down a few more.
Just a few extra drinks—and yet the aftermath was brutal.
Ugh… Once I get to the Venomous Demonic House, I’m definitely inventing some kind of elixir that makes you immune to alcohol…
Seeing Christian groaning and clutching his head, Mari let out a soft moan in a strangely thrilled voice.
 [Ahh, there it is. The young master's frail, sickly look is making this maiden's heart flutter. That pale face is so enticing, I almost want to kidnap you.]
“…I’m dying here. Don’t say nonsense.”
 [How about another glass of Virgin’s Blood juice?]
“…Deal.”
After chugging down the so-called Virgin’s Blood (which was really just strawberry juice), Christian finally managed to muster enough energy to step outside the annex.
There, an unexpected person was waiting for him.
It was Yulian.
“Sis?”
“I’ve been waiting. I had something to say.”
“What is it?”
When Christian tilted his head with a curious look, Yulian stared at him for a moment before bowing slightly.
“…Thank you.”
Her deep voice carried quiet sincerity.
“I know I already said this before, but I don’t think I ever truly thanked you properly. Thanks to you… my soul was able to be saved.”
She wasn’t just referring to being rescued from the demon.
It was that, because of Christian, she had found hope again.
“It’s nothing. Didn’t I already tell you? In return, I’ll work you to death from now on.”
“Heh, I welcome it.”
Yulian smiled.
It was a gentle, radiant smile—one completely different from before.
“But you really need to be more careful with alcohol. From now on, if anyone tries to get you to drink, come tattle to your big sister. I’ll scold them for you.”
“…I’m fine.”
“Or, want me to drink it for you instead? I can hold my liquor, you know.”
Christian scrunched his face in defeat.
Humiliating.
Seeing his reaction, Yulian chuckled under her breath, clearly amused.
“You should get going now. You remember what I asked you to do, right?”
“Of course.”
Christian had entrusted Yulian with secretly monitoring the movements of Marquis Langham.
She nodded seriously.
“You be careful too. You know how dangerous it’s going to be, right? The Venomous Demonic House won’t stay idle.”
And Yulian wasn’t the only one who was worried.
Everyone who came to see Christian off had similar concerns written on their faces.
“Please, allow the Black Lion Knights to accompany you. Lord Khazar is also gravely concerned.”
Count Berkel, now a loyal vassal, said with determination.
“I’m coming too. I’ll protect you,”
Jupien, who had decided to stay behind with the family, pouted.
Count Khazar, Merian, and others all bore troubled expressions as well.
That’s how dangerous this journey was.
And to make matters worse, Christian was only bringing Melin, Mari, and Alros with him.
Melin, sure—she was reliable.
But Mari was just a maid, and Alros—who was already hiccupping and muttering, “Wh-why me again…?”—was pale as a ghost and clearly useless.
No one could blame the others for worrying.
“Shouldn’t you consider bringing a stronger escort?”
“There’s no need. My father and the rest should remain here and focus on training for the Dark Imperial Tournament.”
Christian’s answer was calm, but resolute.
The Dark Rite—
It was a formal duel ritual used to determine the ruling family of the Southern Magic Kingdom.
Just as he had once proposed, Christian had suggested the Dark Rite to the other Demonic Houses. The Destruction Demonic House had accepted without hesitation.
As for the Venomous Demonic House, they had said they’d “consider it,” but—
‘Well, they’ll be too preoccupied by what’s coming to even participate.’
In the end, the Dark Rite would likely boil down to a showdown between the Destruction and the Dark Demonic Houses.
Christian naturally intended to defeat the Destruction Demonic House in that duel.
And to do that, the core combat power of his house needed to stay behind and focus on maximizing their strength.
He had already provided them with meticulous guidance on the path of training ahead—
He was confident they’d achieve great results.
‘Besides that, there’s another reason I can’t bring an extravagant escort.’
Christian was thinking something outrageous.
‘If I show up with a huge guard detail, no one will dare make a move on me, right?’
He wanted someone to pick a fight.
In truth, Christian was hoping that the Venomous Demonic House would try something against him.
‘Only then can I crush them properly.’
As always, he wasn’t going to the Venomous Demonic House to “learn” quietly.
His goal was nothing less than a full-scale dojo conquest.
Ultimately, he intended to force the Venomous Demonic House into swearing loyalty to him.
And for that, he’d need some proper sacrificial lambs to make an example of.
‘The remnants of Marquis Goras’s faction, who once crossed me, should do nicely.’
Of course, anyone in their right mind would find this absurd.
No matter how much of a genius Christian was, to subjugate the entire Venomous Demonic House?
Even just within the Goras faction, there were numerous high-ranking demons whose power Christian couldn’t yet handle.
It was clearly impossible—
But Christian remained unbothered.
‘Sure, right now it’s difficult. But I still have two whole months.’
 “For me… two months is an eternity.”
That wasn’t just bravado. It was the same thing he had once told Duke Huam—and he’d meant every word.
After two months, he would no longer be the same man.
‘I’ve even got a plan in place to extract the Venomous Demonic House’s loyalty.’
With that, he headed toward the warp gate.
Warp gates required bilateral approval to activate, but the Venomous Demonic House had already granted access—
so this time, he could move immediately.
Just as he was about to step through the portal—
A familiar voice stopped him.
“Christian.”
It was Nordian.
Christian blinked in mild surprise.
“You’re not feeling well. You didn’t need to trouble yourself to come all the way out here.”
“What do you mean ‘trouble’…”
Nordian grumbled, clearly annoyed, then reached out and grabbed Christian’s hand.
“…Be careful.”
Christian fell silent.
Nordian’s hand was ice cold—
Yet somehow, it felt warm.
“…Don’t worry. You know exactly who I am, don’t you? I’ll return with good news.”
“…Good news?”
That ominous phrasing made Nordian instantly scowl.
“You— What kind of nonsense are you thinking this time? Don’t tell me you’re…?”
He remembered what Christian had once declared—
that he would subjugate the Venomous Demonic House.
“Yes, that’s right.”
“How!? With what power!?”
“I already told you, didn’t I? That I’d become like the Demon King of Annihilation. I intend to do exactly what she did.”
Nordian’s eyes widened in shock.
For reference—the Demon King of Annihilation had a peculiar obsession.
Whenever he conquered another House, he always used that House’s own specialty against them.
Destruction against the Destruction House.
Illusions against the Illusion House.
Beast taming against the Beast House… and so on.
So the meaning of Christian’s statement was clear.
 “I’ll subjugate the Venomous Demonic House—using poison.”
“!!”
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                    Nordian had a look of disbelief on his face.
Nothing Christian had said up until now had been anything short of absurd, but this time was particularly extreme.
Subjugate the Venomous Demonic House with poison?
And in just two months?
“What kind of nonsense….”
But Nordian abruptly shut his mouth.
He had remembered that Christian had never once made an empty promise.
Chris had made every single absurd story a reality.
Chris grinned.
“So, put aside your worries and look forward to it. I will return with some very surprising news that will make you happy, Grandfather.”
It wasn’t an empty promise.
Because after these two months, the entire Magus Empire would be thrown into a clamorous uproar by what Chris had accomplished.
And that wasn't all.
‘I might even be able to give Grandfather a big present for himself.’
Chris’s gaze lowered and grew somber.
He couldn’t speak of this with confidence yet, so he only thought it to himself. Because the possibility of failure was still much higher.
“However, there is one thing I must ask of you.”
“What is it?”
“It is that no matter what news you hear in the meantime, please do not be surprised.”
“…What?”
“That’s because… I’m planning to cause a little trouble.”
Not just any trouble, but a major incident. And right as soon as he arrived at the Venomous Demonic House, at that.
They would be very surprised when they heard the news.
“No matter what news you hear, please don’t be surprised and just let it be.”
“…Christian, you, wait a minute?”
“Well then, I’ll be on my way.”
Before he could say anything more, Chris zipped into the warp gate, and Melin, Mari, and Alros followed behind.
[Ohoho, just thinking about spending some heart-pounding time with the Young Master in a strange place makes my chest flutter with excitement.]
“But why are you taking me?! Are you planning to do something bad again…!”
“Be quiet, Alros. It’s more special training for you.”
“Uwaaah!!”
Amidst the jumble of subspace, a chaotic scream echoed out, and a new scene appeared before their eyes.
The scenery of a massive manor covered in lush greenery.
It was Verdant Green Castle, the main house of the Venomous Demonic House.
* * *
As was proper for welcoming the Grand Duke of another house, there were people who had come out to greet them.
They were figures from Duke Huam’s faction.
At the head of the group, representing them, was Marisa.
“W-welcome to the Venomous Demonic House.”
Chris tilted his head.
There was something strange about Marisa’s appearance.
For some reason, she had an awkward expression, and unlike usual, she was extravagantly dressed up.
She was already a beauty with an intelligent impression, but now that she was all dressed up, she looked dazzlingly pretty.
But Chris asked with a puzzled look.
“Why are you so dressed up? I didn’t come here as a Grand Duke, but in the position of one seeking to learn, so there’s no need to be so formal.”
“…I didn’t dress up because of you, you know? I-I just wore this for a change of pace.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes!!”
Marisa raised her voice, annoyed.
You know how there are days like that? Days when you just feel whimsical for no reason.
She had just felt a whim to dress up today, and there was no other particular reason. Really, absolutely, definitely, truly.
“A-anyway, it’s been a while.”
“It hasn’t been that long, has it? Hasn’t it only been a month?”
“……”
Why was every single word he said so annoying?
Marisa held back her urge to snap at him again.
And yet, she had looked at the calendar quite a few times over the past month, looking forward to the day they would meet again.
Of course, she only wanted to see him because they were friends, and there was absolutely, definitely, truly no deeper meaning than that.
‘Anyway, I got my hopes up for nothing.’
But just then, Chris casually said, “Well, it’s good to see you, though.”
“…Good to see me?”
“Yes, of course it is. Because you’re my precious pushover… no, friend.”
At those simple words, Marisa’s mood melted away.
It seemed like a strange word starting with ‘pu…’ something had been mixed in, but when she heard the word ‘precious’ in front of it, a sudden blush rushed to her face and she couldn’t hear clearly.
“Ah, I’ll show you the way. Follow me. The place you’ll be staying is the Hall of Poison Arts, where disciples first begin their studies.”
Listening to Marisa’s various explanations, Chris tilted his head.
The house seemed a little empty.
“Where is His Grace, Duke Huam?”
“My father has gone to the border. Because those bastards from the Gold Cross have been making some disrespectful moves.”
“Hmm? The Duke himself? Did something serious happen?”
Chris had a puzzled look on his face.
“Not really. However, it seems some strange movements were detected from the direction of the Kalbern Kingdom. He went to check it out himself.”
Chris nodded.
‘This is something that didn’t happen in my previous life. Did Olivia’s pressure on the Kalbern Kingdom cause a butterfly effect? I’ll have to keep an eye on this.’
Marisa brought up another topic.
“But why did you really come here? You’re not actually thinking of challenging the Venom Source, are you?”
“But I am planning to challenge it.”
“What nonsense! The trial for the Path of Venom is less than two months away!”
Marisa’s expression changed.
“Be honest with me. Have you been learning the poison arts separately?”
“No, I only know the basics.”
“And yet?”
“I’ll just learn from now on. We have time, don’t we? Two months is more than enough.”
Marisa was at a loss for words and had a dumbfounded expression.
The magi of the Venomous Demonic House who had overheard the conversation nearby had a similar reaction.
The Venom Source was something that poison wielders who had practiced the poison arts for decades would typically challenge.
But to do it in just two months?
‘No matter how confident he is, that’s just too much.’
‘What does he know about the poison arts?’
The people nearby were from Duke Huam’s faction and held a certain degree of goodwill toward Christian, but they all looked uncomfortable.
It was because Chris’s statement sounded as if he were looking down on the poison arts of the Venomous Demonic House.
Just then, an unfamiliar voice interjected.
“Haha, how full of confidence. It’s good to see. A magus should be just like that.”
“!!”
Turning their gazes, they saw a young man standing there.
He was a young man with great dignity, and behind him followed magi with extraordinary auras.
“Brother Fernan.”
The young man, Fernan, smiled.
The son of Marquis Goras, and the one who was, in effect, treated as the heir to the Venomous Demonic House.
“It is an honor to meet the renowned Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House like this. My name is Fernan. It is a pleasure.”
Chris stared intently at Fernan for a moment.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
“No reason, it’s just a name I’ve never heard before. I was just wondering if there was a young master like you in the Venomous Demonic House.”
“!!”
A statement that completely ignored his opponent from their very first meeting.
For an instant, the air in the area froze.
Fernan’s gentle mask also cracked for a moment, but he soon returned to his original expression.
“Haha, compared to the Grand Duke’s reputation, I suppose my name is insignificant. Still, I would appreciate it if you didn’t look down on me too much. After all, I am the one who has been tasked with teaching you, Your Grace.”
“Teaching? You?”
“Yes, as it happens, I’ve been assigned the role of temporary instructor at the Hall of Poison Arts.”
Unexpected news.
Fernan was currently under disciplinary action, so he had lost his position and was doing the same work as the common magi.
But for him to be assigned the role of instructor at the very Hall of Poison Arts that Chris would be attending?
It seemed he had deliberately taken on the role of instructor with the aim of targeting Chris.
Although Marquis Goras’s faction had been cornered recently, they likely still had that much authority.
But then Chris made another statement that would send the area into an uproar.
“You? Me?”
He let out a sneer.
“You don’t look like you have the skill to teach.”
At the repeated provocations, the mask Fernan had been wearing shattered.
His face grew cold.
“I had heard you were arrogant… but I think it would be best for you to choose your words more carefully.”
“What’s wrong with telling a half-wit that he’s a half-wit?”
“Take it back.”
Chris made an expression as if he found him pathetic.
“Take back what? Are you an idiot? After I’ve said all this, you still don’t get my intention?”
“…What did you say?”
“Let’s fight. You came here to pull some trick on me anyway, didn’t you.”
“!!”
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“I can practically hear the gears turning behind that pretentious face of yours. Don’t think about pulling any underhanded tricks like those Alliance bastards; just fight me properly here and now.”
The area fell silent at this radical development.
They knew Christian was a madman, but to think he would cause an incident like this the moment he set foot in the Venomous Demonic House?
The bewildered magi of the Venomous Demonic House froze, and Marisa urgently whispered to Chris.
“W-wait a minute. What on earth are you thinking? Are you crazy? Why are you causing an incident like this? Brother Fernan is dangerous.”
It was certainly an unreasonable move in many ways.
First of all, unlike when he fought Count Cessia, he couldn’t use his Medical Saint techniques.
At that time, Chris had used Count Cessia’s barrier-type Will Construct against him to block outside view.
But Fernan’s specialty was poison for single combat, so that kind of fight was impossible.
In other words, he had to face him solely with his demonic energy, without any of the Alliance’s powers.
“Even if you happen to win, it won’t be good. There are already a lot of people who are grinding their teeth at you as it is.”
He was already in a situation where he was surrounded by enemies in the Venomous Demonic House, and if he caused an incident like this, it would be irreversible.
But.
“That’s all exactly what I’m hoping for.”
“…What?”
“I have a plan. Just watch.”
Leaving behind the confused Marisa, Chris beckoned at Fernan with his finger.
“What are you standing there blankly for? Are you scared? If you’re afraid, then forget it. I don’t want to waste my energy on a pathetic coward either. Instead, never appear before me again and go cower somewhere.”
At his endless provocations, Fernan’s face flushed red.
“Fine. I will duel you. But there’s a condition.”
“What is it?”
“It is that even if you lose your life in this duel, our house will bear no responsibility.”
Fernan said with menacingly blazing eyes, “Because my poison knows no mercy.”
It was an open declaration that he would kill Chris.
Melin’s and Alros’s faces hardened.
But Chris just let out a smirk.
“Why ask something so obvious? Can I add a condition of my own?”
“Speak.”
“I hate seeing a dark-hearted bastard cry, so even if it hurts when I beat you, you’re not allowed to cry, okay? Because my fists know no mercy.”
It was a taunt that threw his opponent’s words right back at him.
Fernan’s face turned murderous.
“Prepare yourself!”
Fwaaaah!!
A deep green toxic energy rose up.
It was Venom Steel.
A Black Steel Aura made of poison.
The surging, menacing aura showed that Fernan was a powerhouse who had reached the peak of 5-Star.
But.
Chris drew his sword.
“You’re not allowed to cry, remember?”
And then.
The unbelievable happened.
The darkness split the murky green poison.
In a single blow.
* * *
“……”
The area was submerged in silence.
All of the magi from the Venomous Demonic House were staring with wide, unbelieving eyes.
Even though they were seeing it with their own two eyes, an unbelievable scene was unfolding.
Thwack!!
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                    “Gahk!!”
It was completely one-sided.
No—calling it that was too generous.
This wasn’t even a duel. It was a thorough humiliation.
Fernan’s strength was by no means weak.
In particular, he had mastered Energy Conversion—a technique only accessible to the upper ranks of 5-star—and could wield Poisonous Energy as fluidly as flowing water.
But in front of Christian, it meant nothing.
Fernan’s Poisonous Energy couldn’t even pierce Christian’s blade.
And Christian—like a cat toying with a mouse—utterly trampled him.
‘How?’
‘Could it be… Christian isn’t actually 5-star?’
They had known Christian was strong.
He had, after all, defeated Count Cessia, who was at the mid-stage of 6-star. But most assumed luck had played a major role.
No one imagined this level of power.
‘So it wasn’t luck after all?’
‘No… even if that’s true, a 5-star simply shouldn’t be capable of this.’
The entire crowd looked utterly shaken.
Of course, even within the same rank, there were differences in individual capability.
But everything had a limit.
‘Wait… could he really be 6-star?’
‘No—his Energy clearly feels like 5-star.’
That was half-right… and half-wrong.
Because Christian was both 5-star and 6-star.
He smirked to himself.
‘Thanks to my ascension through the Radiant Path, I reached a perfect 6-star state. My magical discipline surged right alongside it.’
Upon stepping into the 6-star realm, Christian’s “vessel”—his capacity—had grown tremendously.
So even though his Magus Power was still technically at the 5-star level, it was now operating under the influence of a vastly expanded framework—
enabling strength far beyond what any ordinary 5-star could muster.
‘In the end, whether it's Radiant Energy or Magus Power, it all belongs to me—Christian.’
And that wasn’t all.
‘I can do tricks like this too.’
Fwoosh.
In an instant, Christian’s movement changed.
As if he had pushed past the limits of time, his speed reached a blinding extreme—
Whack!!
Fernan took a fist to the face and crumpled disgracefully.
The future heir of the Venomous Demonic House, tossed around and rolling across the ground like trash.
It was shocking beyond words—
but the watching demons didn’t even have the attention to spare on Fernan anymore.
They were all too shaken by what Christian had just displayed.
“Just now… that punch—was that Will?”
That was the power of 6-star: the Authority of Will, a strength born from sheer resolve, able to push the body past its physical limits!
“H-How can a 5-star…?”
“Is he really 6-star? No… the Energy he gives off is still 5-star.”
The demons of the Venomous Demonic House widened their eyes and focused intently on Christian.
No matter how many times they looked, Christian’s aura was unmistakably at the 5-star level. Not even a speck of 6-star energy could be felt.
Then how was he using Will?
“Ah, I tried it, and it just worked.”
“!!”
A lie.
He had used a trick.
‘Just for a moment—I used the power of Radiant Ascension, cloaking it so no one would notice.’
The manifestation of Will, whether through Radiant Ascension or through Sorcery, appeared identical on the surface—simply an extreme enhancement of one’s physical capabilities.
So long as it was used briefly, he could disguise it without being noticed.
“…That… that’s ridiculous…”
Fernan barely managed to get back to his feet, stammering.
“What’s ridiculous about it? Then again, I guess someone like you who’s lacking wouldn’t get it.”
“You bastard…!”
“Your poison arts are pathetic too. Did you know you haven’t even come close to touching the hem of my robe? With skills like that, what made you think you had the right to challenge me?”
For the record, the one who started this whole quarrel was Christian. Fernan had only politely greeted him.
Of course, Fernan had been hiding malicious intent too.
‘Anyway, is it not time yet?’
Christian’s eyes gleamed with a meaningful thought.
That’s right.
This whole thing hadn’t been a spontaneous act of hostility.
It was all part of his plan—to rip off the “mask” Fernan was wearing.
And so, to provoke him further, Christian laced his words with even more venom.
“What exactly did your father teach you for you to be this useless? Oh right, your father was a man not even worth dealing with, so I suppose it makes sense that you'd end up just like him.”
Snap—a thread in Fernan’s mind snapped.
“You bastard!! I’ll never forgive you!!”
Enraged, Fernan drew up all his power.
But something was off.
There was a faint energy mixed into his poison aura—something different.
‘Got you.’
Christian’s eyes gleamed.
He enveloped his hand in dark demonic energy and thrust it toward Fernan’s poison aura.
Then, using his “Dominance,” he stimulated the hidden energy embedded within the poison.
Whoooosh!
Everyone in the hall opened their eyes wide.
“W-What is that?!”
It was demonic energy!
Christian had forcibly exposed the demonic energy Fernan had been concealing—using the Dominance of his dark mana.
“Th-this is…”
Fernan’s face turned pale as the truth was revealed: he had formed a contract with a devil.
The hall buzzed with murmurs.
Of course, in the Magus Empire, entering a contract with a demon wasn’t always punished.
In fact, over in the territory of the Four Kings’ Castle, it was harder to find someone not under contract with a devil.
But the Venomous Demonic House, unlike the Dark Demonic House, strictly forbade any form of contract with devils.
To think that the very heir-apparent of the Venomous Demonic House had formed a contract with a devil?
Christian let out a cold sneer.
“All those people you killed—was it to offer them as sacrifices to your demon? I bet there are far more corpses hidden than the ones that’ve been discovered so far, right?”
“!!”
It was true.
Fernan gritted his teeth.
“You bastard… I’ll never forgive you. I’ll kill you.”
Fwoooosh!!
A surge of power erupted from Fernan—far beyond anything he’d shown before.
“W-What do we do?!”
The other members of the Venomous Demonic House panicked, unable to act decisively.
“Lord Christian! You must retreat!!”
“W-We should run!”
Melin and Alros shouted frantically.
But—
“Run? Don’t be ridiculous.”
Christian twisted his lips into a smirk.
“Scum like him only understands a proper beating.”
He raised his sword.
“Watch closely. This is the blade of the Dark Demonic House.”
Fwaaah!!
Dark energy gathered around his weapon.
But that wasn’t all—his powerful Will infused into the blade as well.
‘A lowlife who made a contract with a devil just for greed... someone like that is nothing I can’t crush.’
Clash—!
The poisonous aura imbued with demonic energy clashed with Christian’s dark energy.
And then—
“Guhhak!!”
Fernan spat out a mouthful of blood and collapsed.
Thud!
Christian stepped on his head, knocking him out cold.
“Marisa. Drag him away. I’m sure he’s hiding a lot more sins that’ll come out under interrogation.”
“…Uh… R-Right.”
Still stunned, Marisa nodded in a daze.
The hall fell into complete silence from the shock.
The revelation that Fernan had entered a contract with a devil was staggering—but what truly shook everyone was how effortlessly Christian had taken him down even after that.
All eyes turned toward Christian, filled with disbelief.
But the incident didn’t end there.
Christian, as always, pushed things even further.
‘No way I’m stopping here.’
Fernan wasn’t his only enemy.
His real target was the entire faction behind him—the followers of Marquis Goras.
‘The best offense is a preemptive strike. There’s no way I’m letting this perfect opportunity slip by.’
He glanced at the Marquis Goras faction, whose faces had gone stiff with shock, and sneered as he fired off a mocking remark—
“Pathetic. Then again, Marquis Goras was every bit as vile as a demon himself—like father, like son.”
“!!”
A direct insult to Marquis Goras.
“But he’s not the only problem. You lot standing over there don’t look any less filthy yourselves. You’re all blinded by greed—and frankly, you don’t even seem that capable.”
Christian casually flicked his finger toward the faction of Marquis Goras.
A statement that lumped the entire Goras faction together in one sweeping provocation.
The atmosphere in the hall grew razor-sharp, ready to explode at any second.
Melin and Alros, who had come along with Christian, swallowed nervously.
It had been one thing to beat Fernan, who had made a contract with a demon.
But this—this was crossing the line.
‘Why is the Lord Duke pushing it so far?’
‘Ugh… Lord Duke, please, that’s enough already!’
Only Mari seemed to have different thoughts.
[Ahhh… So sexy. He’s just too much.]
Even Marisa clenched her teeth.
‘This lunatic… I have to stop him. At this rate, it’s going to spiral out of control.’
There was no way the Goras faction would sit quietly after being provoked like that.
But just then, Marisa hesitated.
Christian’s words came back to her.
— “I’ve got something in mind. Just watch.”
‘What the hell is he thinking…?’
Marisa bit her lip hard.
At that moment, a heavy voice echoed through the hall.
“I cannot let that comment stand.”
The members of the Venomous Demonic House who saw the speaker gasped in surprise.
“Lord Drun!”
It was the Lord of the Poison Mind Pavilion—one of the two great poison research divisions, along with the Ten Thousand Poisons Pavilion.
He was a 6-star demon and a member of the Goras faction.
But he wasn’t alone.
“Indeed. You will apologize.”
This time, it was someone even Christian recognized.
The Captain of the Poison Demon Corps, the elite force of the Venomous Demonic House.
One by one, more figures with overwhelming auras appeared, surrounding Christian.
All of them were 5-star or 6-star high-ranking demons—key figures in Marquis Goras’s faction.
“I don’t see anything wrong with what I said. Then again, I suppose lackeys living off the filth of Marquis Goras’s scraps wouldn’t know just how worthless they are.”
“You bastard…!”
“I mean, I’m right, aren’t I? You know full well what crimes Marquis Goras has committed, yet you follow him anyway. Blinded by greed, too shameless to feel any guilt—but still too proud to hear the truth when it’s said aloud?”
With the insults piling up, the tension around the Goras faction reached a breaking point.
“If you don’t shut your mouth this instant, you’ll regret it.”
“Don’t think the Dark Demonic House’s shadow will protect you after that kind of slander.”
Even Marisa, Alros, and Melin were now staring at Christian with pleading eyes, silently begging him to stop.
But Christian suddenly broke into a wide grin—and said something completely unexpected.
“Want me to prove just how worthless you all are?”
“…What did you just say?”
“It’s simple. A duel between you and me using poison arts. In other words… we’ll settle this with a ‘Holy Grail Duel.’”
“!!”
It was a unique form of duel exclusive to the Venomous Demonic House.
All other factors were excluded—only poison arts were tested, with extremely straightforward rules.
Each side would pour their own poison into a cup, and both would drink.
The name "Holy Grail Duel" came from the idea of willingly drinking poison from the chalice, fully prepared to face death.
“What nonsense…”
“Oh, of course, I don’t mean right this moment. As you all know, I’ve never actually received any proper training in poison.”
Christian flicked his finger nonchalantly.
“The duel will be held one month from now.”
“!!”
“I figure that’s more than enough time to crush you. So—how about it?”
Their faces turned crimson with rage.
What kind of lunacy was this?
But Christian wasn’t done yet.
“A one-on-one duel would be too boring. All of you—come at me together. I’ll crush you all at once.”
It was an arrogant declaration that he would drink all of their poisons at the same time and defeat every one of them with his own.
No—this wasn’t arrogance. This was delusional madness.
Drun, the Pavilion Lord of the Poison Mind Pavilion, who had stepped forward earlier, scoffed in disbelief.
“You really are insane. Fine. I accept the duel. But remember this—”
A chilling threat followed.
“On that day, you won’t even leave behind a corpse. You’d better send your will to the Dark Demonic House while you still can.”
After that, the gathering was dismissed, and Marisa hastily dragged Christian to a quiet place.
“Are you insane?! This is suicide!!”
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                    “Hmm?”
“What the hell do you mean, ‘hmm’?! You’re going to die!!”
For once, even Melin couldn’t take Chris’s side.
“…That was too reckless.”
“Th-that’s right!! Sh-shouldn’t we just run away?!”
[Ohoho. That’s what I’m saying. Since it has come to this, how about a lover’s escape with me?]
“…I’m not joking. As Lady Mari and Alros said, it might be better to run away. Of course, I doubt they would let you go so easily, Your Grace….”
Everyone was reacting as if Chris had just committed suicide.
But then Chris made another dumbfounding statement.
“Why is everyone acting like this? The situation is great right now.”
“…Great?”
“First, since we’ve officially set a date for the duel, Marquis Goras’s faction won’t be able to harm me until then. I’m free from the threat of poisoning or assassination.”
Everyone, including Marisa, had an exasperated expression.
“So what, you idiot! You’re going to die during the Holy Grail Duel!!”
“That’s right, Your Grace. I’d rather inform Count Khazar and request reinforcements.”
“Uwaaah, at least save me!!”
[Lovers’ escape, deal?]
Chris shook his head at their frantic words.
“Wait, I think you’re all misunderstanding something. I have no intention of losing the duel. I’m going to win.”
“…You’re going to win?”
“Yes. Have you ever seen me fight a battle I would lose?”
Yes, he had no intention of losing.
On the contrary.
‘With this duel, I will make Marquis Goras’s faction kneel before me.’
An absurd thought.
But he was serious.
‘I came to the Venomous Demonic House to receive their loyalty. I have to deal with the biggest obstacle, Marquis Goras’s faction, first.’
He had proposed this duel for that very purpose. He had a plan.
At his confident appearance, everyone exchanged glances.
Marisa said in a hopeful voice, “Be honest with me. You’ve been learning the poison arts in secret, haven’t you?”
“No. I’m a beginner in the poison arts.”
“Then how are you going to win, you idiot! You can’t use any other cheap tricks in a Holy Grail Duel!”
“That’s right, Your Grace. It’s absolutely impossible….”
As they were about to get noisy again, Chris sighed.
“That’s why I set the duel for a month from now.”
“…You’re saying you’ll learn the poison arts within that time and win the duel?”
“Yes. I don’t know how many times I have to repeat myself, but that much time is more than enough.”
“……”
Everyone shut their mouths.
Their expressions still showed that it was difficult to accept.
“…Do you have some other clever trick up your sleeve?”
“Well, I do have something in mind.”
“What is it?! Tell me.”
“First, Marisa, I have a favor to ask of you.”
Chris told Marisa a few things, and her eyes widened.
“A secret chamber? A library permit? And a thousand different kinds of poisons? Why?”
“Because I need a quiet place to study, reference books, and reference poisons.”
Next was Alros’s turn.
“Alros, I have a job for you, too.”
“…Don’t tell me?”
“Yep, that’s right.”
He gave a rough explanation, and Alros had a bewildered expression.
It was another plan to use Alros as a decoy.
‘Uwaaah. You scoundrel! Do you think I’m some kind of living, walking artifact!’
But it wasn’t a dangerous job like before, so he accepted it meekly.
“Wait, Your Grace. Is this everything?”
“Why?”
“Isn’t this all just creating an efficient study environment?”
Chris hadn’t prepared any grand secret plan. The operation he had assigned to Alros wasn’t anything special, either.
Everyone gave him a look as if to say, “Is that it?”
“Coming from you, Your Grace, I thought you’d have some kind of special secret plan….”
“What secret plans are there when it comes to studying?”
“…Then, do you really mean to win by purely studying the poison arts for a month?”
“Yes. It’s enough.”
Chris nodded, as if tired of repeating himself.
“Has everyone forgotten who I am?”
“……”
“Don’t measure me by the standards of an ordinary person.”
He added one more thing.
“On that day, everyone in the Venomous Demonic House will witness a new horizon in the poison arts.”
An arrogant statement. But he was serious.
One month.
It was more than enough time to create a miracle.
* * *
The next day.
An incongruous figure appeared in the Hall of Poison Arts, where the junior disciples learned the poison arts.
A figure who was beautiful, but had an extremely arrogant and insufferable expression.
It was Christian.
“What are you looking at?”
“!!”
The junior disciples of the Venomous Demonic House, who had been stealing glances at Christian, hurriedly averted their eyes.
Everyone knew what kind of crazy stunt Christian had pulled in the middle of the Venomous Demonic House the day before.
‘If we mess with him, we’ll get wrecked.’
‘His expression is even fouler than I heard. Let’s be careful.’
Meanwhile, ‘Christian’ was frowning even more than usual, and there was a reason.
‘Uwaaah, you scoundrel. I’m not an artifact.’
Because it wasn’t Chris, but Alros!!
In other words, Chris had disguised Alros with the Insignia of the Constellation and sent him to ‘attend in his place’.
Attending classes would be a waste of time, so he had sent Alros instead.
‘I can’t get caught. I’ll just keep frowning so no one talks to me.’
Fortunately, the Insignia of the Constellation made him resemble Chris down to his very essence, so no one noticed the disguise.
But soon, he faced a crisis.
The instructor appeared.
A face that resembled Fernan, who had been defeated by Chris the day before.
It was Fernan’s younger brother, Prince Amar.
As Fernan, who had originally been assigned the role of instructor, had been imprisoned, he had appeared as the instructor in his place.
“……”
“……”
A moment of silence passed.
As the young master of the Venomous Demonic House stared at him menacingly, Alros’s heart pounded like crazy.
‘Uwaaah. What do I do if he throws poison at me? You scoundrel, Christian, why do you always put me through these trials.’
For reference, Prince Amar was also at the 5-Star level.
If Prince Amar were to throw poison, Alros would turn into a handful of bloody water and disappear.
Terrified, he opened his mouth.
“What are you looking at?”
It was a bluff to keep from looking weak.
Fortunately, the Insignia of the Constellation transformed his bluff to perfectly resemble Chris’s usual demeanor.
“!!”
Prince Amar showed an unexpected reaction.
He gritted his teeth and turned his gaze away!
Alros had a bewildered expression.
‘Is that guy scared?’
The quick-witted Alros uncannily sensed Amar’s inner thoughts.
He was clearly intimidated!
‘That guy is a coward, just like me!’
A coward knows a coward.
Of course, Prince Amar was at the 5-Star level, but his true nature was clearly that of a coward.
‘He must be scared after seeing what happened to his brother yesterday.’
When Alros cleared his throat, he could see Prince Amar flinch, even while pretending not to.
Prince Amar began the class, trying his best not to show that he was scared.
“Today, as an in-depth look at the basics of the poison arts….”
The class proceeded, and Alros had a blank expression.
‘…I don’t understand a single thing.’
Of course, on the outside, his expression and face were perfectly arrogant.
Prince Amar’s face suddenly scrunched into a frown.
“Are you not listening, Grand Duke?”
‘…I’m listening, but I don’t understand? What do I do if he asks me a question?’ Alros’s heart was pounding.
There was a line Chris had taught him for times like this.
“Your level is so low that it’s not worth listening to.”
“!!”
Prince Amar clenched his fists tightly.
But he couldn’t say anything more.
He was definitely intimidated!
‘…This is kind of fun?’
Alros, who had always lived as the weak one, felt an unknown sense of pleasure at seeing his opponent afraid of him, and he took on an even more arrogant attitude.
‘Anyway, even if that guy gets pissed off, he can’t say a word.’
Alros saw right through the nature of a coward.
That kind of person can never bare his fangs at the strong.
And so, the story of Christian’s  insolent behavior in class spread throughout the entire Venomous Demonic House.
* * *
“I hear the attitude of Grand Duke Christian from the Dark Demonic House in class is quite a sight. They say he’s a complete scoundrel.”
“Heh, is he crazy? And he’s just a beginner learning the poison arts.”
“I heard he was a scoundrel to begin with, but he’s a complete and utter scoundrel.”
Meanwhile, Christian listened to these stories and nodded.
‘Looks like he’s doing a good job.’
He, in turn, was in the form of Alros.
This was also done using the Insignia of the Constellation.
‘Because it’s possible for someone else to imitate my appearance, and for me to do the opposite.’
There were a few reasons why he had gone out of his way to switch appearances with Alros.
First, it was to make the magi of the Venomous Demonic House let their guard down by consistently showing an insincere attitude.
‘And there’s a more important reason. I have to hide what I’ll be studying for the next month.’
Just then, Marisa approached.
“Here’s the library permit.”
“Ah, thanks.”
For reference, Alros had also come in the capacity of an exchange disciple.
Therefore, he could receive a library permit under the pretext of studying.
‘In Alros’s form, no one will pay attention no matter what I study.’
Marisa said.
“But the books in this library will be too advanced for you, won’t they? Wouldn’t it be better to go to a library with slightly lower-level books?”
The poison arts were a ‘scholarly field.’
Therefore, the volume of books was vast, and the libraries were divided by level.
What Chris had requested was a permit to the library where the books read by 2 to 3-Star and higher poison wielders were collected.
Books for an advanced course, meant for disciples who had finished their basic studies, rather than for beginners.
“No, this is enough.”
“You really….”
“I’m going to go study now.”
Leaving behind Marisa, who had an expression of complete incomprehension, Chris made his way into the forest of countless books.
Glancing at the bookshelves, he saw they were filled with books with difficult titles, such as ‘The Antagonistic Action of Corrosive Poisons and Neurotoxins,’ and ‘The Process of Enhancing Botanical Poisons.’
Content that one would have to study poison for at least several years to understand.
But Chris lightly picked up a book, rapidly flipped through its pages, and said.
“As expected, there’s nothing special here.”
It was a statement that would make others doubt their ears.
Even though he had never properly studied poison before?
But it was true.
Chris already knew most of the content written in the book.
No, it wasn’t just this book.
It was all the books in this library.
He even knew most of all the scholarly knowledge of the Venomous Demonic House’s poison arts.
The reason was simple.
‘In the end, poison is just a branch of the medical arts.’
It was a fact that many people overlook.
Poison and medicine were not different.
After all, if the same substance is used for the purpose of healing, it is medicine, and if it is used for the purpose of harming people, it is poison.
‘In terms of knowledge, I’m already at the level of a great master of poison.’
This was the reason for Chris’s insane confidence.
Even for Chris, it was impossible to achieve great results in a single discipline in just one or two months.
But the poison arts were different.
Since he already had all the foundational knowledge, all he needed was a little know-how.
‘Let’s begin.’
Chris began to devour every single book on the poison arts in the library.
Flip, flip, he turned the pages at a terrifying speed.
A speed so fast that others wouldn’t even be able to imagine he was actually reading.
‘Since I already know most of the content anyway.’
In between, he quickly absorbed only the knowledge unique to the poison arts that couldn’t be known through medical knowledge alone.
This wasn’t very difficult, either.
Even if it was knowledge unique to the poison arts, it was, in the end, just an application of the medical arts.
It was similar to how a great master who has reached the pinnacle of one field can absorb new knowledge in an instant with just a sideways glance.
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                    ‘So this “Hanal Flower” stimulates the sympathetic nervous system like this. The inhaled poison affects the air exchange in the lungs…’
Time passed as quickly as the pages turned.
For over a full week, Chris had been buried in the library, devouring book after book. And now, he gently set the final volume back on the shelf.
“Done.”
He had finished reading everything.
Chris took a moment to recall the vast amount of self-taught knowledge he had accumulated over the past week.
‘At this level, I should be well-equipped, at least in terms of theory.’
Of course, that didn’t mean he had finished mastering the entire study of poisons.
The books in this library were intended for ordinary poison users—entry-level material.
In other words, they were textbooks meant for poison users around the 2- to 3-star level.
To reach a deeper realm…
The true essence of poison, the secrets mastered by those at 5 stars and above, wasn’t recorded in any of these books.
‘That kind of knowledge must be passed down orally or found in secret tomes.’
But Chris had already made up his mind.
‘There’s no need to go that far.’
Even the essence of poison arts ultimately stemmed from the basics.
Chris already possessed the aptitude of a true master.
There was no reason for him to imitate or adopt someone else’s techniques.
‘I’ll just develop my own poison essence.’
With that, Chris moved on to the next step.
Before he could create his own unique poison, there was another stage he needed to tackle.
“You want me to teach you Demonic Poison?”
Marisa asked in surprise, her expression showing clear alarm.
Chris nodded.
‘I need to reach the 4-star level in poison arts.’
Right now, Chris had acquired all the theoretical knowledge he needed.
But knowledge alone only made him a poison scholar—nothing more.
He had to advance further in the actual discipline of poison arts.
“There’s no need for an in-depth explanation—just give me the gist of it.”
Marisa sighed.
“…Demonic Poison isn’t something you can learn easily. It’s not like Black Sword, which is on the same level among the Dark Demonic House.”
For reference, Demonic Poison refers to the art of producing poison using magia—magical energy.
It’s a level of mastery comparable to the Black Sword, a 3-star technique used to create a sword out of magia.
In other words, Chris was attempting to reach the 3-star level in just one week of studying poison.
“You folks in the Dark Demonic House dabble in all kinds of black magic, but you barely touch poison. There’s a reason for that. First off, you need green magia, which symbolizes life force.”
A writhing stream of green magia rose from Marisa’s hand.
“Second, you need a complete understanding of the poison you’re trying to convert—not just knowing what it does or how it works, but understanding its origin, how it interacts with the human body… everything. Only then can you reproduce it using magia.”
In other words, you needed:
 Green magia.
 Deep insight into the nature of the poison you wanted to convert.
 The ability to wield magia in a way that could faithfully manifest that poison.
…All of which Chris already had.
And not just had—he had them perfectly.
“Is this how it’s done?”
Fwoosh.
Magi surged from Chris’s hand.
It wasn’t green.
It was a beautiful darkness—darker than any black—pure dark magi at full intensity.
And pure dark magi surpassed all other forms of magi.
Magi aligned with various attributes? Before pure dark magi, they were insignificant.
Naturally, when it came to poison, it also possessed a superior affinity compared to green magia.
‘Let’s start with a neurotoxin.’
In an instant, knowledge of poisons rushed through Chris’s mind.
He had learned poisons based on a complete understanding of medical science.
So the depth of his knowledge far exceeded that of ordinary poison users.
‘Converting it into poison... isn’t all that hard.’
Chris’s control over magi allowed him to freely manipulate even high-tier dark spells that surpassed ordinary ranks.
Creating something as simple as poison? Child’s play.
Flash!
“!!”
Marisa’s eyes flew wide open in shock.
Neurotoxin had formed in Chris’s hand.
And it didn’t stop there.
Whoosh.
The poison transformed.
From a neurotoxin to a hemorrhagic poison, then into a corrosive poison, then an inhalation-type toxin—within moments, it rapidly cycled through a myriad of poison types.
Then—flash—
They merged into one.
He had instantly created a Composite Demonic Poison, a technique of the upper 3-star level.
“Wh-what…?”
Marisa stammered, overwhelmed by the absurd spectacle.
‘It took me over ten years of study just to reach the upper 3-star level…’
But the miracles Chris performed didn’t stop there.
“So if I want to make Magical Poison, do I just mix in some dark magic like this?”
He had now stepped into the 4-star level of poison arts.
A realm Marisa herself had only recently entered.
“M-Magical Poison isn’t that easy. Magic and poison are completely different forces. When combined, they usually collapse… you have to conceptually unify them—so that each accepts the other as one…”
In other words, one had to redefine poison as magic and magic as poison, conceptually merging the two.
But then—
Flick.
Magic seamlessly imbued itself into the poison flickering in Chris’s hand.
A perfect fusion. No backlash. No collapse.
“Not that hard, really.”
“……”
Marisa fell silent.
She could only manage one thought:
Unbelievable.
“…You lunatic.”
* * *
He had only just reached the 4-star level.
‘This much is simple. I’ve already built the foundation to handle it.’
In truth, regardless of school or style, reaching 4 stars wasn’t especially difficult.
That level was still considered the realm of technique.
As long as one had the proper groundwork, it could be attained quickly.
The real challenge began at 5 stars.
‘I need to learn Poison Reinforcement.’
Poison Reinforcement—also known as True Poison Aura.
It was the same level as Dark Aura Technique, only that the will was imbued into poison rather than weapons.
‘It’s similar to Dark Aura, but with a different application. Once I get the hang of it, it shouldn’t be too hard.’
Fortunately, Chris was already well-versed in controlling willpower.
As long as he grasped the key concept, mastering Poison Reinforcement shouldn’t be an issue.
‘Marisa’s still at 4 stars, so I’ll need to find another teacher.’
That wasn’t difficult.
He simply swapped roles with Alros and headed directly to the poison training hall himself.
Why? To learn Poison Reinforcement.
‘I’m here as an exchange student anyway. I should be able to learn from one of the instructors.’
There was one teacher who might be able to teach him.
Grit.
The sound of someone grinding their teeth echoed the moment Chris entered.
It was Prince Amar.
His face was stiff with barely restrained fury.
It was because of Alros.
Alros, thrilled by how nervous Amar was around him, had relentlessly provoked the prince—and now Amar was at his breaking point.
‘Alros really doesn’t know when to stop. That guy’s attitude needs serious work.’
Chris clicked his tongue, then spoke—his own way of “asking” for guidance.
“Hey.”
“…What?”
“Your teaching methods are garbage. Mind switching things up?”
Chris casually curled his finger, beckoning.
“After all, the best kind of education is through real combat. Come on, let’s go. I’m ready to learn—as your student, of course.”
Amar’s face flushed bright red.
But he hesitated, unable to step forward easily. The memory of what had happened to his older brother, Fernan, still haunted him.
But Chris was, well—Chris.
Provoking someone into losing their temper? Child’s play.
“Oh, wait—maybe it’s too much for you? I forgot, you only know how to throw your weight around with people weaker than you.”
“…What did you say?”
“You’re pretty famous in the Dark Demonic House, you know. Everyone knows there’s a pathetic little prince in the Venomous Demonic House who only bullies the weak. That’s you, isn’t it?”
Amar’s face flared up with fury.
Because—it was true.
He was a coward—but not the kind-hearted coward like Alros.
Though he’d cower in front of the strong, he was a complete tyrant toward those weaker than him. The worst kind of bully.
“Come to think of it, didn’t you meet one of our Dark Demonic House’s devils a few years back and end up wetting yourself, begging for your life?”
“T-That never happened!”
“Oh, come on. Everyone knows. And now you go around throwing your weight at the lower-ranked devils in the Venomous Demonic House? For someone who pissed himself, you should know a little shame.”
“I said that never happened!!”
It was an embarrassing accusation.
And although none of the other disciples dared to speak up, their expressions gave them away—‘Wait, he really wet himself?’
Of course, it was a lie.
Amar had never wet himself after encountering a devil from the Dark Demonic House. But truth was irrelevant when it came to provoking someone.
‘He really is a scumbag who bullies the weak. That’s all that matters.’
Chris spoke as if he were being generous.
“This time, I’m here as a student to learn poison arts, so I’ll go easy on you. Don’t worry, you won’t piss yourself like last time. Just relax.”
“You bastard!! I’ll kill you!!”
Flash!
In the end, Prince Amar fell for the provocation, and the fight broke out.
As Chris watched the Poison Reinforcement flaring up from Amar’s body, a sharp glint appeared in his eyes.
* * *
A week passed.
Every single day for that week, Chris showed up at the poison training hall and received instruction from Prince Amar.
Thanks to Chris, Amar was forced to teach him daily—until he literally collapsed from exhaustion each time.
‘I feel a little bad. The guy was already a coward to begin with, but by the end, he was completely broken. Kinda makes me feel like I’m the bad guy here.’
Chris shrugged.
‘Well, it’s not like he deserves any sympathy.’
He might’ve been less vile than Fernan, but Prince Amar was still rotten to the core.
‘Anyway, I finally succeeded in manifesting Poison Reinforcement.’
Fwoosh!
A dark, ominous liquid shimmered from Chris’s hand.
It was Poison Reinforcement.
‘So it took about half a month to get here? Good—I’ve wrapped up preparations just in time.’
That was an unexpected thought.
He had manifested Poison Reinforcement, meaning he had officially reached 5 stars in poison arts.
And yet, he referred to it as merely “preparation.”
‘Because this is only the beginning.’
Just then—creak—the door opened.
It was Marisa.
“Come quietly. The preparations you asked for are complete.”
Marisa led Chris out of the Jade Green Citadel.
They rode for quite a while after leaving the estate until they reached a massive tree.
“It’s down here.”
After digging beneath the tree, a hidden passage revealed itself.
Once they entered, a vast, circular chamber appeared before them.
“This is the secret chamber you asked for.”
But that wasn’t all.
Lining the circular walls of the chamber were countless vials.
“A total of one thousand different poisons.”
Chris gave a nod.
“Perfect. Thanks.”
Even if Marisa was the daughter of the house head, this couldn’t have been easy to arrange.
But something felt off about Marisa’s demeanor.
Unlike her usual self, she was tense—visibly stiff.
“Just answer me one thing. What exactly are you planning to do?”
“What do you think? Study.”
“Don’t lie! If it were just regular studying, you wouldn’t need something this extreme!”
Chris hadn’t just asked for a simple secret chamber and a thousand poisons.
He’d requested a reinforced chamber—a sealed room strong enough to withstand any kind of internal shock or magical backlash.
And those thousand poisons weren’t ordinary either.
Each one had been specifically selected—rare, unusual toxins with unique properties.
It was obvious he was planning something dangerous.
“You’re trying to attempt Thousand-Poison Immunity, aren’t you?!”
It was a legendary tale within the Venomous Demonic House.
The idea of ingesting a thousand poisons to transform the body into one with ultimate resistance—a constitution immune to all toxins.
Of course, it was only a legend.
“No one in the entire history of the Venomous Demonic House has ever achieved Thousand-Poison Immunity! It’s a baseless, reckless myth that’ll just get you killed!”
But Chris tilted his head slightly.
“Thousand-Poison Immunity? I’m not doing that.”
“…You’re not?”
“Nope, not at all.”
“…Really?”
“Really.”
Marisa stood there, stunned.
Then what was the point of requesting a thousand different poisons—especially rare and peculiar ones?
Marisa looked unconvinced, but Chris was telling the truth.
‘Because what I’m aiming for… is far beyond something like Thousand-Poison Immunity.’
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                    “You’re really not trying to attempt Thousand-Poison Immunity, right?”
“Nope. I swear—absolutely not. Now you’re getting in the way, so you should go.”
“If you’re lying—!”
“You’re noisy.”
Fwoosh—Chris used dark magic to shove Marisa out of the chamber and immediately locked the door.
“You!!”
“It’s going to take a while, so don’t worry. I’ll be out just in time for the Holy Grail Duel. In the meantime, just focus on developing that alcohol tolerance enhancer I asked for.”
Chris cast layers of dark magic to seal the door completely.
And he didn’t stop there—he reinforced the entire chamber with multiple protective spell formations.
Now, no one from the outside could possibly enter.
‘If I’m interrupted midway, it’ll be disastrous. Even for me, I can’t guarantee survival.’
Contrary to what he had told Marisa, Chris was planning something dangerous.
But it had nothing to do with Thousand-Poison Immunity.
‘I’m aiming for something far beyond that.’
To refer to the legendary Thousand-Poison Immunity as “nothing”…
What exactly was Chris trying to achieve?
‘I have to attain the Heavenly Poison Body.’
Heavenly Poison—literally "Poison of the Heavens."
A different legend whispered within the Venomous Demonic House.
The ultimate poison that poison users of the house sought like an unreachable ideal.
‘The Heavenly Poison Body is the transformation of one’s body into a vessel capable of holding the Poison of the Heavens.’
But this was a concept no one in the Venomous Demonic House had ever even heard of.
Because—
‘It’s a secret technique passed down in the House of the Medical Saint.’
A surprising revelation.
Why would a secret technique related to Heavenly Poison exist in a lineage of healers?
There was a reason.
The Heavenly Poison Body was a secret art developed long ago by a demon from the Venomous Demonic House—who later became known as the Saint of Medicine, the most revered figure in the House of the Medical Saint.
It might seem strange that such a holy title belonged to someone from the Venomous Demonic House, but the House of the Medical Saint accepted disciples from all backgrounds—as long as they genuinely sought to heal others.
‘Most in the Medical Saint lineage don’t even know this secret exists.’
In his previous life, Chris had witnessed the death of the 26th Head of the House of the Medical Saint, and succeeded him as the 27th.
At that time, the former head entrusted him with a confidential manuscript passed down only to heads of the house—and within it was the truth about the Heavenly Poison Body.
‘From a medical standpoint, it’s a theoretically perfect secret technique. The only issue is that no one’s ever managed to realize it.’
That legendary Thousand-Poison Immunity Marisa had mentioned?
It couldn’t even compare.
Even achieving the base foundation of the Heavenly Poison Body granted effects similar to Thousand-Poison Immunity.
But the problem was… it was practically impossible to realize.
‘Because of the nature of Heavenly Poison itself.’
So what exactly was Heavenly Poison?
According to the legends of the Venomous Demonic House, it was “poison imbued with the will of the heavens.”
More precisely, it was poison infused with the divine will to judge the corruption of the world.
Thus, although it was a poison, Heavenly Poison also possessed the nature of light.
In other words, to serve as a vessel for Heavenly Poison, one’s nature had to be both demonic (dark) and radiant (light) at the same time.
‘…There shouldn’t be anyone in the world who fits that requirement. Not normally, anyway.’
And that wasn’t all.
The process of completing the Heavenly Poison Body was divided into multiple stages—and even the foundation was incredibly difficult.
Just like with Thousand-Poison Immunity, one had to personally ingest a thousand different poisons. But it wasn’t enough to simply endure them.
While absorbing those thousand poisons, one had to establish a state of enlightenment—a mental realization capable of housing the will of Heavenly Poison.
This enlightenment refers to the awakening one gains upon reaching 6 stars.
But it wasn’t just about reaching 6 stars. One had to attain a 6-star revelation suitable for containing Heavenly Poison.
An impossible feat—unless one possessed talent beyond the ages.
‘It also requires an extreme will to save lives.’
There shouldn’t be anyone alive who could meet such conditions.
…Except for Chris.
‘I can do it.’
The coexistence of dark and light within him.
Talent beyond compare.
And a will to save lives, forged from healing countless patients over the years.
Chris possessed all of it.
‘Of course, that doesn’t mean it’ll be easy for me either.’
Even he had to be prepared to risk his life to complete the Heavenly Poison Body.
Because he had to withstand the intake of a thousand poisons.
But it had to be done.
‘If I complete the Heavenly Poison Body, I might be able to stop the Jinrok Calamity.’
Before long, the Demon King of Blueflow would bring about a catastrophic disaster in the Venomous Demonic House.
And the only way to stop that disaster was by perfecting the Heavenly Poison Body.
‘And beyond that, completing it would give me countless advantages.’
First, in poison arts.
To win the upcoming Holy Grail Duel, Chris absolutely had to reach 6 stars in poison.
To defeat a 6-star poison user with poison, he needed, at minimum, to wield Will-infused Poison.
But even for someone like Chris, reaching 6 stars in a month was nearly impossible.
Achieving that level required accumulated experience and a deep conceptual understanding of poison—one could not shortcut enlightenment.
However, training the Heavenly Poison Body would drastically condense that process.
‘By taking in a thousand poisons as attributes, I’ll be forced to achieve enlightenment.’
In other words, if he succeeded in laying the foundation of the Heavenly Poison Body, he would naturally ascend to 6 stars in poison arts.
And not just any 6-star enlightenment—one capable of housing Heavenly Poison.
It was the most perfect 6-star revelation a poison user could possibly reach.
‘It’s also essential for completing my first goal—the Painted World.’
In truth, Chris could already reach 6 stars in Dark Magic at any moment.
He had the vessel. He had the conceptual clarity needed for enlightenment.
But he had deliberately remained at 5 stars—because the ordinary path to 6 stars wasn’t what he was after.
His goal was the Painted World—a world drawn in darkness.
A legendary state of enlightenment said to have been achieved by the Demon King of Annihilation.
‘No, I have to go beyond even that. Simply following in his footsteps isn’t enough.’
The Heavenly Poison Body would serve as the foundation for everything.
Chris sat down at the very center of the circular chamber.
He strapped countless artifacts and relics around his body—ones designed to bolster life force and resilience.
Even for someone like Chris, there was no surviving the ingestion of one thousand poisons without assistance. This was the best support he could muster.
‘Even so, there’s still a limit.’
He began drawing a magic circle around him.
A sealing formation so tight that not even a speck of dust could escape.
With a flick of his finger, one of the poison vials lining the chamber walls flew toward him and burst open in front of him.
Because of the sealing formation, not a single wisp of the toxic smoke leaked out. It swirled tightly around Chris.
Chris accepted the poison through his skin, his breath, his mouth, and his entire body—thinking to himself:
‘Now it begins.’
For the next fifteen days…
Chris would have to absorb all one thousand types of poison—while at the same time forging the state of enlightenment worthy of containing the Heavenly Poison.
It was an unimaginably dangerous endeavor.
With every poison he took in, his body would break down further and further.
Though the artifacts and relics helped, they had their limits.
Even surviving the entire ordeal would be a miracle.
But if he endured it all—if he shaped the perfect vessel—Chris would undergo yet another massive transformation.
He continued to take in the poisons.
Darkness and poison. Light and healing.
The will of the heavens.
The darkness of domination. The poison of death. The light of justice. The healing of life.
Countless concepts clashed and swirled in his body—chaotic, yet fusing.
Chris slowly closed his eyes.
His consciousness sank into the depths of his inner world, and time passed.
* * * 
Fifteen days later.
“!!”
Chris’s eyes shot open.
‘How long has it been?’
Had he reached the 700th poison? Or maybe the 800th?
He had completely lost consciousness.
But not in the sense of collapsing—rather, he had continued the secret cultivation technique unconsciously, deep within his mind.
‘…Did I succeed?’
It felt like it.
His body felt incredibly light.
‘My body was completely ruined by the poisons...’
After ingesting the 300th poison, all of his artifacts and relics had failed completely.
But he hadn’t stopped.
He had continued to absorb poison while simultaneously channeling the Medical Saint’s Energy Technique.
After the 500th poison, he had completely run out of internal energy to fuel that technique.
By the 600th poison, he realized his body had been irreversibly damaged.
After the 700th, he sensed that he had crossed the line of death itself.
And still, he did not stop.
He used the power of will to delay death itself.
It was as if he had channeled the power of Will Manifestation Energy into his own body—extending his life to the very edge of reality’s limit.
Something only Chris could accomplish. An unbelievable feat.
At some point, he lost consciousness. Yet even in that unconscious state, he continued the secret art in complete selflessness.
And when he finally came to… he had succeeded.
‘Rather, my body feels even stronger than before.’
Originally, Chris hadn’t been particularly exceptional in terms of physical ability.
He’d always lacked proper physical training—a chronic weakness of his.
Previously, he had made up for his lacking stamina using a secret art from the Medical Saint’s Family, but even so, compared to others at a similar level, his body was on the frailer side.
Now, that had completely changed.
‘So, my body collapsed and restructured itself through this process… I’ve undergone another physical metamorphosis. Again. How many times is this now?’
He looked at his reflection in a shattered glass vial and let out a whistle.
Thanks to this rebirth-like transformation, he’d gotten even more handsome.
‘…Though I think my face somehow looks more punchable now. I’ve got a kind heart, so why does my appearance keep making me look like a jerk?’
Well, looks didn’t matter much.
There was something far more important.
‘I’ve reached 6-star in Toxic Arts.’
His memories slowly returned.
As he had ingested the thousandth poison—right on the verge of death—a flash of insight had struck him.
A concept born of darkness that sought not just to accept the Heavenly Poison… but to rule over it.
However, this was distinctly different from the standard enlightenment of the Heavenly Poison Body.
Instead of simply harmonizing with the poison, Chris had attained an ideology that aimed to dominate it.
‘Because I’m not just a toxic cultivator—I’m a Dark Magus from the Dark Demonic House.’
Truthfully, it would’ve been much easier for him to attain the enlightenment needed to accept the Heavenly Poison.
He already possessed the essential will to save life that formed the foundation of the Heavenly Poison Body.
But if he had accepted that pure Heavenly Poison enlightenment, it might have started to suppress his Dark Demon Arts.
Chris had no intention of allowing that reversal.
He didn’t want the Heavenly Poison Body to be the core—he wanted it to serve as a foundation for his Dark Demon Arts.
All of his pursuit of toxic cultivation, in the end, was to nourish and elevate his Dark Demon path.
And so, he took the harder route—to obtain an enlightenment that would subjugate the Heavenly Poison.
‘And thanks to that, the dominion of my Dark Demon Arts has grown even stronger.’
And that wasn’t all.
‘With the base vessel of the Heavenly Poison Body complete, I’ve also achieved Thousand Poison Immunity. Could it be… maybe my alcohol tolerance improved too?’
A ridiculous but hopeful thought crossed his mind.
If he was immune to a thousand poisons, it only made sense that he’d be better with alcohol!
Yet a vague unease crept up inside him.
‘…Don’t tell me I’ve somehow achieved Thousand Poison Immunity, and still can’t hold my liquor? That would be such crap. There’s no way something that ridiculous would happen to me…’
Chris shook his head firmly.
‘No. Don’t overthink it. My alcohol tolerance must have improved. I’m ready. Let the world’s wine flow—I’ll drink it all!’
Just then—
BANG! BANG!
A ruckus erupted from above.
“Christian! Christian! What are you doing in there?! Don’t tell me you’re dead?! Answer me, you idiot!!”
It was Marisa.
Since there’d been no sign of life from inside, she must’ve panicked and assumed something had happened to him.
“What the hell kind of security formation did you use?! Why won’t this damn door open?! Hey! Open it right now!!”
Chris shrugged.
His clothes had been corroded by the poisons, so he casually put on a spare set he’d prepared in advance and slowly opened the door with a creak.
“Hey! I said open the doo—wait, huh…?”
Marisa’s face went blank.
She blinked rapidly and stared at him.
“…You’re alive?”
“Perfectly fine. What’s with all the yelling?”
“Well, Alros—that idiot—almost died, and then you just disappeared with no word, so I thought maybe….”
Marisa trailed off, her voice softening.
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                    “W-Who's being dramatic now?! I-I was just checking to see if you were still alive, that’s all! Because… we’re precious friends, okay?!”
Marisa quickly turned her gaze away, flustered.
Then she let out a huge sigh of relief.
‘But… why does he look even more handsome than before? Is it because he hasn’t seen sunlight for half a month?’
His features had become even more arrogant.
But it didn’t feel unpleasant,instead, it exuded a strong sense of allure.
It was almost enchanting, and for a moment, Marisa spaced out with a dazed expression before abruptly shaking her head.
“A-Anyway, you really are okay, right?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.”
“Then we need to hurry!”
“Why?”
Marisa shouted urgently.
“We’re late for the duel! At this rate, that idiot Alros is going to die!!”
* * *
At that time, in the training grounds of the Venomous Demonic House....
A massive crowd of demons had gathered.
“What’s going on? Why hasn’t the duel started yet?”
“I heard the Grand Duke Christian asked them to wait a little longer. He said he’s not ready yet.”
Alros had spent the past half-month diligently playing the role of Christian’s double.
This was thanks to Christian's improved control over the Sigil of the Constellation, which now allowed him to maintain a long-term disguise effect.
Thanks to that, Alros had enjoyed a blissful couple of weeks.
‘Mwahaha! This is the sweet life!’
Since Christian had stolen a poison lecture midway through and acted like a lunatic with Amar, Alros had been able to live in peace for two weeks.
Everyone avoided him like he was a rabid dog, unwilling to even make eye contact with “Christian,” and Alros had spent his days like a fox disguised as a tiger,having the time of his life.
But today, that bliss turned into hell.
‘Aaaagh!! Why isn’t he showing up?! If this keeps up, I’ll have to enter the duel myself!!’
The faction led by Marquis Goras, who had been humiliated by Christian, was grinding their teeth.
And for the record, more than thirty members of Marquis Goras’s faction had signed up for this Holy Grail Duel.
All of them were high-ranking poison experts,at 5-star and 6-star level.
Alros would have to ingest all of their poisons.
There wouldn’t even be a corpse left.
‘That bastard Christian… don’t tell me he ditched me and ran off, leaving me as bait?’
Alros nervously swallowed.
‘You piece of trash! Come back already!! I don’t wanna die!’
But even as time passed, Christian still didn’t show up, and the furious roars of the Venomous Demonic House’s demons echoed across the arena.
“What’s the meaning of this?! Don’t tell me he ran away?!”
“Come out now, Christian!!”
“We’ll turn you into a puddle of blood!!”
Alros clutched his head in despair.
“Aaaaah!! You bastard!! Damn you! Filthy demon!! If I die, I’ll come back as a ghost and get my revenge on you!!”
“…What was that?”
“…Huh?”
Alros blinked.
Before he knew it, Christian had appeared!
“Was that just now… something you said to me?”
“Ghk!! N-No way!! I would never! I respect you more than anything, Your Grace! Long live the Grand Duke, long live, long long live!!”
Christian gave a faint chuckle and patted Alros on the shoulder.
“You did well.”
“!!”
Alros’s eyes trembled.
“B-But… are you really going to take part in the duel? W-Wouldn’t it be better to avoid it?”
Melin, Ghost Mari, and Marisa all nodded in agreement.
“She’s right. It’s far too reckless. Because of the provocation you made back then, over thirty high-ranking poison users are trying to join the duel.”
Melin let out a sigh.
“There’ve been several messages from Lord Nordian of the main family and from your proxy, Count Khazar. They’re urging you to stop this madness and return to the family at once.”
Marisa chimed in from the side.
“Exactly. I don’t know what you’ve been doing for the past half-month, but even if you’ve achieved the legendary Heavenly Poison Body, it’s still too much.”
Even attaining the Heavenly Poison Body didn’t make someone invincible to poison.
‘He can withstand most poisons with ease, but there are still limits against true-core poisons or will-infused toxins. That ability doesn’t protect against poisons that harness intent or willpower.’
However....
“It’s fine. I can handle it.”
“You…!”
Christian smirked as he began walking.
“Look forward to it. You’ll be in for a good show.”
When he stepped outside, the sight of countless demons from the Venomous Demonic House greeted him.
“!!”
Thud. The training ground fell silent.
Just moments ago, the air had been filled with raucous voices mocking and cursing Christian, but now, it was as quiet as death.
The Venomous Demonic House demons swallowed nervously.
‘What is this feeling?’
‘He’s… different from before?’
Christian was deliberately suppressing his presence to hide the fact that he had reached 6-star level in poison arts.
But even without revealing his cultivation, the demons instinctively sensed something was off.
“Hmph.”
Christian’s relaxed gaze turned toward Marquis Goras’s faction.
“Gathered together like a bunch of rats.”
The faces of Goras’s followers stiffened.
“Why so quiet? Are you scared?”
“!!”
“There are so many of you, yet you’re afraid of just one person? Don’t you find that a bit… shameful?”
Goras’s faction flushed with anger.
They were preparing for a ludicrous thirty-against-one duel.
Even if Christian had provoked it first, as demons, it was still disgraceful. But now that he was taunting them this way, their rage flared uncontrollably.
At that moment, an old man with white hair slowly rose from his seat.
“Watch your tongue.”
“And who are you?”
“This old man is Yohen. Though aged, I am an elder of the main family… and the Poison Lord.”
Christian’s eyes lit up slightly with recognition.
He knew this man.
‘A heavyweight has shown up.’
A peak 7-star poison master.
Though old enough to have retired long ago, this fearsome elder still clung to power, serving as the second-in-command of Marquis Goras’s faction.
“I’ve heard what you did in the main house. With your arrogance, you brought considerable insult upon us. Naturally, such actions should be repaid with death. However, as an elder who considers the relationship between the Venomous Demonic House and the Dark Demonic House, I must urge restraint. I advise you to reconsider this duel.”
“Reconsider?”
“Indeed. If you proceed as things are, death will be unavoidable for you.”
Yohen continued.
“Instead, in atonement for your transgressions against the main house, offer one eye, one arm, and one leg. In special mercy, we shall overlook your crimes with only that much.”
Seeing the cruel gleam in Yohen’s eyes, Christian stifled a laugh.
“That’s a bit of a problem.”
“Be mindful. This is an exceptional mercy we are offering.”
“Hey, old man. If you’re going to keep spouting senile nonsense, you might as well head back to the nursing home.”
“!!”
Christian lifted the corner of his lips in a smirk.
“Let me put it this way, if your side kneels and apologizes for what you did to our Dark Demonic House, I might consider showing you mercy.”
“…What are you talking about?”
“Your lot released poison in the territory of our Dark Demonic House some time ago, remember?”
Christian twitched his fingers.
“Of course, the ringleader, Marquis Goras, was punished. But don’t pretend you weren’t involved. I know exactly who was connected to what, directly or indirectly. If you apologize right here and now, I’ll graciously forgive you.”
Yes.
The reason Christian was acting so high-handed toward Goras’s people in the first place… was because they had committed a serious offense first.
The old monster Yohen shook his head.
“…It seems reasoning with you is impossible. Don’t regret this. We gave you fair warning. Whatever happens in this duel, we bear no responsibility.”
And finally, the duel began.
The rules were simple.
Each person would pour poison into a cup, and both sides would drink.
“I’ll accept the Grail first. Bring your cups before me.”
Christian sat down in the center of the training ground with a heavy thud.
The demons from Goras’s faction exchanged glances before slowly rising one by one to place their cups before him.
“Viscount Mathias. My will-infused poison is called Resentment of the Hollow Soul.”
“Baron Alfred. My true-core poison is Heart’s Destruction.”
“Baron Max. My will-infused poison is…”
In the blink of an eye, over thirty cups were placed in front of Christian.
Each and every one filled with either 6-star will-infused poison or 5-star true-core poison, every single cup a vessel of death.
The arena fell into a heavy silence.
‘What on earth is that lunatic thinking?’
‘He won’t even last one cup. Why such reckless bravado?’
‘He’ll be reduced to a puddle of blood.’
The demons of the Venomous Demonic House clicked their tongues at Christian’s foolhardy recklessness.
Melin, Mari, and Alros clenched their teeth.
They believed in Chris, but this time, it truly felt like too much.
They couldn't just sit and watch. They were just about to rise from their seats when....
Christian downed the first cup in one go.
‘Ah…’
Marisa’s face went deathly pale.
The poison Christian had just drunk was the will-infused poison of Count Robert, a 6-star, high-level toxin.
And worse, it was one specialized for killing humans.
There was no way he’d survive unscathed.
Everyone in the arena held their breath, waiting for his reaction.
After drinking the poison, Christian stood stock-still, completely motionless.
‘Is he trying to endure it using his demonic energy?’
‘It’s pointless. That poison is deadly even on contact with skin. He drank it straight, it’ll melt his organs.’
Seconds passed like an eternity.
And then finally....
Christian reacted.
“Urgh.”
He twitched, as if suppressing a gag.
Everyone braced themselves, expecting him to vomit blood any second....
“Damn, this is nasty. What kind of awful taste is this?”
He spat out a curse and stuck out his tongue.
Completely unharmed.
Everyone in the arena blinked, unable to believe their eyes, watching him closely.
‘What? He’s… fine?’
‘That can’t be!’
But it was true!
His complexion hadn’t changed at all.
The poison masters of the Venomous Demonic House turned to Count Robert, the one who had provided that poison.
“Did you go easy on him and give him a weaker poison?”
“N-No, absolutely not. I definitely gave him my combat-specialized will-infused poison, Severance Toxin! What’s going on?!”
As the crowd descended into confusion, Christian moved again.
He picked up another cup, and drank.
This time, it was a 5-star true-core poison.
‘Already going for the next one?’
‘There’s no way he can endure this too!’
But again, he was fine.
All he did was grimace in disgust.
“Ugh, what is this, gutter water? Damn it.”
“!!”
Christian kept drinking.
Three cups. Four. Five.
Before long, he was downing two at once.
And no matter how much he drank, he remained perfectly fine.
Faced with this incomprehensible scene, the demons of the Venomous Demonic House were thrown into a state of panic.
‘He’s drinking true-core and will-infused poisons directly and nothing’s happening?! That’s impossible!’
‘This shouldn’t be real!!’
The Holy Grail Duel was deadly because it required direct internal consumption of poisons that were lethal even on skin contact.
It was no different from detonating black-steel energy or will-infused energy inside your own body.
And yet he was completely fine?
‘Don’t tell me… is he the embodiment of the legendary Heavenly Poison Body?’
‘No! Even with that, it’s impossible to ingest true-core or will-infused poisons directly!’
Meanwhile, Christian chuckled internally at the demons’ reactions.
‘There’s a trick to it, of course.’
In truth....
This duel was practically rigged.
It was overwhelmingly favorable to him.
Not just because he’d completed the Heavenly Poison Vessel and attained the Heavenly Poison Body constitution.
Christian had three cheat-level advantages that would guarantee his victory in the Holy Grail Duel.

                
Chapter 230

                    ‘First is Heavenly Poison Body. Second is Healing Spirit Energy Technique. Third is the Vampiric Ring.'
Chris continued thinking to himself.
‘Heavenly Poison Body blocks the toxicity itself, while the Healing Spirit Energy Technique, with its life-preserving will, neutralizes the willpower infused into the poison.'
If those poisons had been launched at him externally, neutralizing their will would’ve been far more difficult.
But this time, the poisons were acting within his body.
And the Healing Spirit Energy Technique exerts its greatest power inside the body, making it easy to suppress and deceive others.
‘Of course, that alone wouldn’t be enough.’
The most decisive cheat was the Vampiric Ring.
A legendary relic that absorbs external energy and converts it into demonic energy.
‘I upgraded the Vampiric Ring in preparation for something like this.’
Depending on its level of activation, the Vampiric Ring could absorb different types of energy with varying efficiency.
When he first obtained it, it was at Unlock Level 1, allowing him to only convert the energy within his own body, such as his light mana.
But once it was upgraded to Unlock Level 2, the types of energy it could absorb greatly expanded.
‘Now it can absorb any energy inside the body.’
In other words, it could now absorb even another person's demonic energy.
‘And whether it’s true-core poison or will-infused poison....ultimately, they’re all made from demonic energy.’
Of course, he couldn’t just absorb the poison directly.
Since each poison carried its own poison energy and infused will, those first had to be neutralized.
But that’s where Heavenly Poison Body and the Healing Spirit Energy Technique came in....once those cleared away the harmful components, he absorbed the remaining demonic energy and immediately converted it into his own usable energy.
In other words, with each cup of poison he drank, he was recycling it into his own power.
‘Since I’m constantly replenishing new energy, I never run out of the Healing Spirit Energy either.’
Rather than losing power by drinking the poisons, he was actually stockpiling it.
‘Wait… not only am I gathering disposable energy....my core capacity is increasing too?’
Normally, the energy absorbed through the Vampiric Ring was volatile and temporary.
But Chris could clearly feel that both his mana and demonic energy capacity were steadily growing.
‘It’s because of the medicinal essence left in the poison!’
Realizing this, Chris cheered internally.
‘If it's a true-core or will-infused poison, they must have used some extremely rare ingredients to make it. This is practically a surprise elixir feast!’
Excited, Chris began gulping down the poison with renewed vigor.
Eventually, he was drinking three to four cups at a time.
‘Let’s just finish this disgusting stuff quickly!’
The only real hardship....was the taste.
So vile it could probably be used as a torture method on someone's tongue.
‘Ugh… I need a glass of champagne after this to cleanse my palate. I’ve got Heavenly Poison Body now, so I’ve probably got a higher alcohol tolerance too. Definitely.’
With such hopeful thoughts in mind, he forced down the rest of the poison.
Finally....
Thud.
He set down the final cup.
“……”
A deathly silence descended upon the arena.
Everyone stared at Chris, their eyes filled with shock, disbelief, and utter astonishment.
“Th-That’s impossible…”
“How… how could he…?”
Chris, who had been sitting for quite a while, casually stretched his stiff back and spoke nonchalantly.
He couldn’t reveal the truth, of course.
“It wasn’t anything special.”
“!!”
“To think this is all you had to offer. It was far more disappointing than I expected. Truly underwhelming.”
The faces of Marquis Goras’s faction flushed with embarrassment.
But unlike before, not a single one of them could say a word.
And yet, Chris didn’t stop there....he caused another uproar.
“Ending things like this feels a bit… bland.”
With a crooked smile tugging at his lips, he turned his gaze.
“Elder, would you care to show me something spicier?”
“!!”
Everyone inhaled sharply.
The person Chris had just called out was none other than Yohen....the second-in-command of Marquis Goras’s faction, the Poison Lord, and a 7-star top-tier poison master.
“You want to drink my poison?”
“I had high hopes… but I’m rather disappointed now.”
Yohen’s face turned cold and expressionless.
“My poison carries death. The moment you drink even a single drop… you’ll die.”
And he wasn’t speaking metaphorically.
Yohen’s 7-star transcendent poison literally embodied Death....it defied the laws of the world.
The moment one consumed it, they died....regardless of resistance, immunity, or cultivation level.
But Chris replied....
“Well, I doubt it’s anything special. Let me have a taste.”
Everyone gulped.
Marisa, Melin, and Alros, who had only just begun to feel relieved, felt their hearts drop all over again.
‘You idiot!! A 7-star transcendent poison isn’t even in the same realm as a will-infused poison! Why are you trying to kill yourself again?!’
But it was already too late.
Yohen poured a single drop of his poison into a grail.
“My transcendent poison is called Death. Let’s see how long you last.”
Chris stared at the poison in the cup for a moment....and then drank it.
And the moment it entered his body....
An overwhelming, dizzying sensation engulfed his entire being.
It was the sensation of Death closing in.
‘As expected, a 7-star transcendent poison is no joke.’
In truth, despite all his earlier bravado, even Chris couldn’t resist the effects of a transcendent poison.
Because it wasn’t just a matter of toxicity....it transcended the laws and forcibly claimed life itself.
And yet, Chris had intentionally provoked this reckless situation for a reason.
‘By accepting this transcendent poison… I can gain something far greater.’
A surprising thought.
It meant he was planning to use this poison inside his body to achieve something.
‘Let’s do this.’
Chris focused his mind.
This time, unlike before, he summoned his demonic energy.
‘I have to resist the transcendence first.’
Just because one is struck by a transcendent force doesn't mean they die instantly.
It was possible to endure it....for a time.
Pouring his full strength into resisting it, Chris now called forth the dominating force of his Dark Demonic Energy.
‘I need to draw this transcendent poison into my core.’
It sounded insane.
But there was a reason for it.
‘This is the process for stepping onto the second stage of the Heavenly Poison Body.'
Ultimately, the vessel of the Heavenly Poison Body is the core itself.
It must become capable of containing the poison of the heavens.
To reach that state, one must first absorb unrefined or impure energy into the core....and purify it there.
‘And a 7-star transcendent poison is the very embodiment of unlawful energy.’
At last, the transcendent poison settled into his core, and Chris concentrated with unwavering focus.
‘I can do this.’
He had already completed the foundation of the Heavenly Poison Body.
His vessel carried the potential to purify corruption.
The issue wasn’t whether that potential existed....but how to actually realize that purification.
‘Think back… to Andril’s Perfection.’
Chris slowly closed his eyes.
The perfection that Andril had shown....one that rejected all forms of impurity....was strikingly similar to the Purification ability of the Heavenly Poison Body.
He recalled the moment Andril had cleaved through Marquis Langham’s transcendent technique and imprinted that sensation vividly in his consciousness. He then directed that same intent into his core....
And a miracle occurred.
The transcendent poison was purified!
And then, something even more incredible followed.
Fwaaaash!!
The vessel of the Heavenly Poison Body strengthened.
But it didn’t stop there. Chris also became acutely aware of a shift in his spiritual will.
‘My intent as a poison master has grown stronger.’
The spiritual will he had previously formed was now infused with a new sense of righteousness....a purifying intent that corrected distortion.
As a result, the potency of his Will-Infused Poison techniques had grown even more powerful.
‘And that’s not all. My core’s total capacity increased again.’
As the Heavenly Poison Body evolved, so too did his core.
‘I shouldn’t forget to absorb the remaining energy using the Vampiric Ring.'
Now that the poison’s transcendental force had been stripped, what remained was just a replenishing energy supplement for him.
Of course, the energy he absorbed in this way was still single-use....but at a moment like this, it was incredibly useful.
“He… he withstood a transcendent poison?”
The poison masters of the Venomous Demonic House gulped audibly.
“Th-That’s not all. What… what is that energy?”
Fwoooom....
Alongside the previously absorbed true-core and will-infused poisons....now combined with the transcendent poison....Chris’s entire body was enveloped in a surging storm of energy.
Although the power from the Vampiric Ring was technically temporary, in this moment, Chris wielded energy of such scale and intensity…
That he looked no different from a monster.
He stared at Marquis Goras’s faction with a chilling gleam in his eyes.
“…Now it’s my turn, isn’t it?”
“!!”
“This time, you lot will drink my poison.”
Drip. Drip.
Thick, black demonic energy rose around him....shifting and condensing into poison.
It was Chris’s Will-Infused Poison.
A dense, dark energy writhed ominously.
Shwaaak!
It spread into the neatly lined cups before him. With a snap of his fingers, the cups lifted into the air and hovered forward....flying straight toward the members of Marquis Goras’s faction.
“Drink.”
They gulped audibly.
Just the sight of it reeked of malice.
It felt like drinking straight from the abyss.
‘Don’t be afraid. I don’t know what kind of poison this is, but I’m a 6-star poison master. I won’t go down that easily.’
Forcing themselves to shake off the ominous feeling, they raised their cups.
But the moment the cups touched their lips, their instincts as poison masters screamed in warning.
....You must never drink this poison.
But this was a Holy Grail Duel.
They couldn’t back down.
“What’s wrong? Still haven’t drunk it? Are you all afraid?”
“!!”
With Chris’s mocking sneer, the group grit their teeth and downed the poison.
And immediately....they froze.
“…What is this?”
“Why isn’t anything happening?”
A wave of confusion swept through them.
There wasn’t the slightest trace of toxicity. No burning, no pressure, no sense of threat.
It was as if they’d just drunk pure, clear water.
“What? There’s no poison in this?”
Some even chuckled awkwardly, as if they’d overreacted.
But then....it happened.
“What....why is the poison moving toward our cores?”
Their expressions hardened in horror.
The poison was flowing....naturally, smoothly....as if water were trickling toward their cores.
‘I… I can’t push it out?!’
They tried desperately to muster energy, to force Chris’s poison out....
But there was no response. Nothing worked.
Chris’s lips curled into a smirk.
‘That’s the nature of Heavenly Poison. Poison imbued with the will of the heavens....it cannot be resisted.’
Of course, Chris hadn’t actually acquired true Heavenly Poison.
Rather, upon reaching the 6-star level, he had embedded a fragment of its essence into his Will-Infused Poison through the spiritual will he had formed.
‘The real show starts now.’
The members of Marquis Goras’s faction staggered, staring at Chris in growing dread.
The poison had indeed settled in their cores....yet no reaction occurred.
Everyone still looked perfectly fine.
“What kind of poison is this?”
“Oh, you’ll understand soon enough,” Chris replied.
He glanced at them, then suddenly flashed a twisted smile.
“Your gazes are awfully arrogant. Why don’t you all kneel first?”
“!!”
The hall froze at the absurd, downright insane command.
Everyone stared as if wondering, Has he lost his mind?
And then....the unthinkable happened.
Thud.
Thud.
Thud.
One by one, the members of Marquis Goras’s faction....those who had drunk the poison....began to drop to their knees!
“!!”
Gasps ripped through the chamber as everyone’s eyes went wide with disbelief.
“W-What… why?!”
What shocked them even more were the expressions of those kneeling.
Each face was red, veins bulging, their eyes bloodshot.
Their trembling pupils screamed: This isn’t of my own will.
“Hngh!!”
“What… what have you done to us?!”
They trembled violently, straining desperately to resist, trying to rise again....
But it was futile.
As if their bodies were no longer their own, they collapsed back to their knees, completely subdued.
“What have I done?”
Chris looked down at the kneeling members of Marquis Goras’s faction, his lips curling into a sinister smirk.
“It means… from this moment forward, you belong to me.”
“!!”
“The poison you drank is my Will-Infused Poison....Dark Dominion. It amplifies the domination power of Dark Demonic Energy through poison. From now on, none of you will be able to defy my commands.”
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                    That's right.
Chris’s Will-Infused Poison didn’t simply rob the target of their life.
It was a poison that, through the dominating force of Dark Demonic Energy, turned its victims into puppets bound to his will.
‘With some properties of Heavenly Poison mixed in, its dominion has become even more powerful. The only catch is… the conditions for activation are pretty strict.’
The target had to willingly drink the poison by mouth.
‘That’s why I proposed this Grail Duel in the first place.’
The reason Chris recklessly challenged over thirty people to this Grail Duel was all for this purpose.
To get Marquis Goras’s entire faction to ingest his Will-Infused Poison in one sweep.
In short, this duel had been a trap from the very beginning, Chris’s trap.
‘I came to the Venomous Demonic House ultimately to win their loyalty. And the first ones that needed to be brought to heel were those noisy pests in Marquis Goras’s faction.’
Of course, they didn’t take it lying down.
“…You bastard. How dare you…”
“Do you really think we’ll go down this easily?!”
Marquis Goras’s faction glared at him with hatred, grinding their teeth.
But....
“You don’t seem to understand your position yet. Want me to help clarify it? Everyone, heads to the floor.”
Bang!
All of them, still kneeling, slammed their foreheads to the ground.
Everyone in the hall swallowed hard at the sight.
No way. How could this even be possible?
Even if it’s a dominion-type poison, how could it force them to act like this?
It’s acting more like a miracle poison…
Poisons that could compel actions did exist.
They were called domination poisons.
But their effects were limited to causing pain, coercion through fear of death, or subtle mental influence. None had ever truly puppeteered a target like this.
There was a reason.
‘This one was created using Dark Demonic Energy. It can’t even be compared to those low-grade domination poisons. I also integrated the principles of binding curses from black magic and the framework of ritual-based control sorcery.’
Even so, the members of Marquis Goras’s faction weren’t so weak as to give in easily.
“Ghhh…!!”
“You think we’ll submit to a trick like this?!”
Gritting their teeth, they drew upon their poison energy with all their strength.
Several of the 6-Star poisoners tried to resist the dominion and force themselves to stand.
“I wouldn’t recommend that,” Chris warned flatly.
And right on cue....
“Gahhhk!!”
One of the strongest poisoners coughed up blood and collapsed.
“Count Janya?!”
“His core… it’s been destroyed?!”
If they tried to forcibly reject the dominion, their core would be shattered.
“Same goes for anyone trying to detoxify the poison. Feel free to try, if you’re ready to become a cripple.”
Chris smirked coldly.
“With your pitiful level of knowledge, do you really think you can neutralize my poison?”
“!!”
The faces of Marquis Goras’s faction turned pale.
They could feel it too now.
That, with their current level of skill, it was impossible to detoxify Chris’s poison.
“This is absurd. How can the structure of the poison be this intricate? Are you telling me he studied poisons for only a month and managed to craft something like this?”
“In terms of structural complexity alone, it’s not lacking compared to a Transcendent Poison.”
“Even if we force a detoxification attempt, the core will collapse before it succeeds.”
In other words, they were now in a position where they could never disobey Chris’s orders again.
And then, a cold voice cut through the tension.
“I can’t stand by and watch this any longer.”
It was Yohen, the 7-Star Supreme Poisoner and the second-in-command of Marquis Goras’s faction!
“If you don’t stop this immediately, I’ll turn you into a puddle of blood.”
His murky eyes glinted with murderous intent as they locked onto Chris.
But Chris merely shrugged.
“Stop? What exactly am I supposed to stop? This is a fair and sacred duel, isn’t it? Or are you so old that you’ve forgotten what a duel even is? Trying to interfere in a sanctified duel? Even senile old men should know their place.”
Yohen’s face flushed red with fury, but Chris didn’t stop.
“More importantly, it seems you still don’t understand who’s holding the reins here. Just one flick of my finger, and every last one of those guys becomes a cripple. You best not forget that.”
Yohen’s clenched fist trembled with rage, but he said nothing.
Because Chris was right.
“And you, don’t forget, you’ve still got a drink left.”
“…What?”
“Don’t tell me you forgot? You’re part of this Grail Duel too. Trying to slide out of it now? Tsk. Don’t be so shameless.”
Yohen let out a cold laugh.
“You dare challenge me to a poison duel? Me, the ‘Venom Lord’ of the Venomous Demonic House?”
“Why not? And more importantly…”
Chris snapped his fingers.
“I feel like I could make even a so-called ‘Venom Lord’ kneel if I wanted to.”
“!!”
Yohen’s face flushed so red it looked like it might burst.
“…Fine. Show me what you’ve got. I’ll make sure you remember where you stand.”
Shfff.
Chris calmly converted his Dark Demonic Energy into poison and poured it into a cup before sending it floating toward Yohen.
But this time, it wasn’t the same Will-Infused Poison he’d used against Marquis Goras’s faction.
“…A True Steel Poison? That’s it?”
When a 6-Star Will-Infused Poison wouldn’t even be enough, he served a 5-Star True Steel Poison instead?
“Go ahead, drink it. But let me be clear, this is a duel. So whatever happens to you afterward, I’m not responsible.”
Yohen frowned as he stared at the poison-filled cup.
Hard to read.
Whatever technique Chris had used to layer concealment spells, he couldn’t discern what type of poison it was or what properties it held.
An eerie, inexplicable sense of dread hung over it, but since he’d accepted the duel, there was no backing out.
“Trying to trick me with some petty True Steel Poison?”
He raised the cup, and downed it in one gulp.
The poison slid down his throat, flowed into his stomach, and then began to spread throughout his entire body.
‘I’ll crush it in one blow.’
Fwoosh, Yohen summoned his toxic energy, surging it to its peak.
He was trying to overwhelm and erase the aura of Chris’s Jin'gang Poison with even more potent venom.
But something unexpected happened.
‘What… is this energy?’
Yohen’s expression hardened.
A massive surge of power exploded from Chris’s poison.
This wasn’t the level of an ordinary Jin'gang Poison. It was far beyond that, containing power greater than even Will-infused Poison, reaching into the realm of Transfer Poisons, something that should have been impossible.
Chris smirked inwardly.
‘I dumped all the energy I’ve gathered through the Vampirelic Ring into this one shot.’
He didn’t need to explain how immense that energy was, it was obvious.
But Yohen wasn’t one to back down so easily.
‘You dare!’
Whoooosh!!
A fierce, blue-hued poison erupted from Yohen’s entire body.
He was unleashing his full might to suppress Chris’s Jin'gang Poison.
‘I don’t know how you managed to infuse this much energy into poison, but you’ve picked the wrong opponent. That won’t work on me.’
Yohen was known even among 7-star peak Poison Masters for his overwhelming venom.
When it came to sheer poison pressure, there was no one in the Venomous Demonic House who could surpass him.
It seemed like the tide of the duel was turning back in Yohen’s favor.
But....
‘Sorry, but I’m not out of tricks yet.’
Chris's hidden card revealed itself.
Within the layers of toxic energy, something began to shine: radiant mana.
To be precise, it was Healing Line Energy Arts.
‘…What?’
Yohen’s eyes shot wide open.
He couldn’t comprehend what was happening.
Suddenly, from within the poison, of all things, Healing Line Energy Arts emerged. It was no wonder he was caught off guard.
At that moment, Chris’s eyes met Yohen’s.
With a grin, Chris sent a silent message into Yohen’s mind.
....I’ve tried using Healing Line Energy Arts, too.
Yohen’s face turned ghostly pale.
“You bastard…!!”
But he couldn’t say another word.
There wasn’t much Healing Line Energy infused within the poison.
But it was enough.
Enough to be a dagger.
Especially since Healing Line Energy, with its life-affirming nature, was a natural nemesis to poison, and it had exploded inside him.
He couldn’t defend against it.
Shhk.
Like a blade, the Healing Line Energy sliced through Yohen’s barrier of venom.
And of all places, it struck his most vital point, his Core.
“Guh....!”
Yohen violently coughed up blood.
It didn’t end there.
Fwoooosh!!
The energy sealed within Chris’s poison surged toward the breach created by the Healing Line Energy Arts.
It struck directly, at the core.
A terrifying torrent of power broke through the gap in Yohen’s barrier and slammed into his core.
“N-No...! KRAAAHHH!!!”
It was as if an explosion had erupted from within his core.
Normally, no matter how potent the energy infused into a poison might be, it shouldn’t have been enough to harm a 7-star Poison Master.
But Chris had precisely detonated that energy inside the core itself.
Even someone at the 7-star level couldn’t withstand an internal blast of that scale.
With a massive gush of blood, Yohen collapsed to the ground.
“L-Lord Poison Master!!”
“Hurry, get him to a stretcher!”
The Poison Masters of the Venomous Demonic House scrambled to carry Yohen away in a panic.
But he would never recover.
‘His core’s completely shattered. Even if he survives, he won’t be able to lift a finger or utter a single word.’
The core wasn’t just a vessel that stored magical energy. It was intimately linked to every part of the body, if it was destroyed like this, the person was left a cripple.
“……”
“……”
Silence blanketed the hall like death.
Not only had Chris forced over thirty high-ranking demons to kneel, but he had now even defeated the highest-ranking Poison Master, a 7-star.
The demons of the Venomous Demonic House, even after witnessing it with their own eyes, were so stunned by the outcome that they couldn’t speak a word.
Chris let out a faint chuckle and spoke.
“I think… it’s safe to say this is my victory.”
“!!”
He turned his gaze toward Marquis Goras’s faction.
“Well then… I look forward to working with you.”
Their faces went pale.
Losing a duel, thirty of them at once, was shocking enough.
But the true nightmare was just beginning.
From this moment on, Goras’s entire faction was leashed under Christian’s control.
In other words, with this single duel, Chris had brought half the Venomous Demonic House to heel.
And in the minds of everyone present, the name Christian was now engraved as something monstrous.
* * *
The next morning, Chris awoke in his bedroom with a vacant, desolate expression, as if he’d lost a country.
But why? After all, he had just secured a tremendous victory.
‘This is ridiculous. Even after achieving Poison Immunity… I still can’t drink?!’
The previous night, Chris and his group had thrown a modest celebration party.
It was meant to commemorate his victory in the duel, but in truth, it was because Chris really just wanted to drink.
He downed glass after glass… but not a single drop got him drunk.
At first, it felt like a blessing.
But soon...
‘The alcohol’s energy just vanishes into thin air! It’s no different than drinking juice at this point!’
His detoxification ability was simply too effective. That was the problem.
Since his body neutralized the alcohol the moment it entered, drinking had become completely pointless.
In the end, Chris restricted his power to suppress the effects of Poison Immunity from the Heavenly Poison Body...
“I passed out after less than one drink. Dammit. Why is there no in-between?!”
There was nothing he could do.
The Poison Immunity granted by the Heavenly Poison Body wasn’t something that could be finely tuned.
He either had to fully suppress it, making himself a lightweight who couldn’t handle even a sip, or let it work at full capacity, turning him into someone who could never get drunk no matter how much he drank.
“Ughhh, what the hell! No matter how good the liquor is, it’s basically just non-alcoholic booze now! And that’s not alcohol! It’s just weird-tasting juice!”
Chris clutched at his head in frustration.
“No. I can’t give up. Before I leave the Venomous Demonic House, I will find a way to drink properly again.”
With a deep sigh, Chris began reviewing his plans going forward.
“At least it’s a relief that I succeeded in subduing the Goras faction.”
Everything had gone exactly as he’d envisioned.
Had it not been under the special circumstances of a Holy Grail Duel, even someone like Chris would’ve struggled to achieve what he did yesterday.
Especially against Yohen, who was a powerhouse Chris could never have beaten in a head-on fight.
“This is only the beginning.”
Chris shifted his focus to his next objective.
“I need to obtain the Poison Authority and fully complete the Heavenly Poison Body.”
This was necessary to stop the Jinrok Incident, which was looming on the horizon.
“The Demon King of Blueflow will definitely bring chaos to the Venomous Demonic House.”
Just like before, the Jinrok Incident was orchestrated from the shadows by the Demon King of Blueflow.
“No doubt, it’s to obtain the Poison Authority, just like he did with the Dark Demonic House.”
And it wasn’t just this one time.
Because of the monstrous disasters the Demon King of Blueflow incited to satisfy his own greed, the Southern Demon Nation would soon pay a terrible price in blood.
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                    That was why, during the war later incited by the Four Kings’ Castle, the Southern Demon Nation was trampled without even putting up proper resistance.
The reason Chris was now enduring hellish hardships within the Venomous Demonic House.
“I have to prevent every single catastrophe the Demon King of Blueflow will cause... then rebuild the Dark Alliance and unite the strength of the Southern Demon Nation. Only then can the Four Kings’ Citadel be stopped.”
And to do that, he had to complete the Heavenly Poison Body.
But that wasn’t all.
“I also need to obtain the Elixir.”
A surprising thought.
The Elixir was a legendary panacea passed down within the House of Medical Saint.
Chris was after the Elixir for one reason: Nordian.
Of course, even with the Elixir, it wasn’t guaranteed that Nordian could be saved.
His lifespan had already run out. He was only defying death through the forbidden technique of Reverse-Heaven Sorcery. Even a miraculous Elixir likely wouldn’t make much difference.
“Still, it might raise the odds of a miracle, even if only slightly.”
Chris hadn’t told anyone, but he had a plan for Nordian.
However, even for someone like him, the odds of failure were far greater.
“To succeed, it’ll take miracle upon miracle stacked on top of one another.”
Having the Elixir would at least raise that slim chance, however slightly.
“If I’m lucky, the Venomous Demonic House might actually have the Elixir. They compulsively collect any treasure related to the House of Medical Saint, after all.”
Just then, a knock came at the door, and someone stepped inside.
It was Marisa.
Clicking her tongue at the sight of Chris slouched on the bed, she set down a large bowl filled with a murky liquid.
“What’s this?”
“A hangover remedy.”
“…Out of nowhere?”
“What do you mean, ‘out of nowhere’? Look at yourself in the mirror. You’ve got the alcohol tolerance of a gnat, so why did you drink like that?”
Chris had no response.
“…I will build tolerance. I’m a genius, so it’s possible.”
“It’s not possible, actually. We’ve done research here in the Venomous Demonic House. You’re probably what we call a Non-Alcoholic Constitution. People like you can’t build tolerance no matter what.”
Honey-mead.
Apparently, this was a term coined by the Venomous Demonic House, referring to poor souls like Chris who were born with absolutely no ability to metabolize alcohol.
Coming from the house most advanced in the field of physiological research on the continent, hearing that sent a chill down his spine.
“No way… I’m not going to spend my whole life never knowing the taste of alcohol, right? No. That can’t be. I refuse to believe it!”
It was simply something he could not accept.
“…I don’t trust some so-called ‘research results’ from the Venomous Demonic House. I’ll find a way to overcome this myself.”
“Oh, sure. Go ahead and give it your best shot.”
Marisa let out a snort of laughter, and Chris, for the first time in a while, felt the sting of defeat.
“Anyway, you’d better be careful about drinking in front of others from now on.”
“Why?”
Marisa let out an annoyed “Hmph,” and replied.
“Why else? Someone might kidnap you. Guess you didn’t realize... but you’re kinda cute when you’re drunk.”
“…Cute? What nonsense is that supposed to be?”
“It’s true. When you’re drunk and asleep, that usual stuck-up expression disappears. Of course, the moment you wake up, you're back to looking infuriating again.”
Chris frowned in disgust, but Melin and the ghostly Mari, who had appeared out of nowhere, nodded in agreement.
“The Archduke looks quite adorable when he’s drunk.”
[Ohoho, seems everyone knows already. When the Young Master is drunk, he’s irresistibly lovable. Of course, no one should get any funny ideas. The Young Master and I are destined for eternity, so if anyone keeps looking at him with those lecherous eyes, I’ll go rawr and punish them all, understood?]
“If only we could fix that rotten expression he’s making right now, he’d be kinda cute.”
It wasn’t every day they got a chance to tease Chris, so everyone took the opportunity with glee.
If Jupien had been there, he probably would've chimed in, “Yeah, my little brother’s pretty cute, makes me want to punch him.”
“…Could you all just shut up already? My head’s killing me as it is.”
Shaking his head, Chris turned to Marisa.
“Anyway, did you look into what I asked for?”
“You mean checking the inventory of medicinal ingredients stored in our clan’s secret vault? Do you have any idea how classified that kind of information is? Even for me, it wasn’t easy to get.”
“But you still got it, didn’t you?”
Marisa curled her lips in clear displeasure.
“Yeah, here. Be grateful. I went through a lot to get this.”
She handed him a stack of documents.
It was a compiled list of the medicinal ingredients kept in the vault of the Venomous Demonic House.
“But what do you even need this for? These ingredients are among our family’s most treasured possessions. You won’t be allowed to lay a finger on them.”
Chris shook his head.
‘I’ll just squeeze it out of Duke Huam. And if not... I’ll just steal it.’
He was naturally gifted at stealing, too.
If he already knew where the target was, stealing it would be as easy as pie.
‘Besides, it’s for the sake of the Venomous Demonic House. It’s necessary to complete the Heavenly Poison Body.’
He carefully examined the list.
As expected of the Venomous Demonic House, the vault was filled with all sorts of rare and precious ingredients.
It looked like most of what he needed was there.
However, there was a problem.
‘No Elixir. And no Raw Essence either.’
Chris frowned.
‘I really thought the Venomous Demonic House would at least have Raw Essence.’
Without the Elixir, the odds of success for his plan regarding Nordian would plummet.
It would be close to hopeless.
‘I need to get my hands on an Elixir no matter what. But how?’
If it wasn’t here, the only place it could be was the Noble House of Healing.
But just getting there was a challenge in itself, and even if he did, there was no way they’d just hand over an Elixir.
‘And I can’t exactly force them to give it up, either.’
The Noble House of Healing was a clan of Saints, revered and respected by all members of the Crusade Alliance.
Touching them with force would be the same as declaring war on the entire Crusade.
‘Is there no other way?’
As he wrestled with the thought…
The door suddenly burst open in urgency.
It was a mage from the Venomous Demonic House.
“Lady Marisa, urgent report!”
“What is it?” Marisa asked, frowning.
“Duke Huam has fallen into a trap set by the Alliance and is now in critical condition.”
“!!”
Marisa and Chris’s eyes widened simultaneously.
“What...? That can’t be. There’s no one in Gold Cross strong enough to harm my father!”
Marisa looked completely unconvinced.
Chris was thinking the same.
‘There are no 8-star knights or mages in Gold Cross. Even the so-called strongest knight of Gold Cross, the Lion King Maximus of the Kingdom of Kalburn, is only 7-star. How could they possibly take down Duke Huam?’
The mage who brought the news elaborated further.
“It was the Noble House of Healing. One of their Ten Saints joined the Kingdom of Kalburn and orchestrated a trap targeting the Lord!”
“!!”
The mage now turned to Chris and bowed his head.
“The Duke left a message for the Archduke. He asks that you request reinforcements from the Dark Demonic House to punish the Gold Cross.”
* * *
It was a shocking turn of events.
‘Why would the Noble House of Healing be involved?’
Chris wore a conflicted expression.
The Noble House of Healing had always abided by a strict non-intervention policy when it came to war.
Even when they sent disciples to battlefields, they never took sides. They treated all the wounded equally, regardless of faction.
That policy wasn’t just rooted in the house’s sacred and noble ideals.
‘It’s their way of protecting themselves. Once they get involved in war, they’ll inevitably get caught up in the chaos of the world.’
That’s why neutrality was their ironclad rule.
‘Whatever the case, this is no small issue.’
The Noble House of Healing was a natural enemy to the Venomous Demonic House.
If the Noble House of Healing neutralized their poisons, then the Venomous Demonic House would be helpless against the Gold Cross’s enemies.
There was only one solution:
Their allies, the Dark Demonic House, would need to intervene.
‘The problem is, if we escalate this, it’ll turn into a full-blown war. Both the Gold Cross and our side will suffer tremendous bloodshed.’
It was something that absolutely had to be avoided.
“First, Melin, inform the main house.”
“Are we going to war?”
“No. We can’t afford that. We can’t let ourselves be dragged into a pointless conflict with the Gold Cross when the Four Kings’ Castle is still out there.”
“But? Are we just going to sit on our hands?”
Though the two houses constantly bickered and clashed, they were still allies.
Whenever a great threat arose, they had always stood side by side. Failing to send reinforcements was unthinkable.
“I’m not saying we’ll do nothing. I’ll handle this one myself.”
“!!”
Even Melin, as well as Alros and Marisa who were in the room, widened their eyes.
“What do you mean by that, Your Grace?”
“There’s a way.”
Chris nodded firmly as he thought to himself.
‘This crisis wasn’t orchestrated by the entire Gold Cross. It’s most likely a unilateral move by the Kingdom of Calbern, driven into a corner because of Olivia.’
In other words, if they could stop Calbern, the situation could be resolved.
He also had some guesses about the House of Medical Saint’s sudden change in behavior.
‘I remember. Something did happen within the House of Medical Saint around this time.’
It was something the previous head of the House of Medical Saint had told him in his past life, the same one who eventually handed over the position to him.
, If I had done better when Master passed, maybe I could have prevented the House from falling into corruption.
Those were the final words she had left him before passing away.
‘She failed, but I can succeed.’
In fact, this might just be an opportunity.
‘If I resolve this incident well, I’ll gain tremendous benefit.’
He would be hailed as a benefactor of the Venomous Demonic House.
He could also obtain the Elixir.
‘And, I’ll be able to bring down the Kingdom of Calbern, which has been Olivia’s greatest adversary. That’ll allow Olivia to take full control of the Gold Cross.’
Since Olivia was allied with him, that meant the entire Gold Cross would fall under his sphere of influence.
The only issue was the risk.
To accomplish this, he would have to charge straight into the heart of the alliance’s forces himself.
“That’s not acceptable. It’s too dangerous,” Melin said stiffly.
“You know who I am, don’t you?”
“...!!”
Chris looked her straight in the eye and said with unwavering resolve:
“Tell Father and the Lord Patriarch this, tell them to trust me.”
Then he added:
“I’m going to give those bastards in the alliance a proper beating, and become the Venomous Demonic House’s greatest benefactor. It won’t take long.”
* * *
It wasn’t just empty bravado.
Chris truly didn’t intend to drag things out.
‘I need to resolve this swiftly, before it escalates into a full-blown war.’
From what he’d heard, no other countries besides Calbern had officially mobilized troops yet.
But eventually, other states within the Gold Cross would rally under Calbern’s banner.
He moved quickly, and before long, reached his destination.
It was the border fortress where Duke Huam was recovering.
Using a warp gate, he had arrived in no time.
Duke Huam greeted him while seated on a bed.
“You’ve come.”
“Are you alright?”
“Ah, I wasn’t wounded. But I did suffer internal damage from the Medical Energy Technique. I didn’t expect the Ten Saints from the House of Medical Saint to set a trap.”
“How did this happen? Why would the House of Medical Saint take action?”
“I don’t know the exact details. But it seems some kind of division has formed within their ranks. Either way, I’m ashamed to have shown such weakness.”
Duke Huam let out a bitter smile.
“I appreciate you coming here personally. Will support from the Dark Demonic House arrive soon?”
“No. The Dark Demonic House won’t be sending reinforcements.”
“...!!”
Duke Huam’s face hardened.
“What are you saying?”
“If the Dark Demonic House dispatches reinforcements, this conflict will escalate into an all-out war with the Gold Cross. Given the current state of the Southern Magic Union, that’s something we must avoid at all costs.”
Duke Huam silently swallowed his frustration.
He couldn’t deny the truth of Chris’s words.
“But we can’t just let them run rampant either.”
“Of course not. I’m not saying we’ll sit idle.”
Chris spoke clearly, his tone resolute.
“I will handle this situation myself.”
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                    “...!!”
Duke Huam's eyes widened.
The others from the Venomous Demonic House who were listening in had similar reactions.
“What did you just say? You’re going to resolve this whole situation by yourself?”
“Yes. It’s possible.”
“Of course, I know how capable you are. But still, that’s a bit…”
Duke Huam trailed off, unable to accept it so easily.
It was a natural reaction.
Just then, a middle-aged woman standing nearby opened her mouth.
“There’s nothing more to discuss, my Lord. Kid, cut the nonsense and contact the elders of your House.”
Chris turned his gaze.
The woman’s face was half-covered in burn scars.
He knew who she was.
“Venom Whip” Riona. Another powerhouse of the Venomous Demonic House.
A 7-star top-tier poison wielder, she was responsible for guarding the border with the Gold Cross.
‘Unlike Yohen, who was overflowing with greed, she’s a respectable figure among the Magi.’
However...
“Nonsense, is it? Can you take responsibility for what you just said?”
“...!!”
Riona’s face stiffened.
Chris glanced briefly at Duke Huam, as if asking him to observe for a moment, then continued speaking.
“Why aren’t you answering? I asked if you can take responsibility for what you just said.”
Everyone in the room gulped.
No matter how high Chris’s position was as a Grand Duke of another House, Riona was not someone to be taken lightly.
Compared to the Dark Demonic House, her influence was on par with someone like Marquis Shupen.
Riona shook her head in disbelief.
“Kid, this isn’t your playground. Go throw your tantrums at home.”
“How disrespectful. I represent the Dark Demonic House here and now. Shall I take your remarks as an insult directed at the House itself?”
Riona fell silent.
It was true, her previous remarks had crossed the line.
“Tch. Fine. I’m sorry. I lost my temper because of the ridiculous things you said. I’ll apologize, so just go call the grown-ups.”
“I’ve already discussed it with my House. I’ll be handling this situation myself.”
“You’ve got to be kidding…”
Just as Riona furrowed her brow in irritation...
“If you find it that hard to believe, why don’t we make a wager?”
“A wager?”
“On whether I can resolve this situation or not. If I fail to resolve it within ten days, the Dark Demonic House will dispatch full support to aid the Venomous Demonic House.”
Chris stared at Riona with unwavering eyes.
“But if I succeed, then you will take full responsibility for the insults you just uttered.”
“...Responsibility?”
“Swear, as a Magus of the Venomous Demonic House, that you’ll fully cooperate with the Dark Demonic House in all matters going forward.”
Riona frowned.
As a Magus of the Venomous Demonic House...
In other words, he was telling her to become a pro–Dark Demonic House faction within the Venomous Demonic House.
“Fine. If you truly resolve this situation, I will not only offer you a formal apology, but also swear to fully cooperate with anything the Dark Demonic House undertakes, so long as it doesn't harm the Venomous Demonic House.”
At Riona’s reply, Chris inwardly cheered.
‘Perfect. Just as I planned.’
As he’d said many times before, Chris’s goal was to secure the loyalty of the Venomous Demonic House.
And to do that, there were a few people he had to deal with first.
Riona was one of them, and now, that problem was conveniently solved.
Chris turned to Duke Huam.
“As you heard, just give me ten days. If I fail within that time, I’ll request reinforcements from my House.”
Hearing that, Duke Huam could only nod.
“…Can you really pull this off?”
“Of course. Ten days from now, Your Grace will see the Lion King Maximus’s head hanging on the wall.”
“...!!”
It wasn’t just that he intended to stop the war, he was going to behead the enemy ruler.
Everyone looked stunned, unable to believe what they were hearing.
Chris flashed a smug grin, as if it were only natural.
“Of course, this won’t come free. Be prepared to pay a hefty reward.”
Naturally, Chris planned to wring every possible benefit out of this deal.
Duke Huam, staring at Chris’s devilish grin, looked speechless.
He felt a chill crawl down his back.
* * *
Duke Huam was naturally curious about what kind of plan Chris had in mind, but the latter didn’t share it.
‘It’s not something I can just explain.’
Chris rode out of the fortress alone.
Surprisingly, he was completely by himself.
Neither Melin, Alros, nor Mari accompanied him.
There was a reason for that.
After riding for quite some time, Chris finally came to a stop in the middle of a remote forest where not a soul could be seen.
“Come out.”
At his call, an unexpected figure emerged from the woods.
“…What am I, some mutt you can summon with a whistle?”
Despite her neat appearance, her expression looked as sour as if she’d bitten into something rotten.
It was Ruina.
“Good to see you.”
“…I can’t say I feel the same.”
“Still, thanks to me, you’ve gained a ton of benefits up to now. Have you already forgotten your debts?”
“You, you call that a benefit?! Have you already forgotten the crap I went through last time because of you?!”
For reference, during the Poison-Dark conflict, Ruina had fabricated evidence under Chris’s orders, only to be dragged before the Azure Demon King and interrogated.
“That happened because you were careless. It’s not like I told you to get caught.”
“Gaaaah! You really have the nerve to say that?! If I ever deal with you again, I swear I’ll change my last name!!”
“If you cooperated with me on this matter, I was going to grant you the distribution rights to the House of Medical Saint’s medicines.”
“I don’t need that crap! Wait, hold on! The House of Medical Saint’s medicines? How do you even have access to those?!”
“Ah, well, I’ve got something in the works.”
“Ohhohoho~ It’s the fool’s fault for getting played. The Grand Duke is just so brilliant! Truly dependable as a partner, always.”
“Didn’t you just say you’d change your family name if you ever had to deal with me again?”
“Oh, this cursed mouth of mine, spewing nonsense again. Tsk tsk, I suppose I must punish myself. Fine then, let’s say I do change my surname. From now on, just call me Ruine~”
Chris chuckled under his breath at Ruina’s ever-consistent antics, then turned his gaze away.
Behind a tree stood a figure.
“It’s been a while. How’ve you been?”
Chris’s lips curled up in a rare, genuine smile.
“Evan.”
At his call, a handsome young man with chiseled features stepped into view.
It was Evan, the Hero!
‘He’s gotten stronger… Already reached 6-Star?’
An astonishing pace.
‘He already had unmatched talent with the sword on this continent, and now with the blessing of the Constellation of the Sword Star, he probably rivals me when it comes to swordsmanship.’
But Evan’s reaction was strange.
He said nothing, just stood there staring intently at Chris.
Without blinking.
Chris raised a brow and shrugged, puzzled.
“What’s wrong? So overwhelmed to see your master again that you’ve forgotten how to speak?”
For the record, Evan and Chris were still bound by a master-servant pact.
“If you missed your master, you should just admit it.”
Chris chuckled and teased him playfully out of genuine joy.
Then, Evan said something unexpected.
“…Yeah.”
“…Huh?”
“It’s good to see you.”
“…Uh. O-oh. Right.”
Chris blinked, visibly caught off guard.
That… wasn’t the reaction he was expecting.
‘I thought he’d be prickly as usual.’
But no, instead...
“I’ve been hearing all about your exploits. Just like before, why are you always so reckless?”
“……”
“This time too. Saying you’ll stop this war by yourself… Are you out of your mind? It’s like you have a death wish.”
He was even scolding him.
‘…What the hell? That doesn’t suit him at all.’
Chris cleared his throat awkwardly.
Evan, despite his heroic image, had a rough past and was known for his sharp, aloof personality. This was totally out of character.
‘Has his personality changed? …Doesn’t seem like it, though?’
Far from having mellowed, Evan actually looked even more irritable than before, perhaps because of the hardship he endured while on the run.
Beside him, Ruina muttered under her breath.
“Tch. He’s all scary around me, but goes soft on that damn demon. What’s so great about him…”
“What was that?”
“Ohhohoho~ I said the Grand Duke looks ever so gallant today! Loyalty, loyalty, eternal loyalty!!”
Anyway, it was time to get to the point.
“What’s the exact situation with Gold Cross?”
“As you probably heard, the Kingdom of Kalbern made a move. Lion King, my ass. That damned cat bastard, I knew he was going to stir up trouble sooner or later.”
“You know the Lion King?”
“Of course I do! That bastard’s been extorting money from our trading company like a common thug.”
The reason Ruina, despite cursing him nonstop, continued to follow Chris was simple, he always paid up.
He constantly threw her into all sorts of predicaments, but he always compensated her generously, more than enough to make it worth the hassle.
But the world was full of scumbags who clung to power while leeching off others without giving anything in return.
The Lion King Maximus was the textbook example.
“And who’s leading the House of Medical Saint right now?”
“It’s the Medical Saintess, Michelle.”
A famous name.
One of the current leading figures of the House of Medical Saint.
“She was always considered the next head of the house… but I have no idea why she’d be involved in something like this.”
“She must be after something.”
Chris had a vague idea.
“And what are you going to do? You really plan to stop all of this on your own?”
“I’m not alone, am I? You’re here too. I’ll be moving with you.”
Moving with you.
At those words, Ruina made a face like she had just bitten into something awful.
Until now, she had always helped Chris from behind the scenes, not once had she directly gone into action with him.
“Ohhoho, what a delightful sense of humor. How could someone like me ever be worthy of accompanying the Grand Duke himself?”
“Ruina, your role is the most important.”
“…What? Don’t tell me...”
Ruina’s face twisted in horror.
A parade of past traumatic memories involving Chris flashed through her mind.
“What kind of hell are you dragging me into this time?! No! I refuse!”
“Oh, no no, this time, it won’t be difficult at all.”
“And I’m just supposed to believe that?!”
“I’m offering the distribution rights to the House of Medical Saint’s medicine.”
“Do you think I’m some money-crazed lunatic?! …Okay, fine, I am! Aaaargh! You can’t just dangle bait like that, it makes it really hard to say no!”
“I’m planning to distribute the medicine across the entire continent. I was thinking of entrusting the rights to your trading company… but if you’re not interested, I’ll find another one.”
“Ohhoho~ What would you like me to do, my lord? I’m ready to crawl on all fours if that’s what it takes! Just give the order, loyalty! And Evan! What’s with that look like you’ve just stepped in something foul? Everything you’re eating and wearing right now is thanks to my money, you know!!”
Evan turned his gaze away sharply, clearly uninterested in dealing with her.
Unlike how he treated Chris, his demeanor toward her was cold and indifferent.
Ruina fumed, then looked at Chris pleadingly.
“You’re sure this won’t be another nightmare like last time, right?”
“Right. This time, it won’t be hard.”
“Promise me!”
“I swear.”
Of course, there was a part Chris left unspoken:
‘It won’t be hard. But… your life might be in danger. Well, I’ll keep you alive, so it should be fine.’
Chris opened his mouth.
“First, we’re heading to the House of Medical Saint.”
“…To the House of Medical Saint? But how? We don’t even know where Taebong Mountain is.”
The House of Medical Saint was said to reside on Taebong Mountain, located deep in the western region of Gold Cross, within the so-called White Mountain Range.
The problem was that the White Mountain Range was a vast, snow-covered land of eternal winter.
Its location was so well-hidden that no outsider knew its exact whereabouts.
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                    “You guys in the merchant guild should have a rough idea where the House of Medical Saint’s Taebong Mountain is located within the White Mountain Range, right?”
“As I said, it’s only a rough estimate. It’s hidden by a legend-grade formation. We can’t even approach it.”
Chris nodded in understanding.
“I’ve got a way around that. Come on, let’s head for the White Mountain Range. Use your spatial teleportation artifact.”
For reference, Ruina possessed a legendary artifact that allowed her to traverse vast distances, crossing from the Magus Empire to the Alliance with ease.
Time was of the essence, so Chris planned to make use of that artifact’s power.
“One million rupels per jump.”
“……”
“I told you, this thing costs money every time I use it! Sir Evan, could you not look at me like I’m some greedy little rat? Ugh, whatever, both of you, hold hands!!”
Fwoosh!
With Ruina’s grumbling and bickering as background noise, the teleportation activated.
* * *
When they opened their eyes, they were in the White Mountain Range.
A spatial leap of this distance… definitely a top-tier artifact.
Chris let out a low whistle.
That said, Ruina’s artifact wasn’t without limitations.
If I recall correctly, it channels the power of a Constellation, so each time it’s used, she has to offer a tribute to the Constellation, right?
And oddly enough, that tribute was always gems.
The farther the teleportation distance, the more expensive the gems needed as offerings.
Only someone like Ruina could manage using this artifact. Or… maybe not?
Over by the side, Ruina was clutching her head, screaming, “Gyaaah! That was way too expensive!! Damn you, you greedy Constellation!!”
Ruina hated losing money more than she hated losing her life, so every teleportation probably felt like having her skin peeled off.
“What now? I don’t see anything.”
Evan, currently in hiding and wearing a mask, asked while scanning the snow-covered landscape.
Just as he said, there was nothing around them but vast mountains and endless white snow.
“We’re in the right place. This is Taebong Mountain. The House of Medical Saint is nearby, just hidden from sight.”
“A formation?”
“Yeah. A massive legend-grade concealment formation covers this entire area.”
A legend-grade formation.
That meant a spell imbued with the power of a Constellation or a demon.
It wasn’t even comparable to the formation of the Venomous Demonic House. Even Chris couldn’t break a legend-grade formation.
Passing through the Life Gate might work… but that would take a lot of time.
And time wasn’t something he had.
“So what are we going to do?”
“If we can’t find them… then it’s simple, we’ll make them come to us.”
“…What are you planning?”
Chris smirked.
“You know how to catch a rabbit hiding in a burrow?”
“Don’t tell me...”
“That’s right. You smoke it out.”
Chris glanced around.
No matter where he looked, all he could see was snow. Not exactly the best environment to start a fire.
“No fire? Then I’ll just cause some other kind of trouble.”
He raised his demonic energy and shouted at the top of his lungs.
“Hey, people of the House of Medical Saint! The great Christian has arrived, show yourselves immediately!!!!!!”
Show yourselves.
Show yourselves.
Show yourselves.
His voice echoed off the mountains.
Of course, no one appeared.
Instead... 
Rumble.
The thick snow covering the mountain began to crack.
It was the harbinger of an avalanche!
Evan and Ruina both went pale.
“You… did you just?”
“Are you insane?!”
“Well, if they don’t want to get buried alive, they’ll show up. Want me to yell again?”
Even a legend-grade formation only served to hide the location from the outside, it wouldn’t protect against a natural disaster.
If an avalanche struck, everything would be swept away.
“I know you’re watching from inside. If you don’t want to be buried under tons of snow, I’d suggest you come out now.”
Chris summoned more of his demonic energy.
Thick, dark energy resembling black smoke began to rise into the air.
Ever since the Holy Grail duel, his core capacity had expanded. The power radiating from him now was overwhelming.
If he roared again while infused with that demonic force, it would truly trigger a catastrophe.
Just as he was about to unleash it... 
“Wait! Stop!!”
Fwoosh!
Suddenly, a group of people appeared.
Knights, swords drawn.
“The Knights Hospitaller, House of Medical Saint’s armed force.”
They were well-known: warriors trained in both swordsmanship and the healing martial art known as Medical Energy.
There weren’t many of them here, though.
“Looks like the main forces were deployed to Kalbern Kingdom.”
Still, they weren’t to be taken lightly.
The man leading them was a 6-star Master-class knight.
“I am Lawson, commander of the Knights Hospitaller. What business does a mage from the Dark Demonic House have here?”
“I’ve got no interest in talking to a foot soldier. Bring out your Sect Leader.”
“…What did you say?”
“Sorry, I don’t have time to waste on small talk. Or should I call her out loudly instead?”
“!!”
It was a direct threat, he’d shout again and bring on the avalanche.
The knights of the House of Medical Saint radiated killing intent. But none dared to make a move.
Because it was clear: Chris was absolutely crazy enough to go through with it.
At that moment, a clear voice rang out.
“Apologies, but the Head of the House is currently ill and cannot receive visitors.”
“!!”
“My name is Ella. If you have business, please address it to me as the acting head.”
She was a girl with white hair and blue eyes, her expression firm and composed.
Christian’s eyes lit up with recognition.
‘The 26th Head of the House of Medical Saint!’
In his previous life, she was the former head who had passed down the position to him.
‘She’s young. Then again, when I met her back then, quite some time had already passed.’
Not just her age, the impression she gave was different too.
Back then, even as she lay dying, she had radiated a strong will befitting the one who led the entire house.
But now, while she did appear resolute, there was an undeniable sense of immaturity.
He even caught a glimpse of anxiety flickering in her eyes.
“I am Christian, the Archduke of the Dark Demonic House.”
“I know you are the rising star of the Dark Demonic House. Please state your business. Have you come because of the Kalbern Kingdom incident?”
Ella lowered her head with a heavy expression.
“It’s shameful to admit, but we’re currently unable to take any action regarding that matter. Some of the disciples violated house doctrine while the Head was bedridden. I’ve already issued a recall order, but they’re ignoring it.”
“Why would they commit such an act?”
“That is…”
“Is it over the succession to the Head’s position?”
“!!”
Ella flinched slightly, then nodded.
“As expected of the Dark Demonic House’s rising star, your wisdom truly lives up to the rumors. Yes. This entire situation was caused by my sister, Michelle, the Saintess of Medicine, out of ambition.”
Ella continued with a bitter tone.
“She wasn’t selected as the next Head. So she’s trying to build merit through this incident and use it as leverage to claim the position for herself.”
So this was the root of the upheaval in the House of Medical Saint.
Christian nodded slightly.
‘This incident will become the catalyst that shakes the entire house. From here on, they’ll gradually lose their influence.’
Ella let out a weary sigh.
“As the acting head, I apologize for the misguided actions of our disciples. However, if you’ve come to demand retribution in blood, I ask that you understand, we cannot simply sit back and take it.”
It seemed they had assumed Christian came seeking blood.
The knights of the Hospitaller Order around her surged with tense energy.
But then, Christian spoke something entirely unexpected.
“No, that’s not why I’m here.”
“…What do you mean?”
“My purpose is something entirely different.”
Christian smirked slightly.
“I’ve come to teach your House of Medical Saint a lesson in the healing arts.”
“!!”
Everyone present looked stunned, as if they hadn’t heard him right.
Who was he claiming to teach the healing arts to?
But Christian, completely serious, continued speaking.
“In fact, I’m quite accomplished in medicine myself. This great me shall personally bestow precious instruction upon you frogs in a well.”
“…That joke goes too far.”
Ella narrowed her eyes.
“Of course, here at the House of Medical Saint, we do not reject wisdom freely offered. We even show our gratitude with formal compensation.”
It was a long-standing tradition of the House.
When an outsider provided knowledge that helped treat patients, or when they cured a patient the House had failed to treat, they were compensated accordingly.
“But you don’t appear to be the type of person worthy of that. I suggest you stop this nonsense and leave.”
Ella’s voice was cold, but then she was forced to fall silent by Christian’s next words.
“What if I heal your master?”
“…What did you just say?”
Christian flashed a sly grin.
“If I can treat your master, someone no one in your House has been able to cure, then that would prove my medical skills are unmatched, wouldn’t it?”
* * *
Silence fell over the chamber.
Ella let out a small scoff, then spoke with a frosty tone.
“…I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that foolishness. Leave.”
“You should be grateful I’m offering to heal your House Head. You’ve already failed, haven’t you? Let me do it instead.”
“What?!”
Ella’s face stiffened.
“So that’s your intention… You’re here to mock the House of Medical Saint. This is your final warning. Leave at once.”
The knights of the Hospitaller Order flared with killing intent.
Christian simply shrugged.
“Well, this is troubling. I’m just trying to treat a patient, but you’re casting me out just because I’m a demon? I didn’t think the House of Medical Saint was this narrow-minded.”
“……”
“You once claimed even a demon could be embraced, so long as they had a sincere heart for saving lives. What happened to that?”
At his biting words, Ella bit her lip.
What Christian said was correct, but this time, she couldn’t accept it.
‘Every healer in the House of Medical Saint has already failed to treat Master. And now he says he can?’
It was impossible.
There could be no other motive than to insult their House.
But just then, a surprising voice cut in.
It was Evan.
“Wait. Calm yourself, Ella.”
“Who are you?! How dare you speak so casually to the acting head?!”
The knights snapped at him.
For reference, Evan was currently wearing a mask, so his face wasn’t visible.
“Hold on. Let him speak,”
Ella raised her hand to stop the knights.
It was a voice she found familiar.
“Who are you…?”
“It’s me. It’s been five years.”
At that voice, undeniably familiar, Ella’s eyes widened in shock.
“No way… Is it really you, Brother Van?”
“It is.”
To everyone’s surprise, the two already knew each other!
But it wasn’t so strange.
The House of Medical Saint and the House of Swordsmanship were among the most prominent families in the Alliance, they had maintained close ties for generations.
“But… why are you with that demon…?”
“There are circumstances. For now, will you trust me and have your knights stand down? I swear upon my sword, we mean no harm.”
Ella hesitated for a moment, then nodded.
Though the knights resisted at first, when she gave a firm order, they had no choice but to back off.
Once it was just the few of them remaining, Evan removed his mask.
“It really is you, Brother Evan… You’re alive!”
“Yes. And it’s all thanks to Grand Duke Christian here. He’s the one who saved me.”
Ella’s eyes widened even further at that unexpected revelation.
“Ella, won’t you place your trust in Grand Duke Christian?”
“…You want me to trust that demon?”
“Yes. He’s not like the others. He carries a light more noble than any light I’ve ever known.”
Ella looked at him, stunned.
Christian blinked.
Even Ruina’s eyes widened slightly.
‘…What’s with him all of a sudden?’
‘…There he goes again. Has he gone blind?’
But Evan was entirely sincere.
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                    Evan thought to himself.
 "Christian's actions are all rooted in goodwill."
It was hard to believe, but it was the truth.
After all, he possessed the Mind’s Eye, a power that let him see into others' hearts.
So he had a sense of what Christian truly felt behind his cold exterior.
 "Even now, he genuinely intends to save the head of the House of Medical Saint."
And that wasn’t all.
Resolving the affairs of the House of Medical Saint, stopping the unrest in the Kalbern Kingdom, all of it was driven by goodwill, by the desire to prevent greater bloodshed.
 "I don’t know what Christian’s ultimate goal is… but it must be something noble. I can see it with the Mind’s Eye."
In Evan’s eyes, it was clear:
Christian was pouring himself into some grand and noble cause.
There was no one who radiated such a sacred light as Christian did.
…Of course, this was a complete misunderstanding.
 "Evan’s acting like that because of his Mind’s Eye, right? Looks like that thing messed up his vision."
Christian, realizing what Evan was thinking, cleared his throat awkwardly.
The Mind’s Eye wasn’t omnipotent.
It let the user perceive someone’s inner state, but only roughly. It wasn’t some omniscient telepathy that could precisely read every hidden emotion.
Which is why Evan ended up with such a ridiculous misunderstanding.
To be fair, at a glance, it did look like Christian was working hard to save the world.
 "...Honestly, I’m just chasing wealth and luxury. But if the world goes down, I’ll die too, so I have no choice but to suffer through all this."
Unaware of any of this, Ella stammered out a protest.
 “B-But I just can’t believe it. That rude demon harboring some kind of sacred light…?”
Of course, as the successor of the House of Medical Saint, she knew judging someone by their appearance alone was wrong.
But still, there had to be limits. No matter how she looked at him, Christian seemed to possess a wicked nature.
 “He’s always getting misunderstood because of his off-putting looks and insufferable attitude.”
Hearing this from the side, Ruina made a visibly disturbed face.
Her expression all but screamed “Misunderstood? What kind of nonsense is that?!” but Evan paid her no mind.
Through the Mind’s Eye, Ruina’s character, utterly consumed by greed, couldn’t even begin to compare to Christian’s.
 “…That’s absurd.”
Ella still couldn’t believe it, prompting Christian to step forward with a cough.
 “I truly intend to heal the Clan Head.”
 “……”
 “If you still can’t trust me, then test me at the Pond of Minous.”
Everyone flinched.
The Pond of Minous.
A famous relic of the House of Medical Saint.
 “It reacts to the will to save lives.”
The stronger one’s compassion and intent to heal, the more the pond would glow in a sacred white.
 “Due to the Clan Head’s condition, the Pond of Minous is currently sealed off.”
 “With your authority, you could open it briefly without drawing attention, couldn’t you?”
Ella, after some hesitation, finally nodded.
 “Alright. If you possess a Will to Save Life of 5-star or higher, I’ll believe your words.”
The Pond of Minous reacts to the strength of one’s Will to Save Life, which is classified from 1-star to 10-star based on the response it elicits.
 5-star… that’s the level of a senior disciple in the House of Medical Saint.
She had set a fairly strict standard.
For reference, the top disciples of the house, the renowned Ten Saints, were known to have around 7-star Will to Save Life.
 “What’s your star level?”
 “I’m 8-star.”
A remarkable level.
Even the current clan head was known to be 8-star.
That alone made it clear why Ella had been chosen as the next head of the house.
But then Christian said something completely absurd.
 “You’re the successor and not even 9-star? Has the House of Medical Saint fallen that far?”
Ella gave him a look of disbelief.
 “I don’t know what you think you understand about the Will to Save Life, but no one has reached 9-star in the past hundred years.”
 “No one?”
 “That’s right. And 10-star is considered outright impossible.”
 “Hmm. That doesn’t match the records. According to the archives, every previous Medical Saint of your house possessed a 10-star Will to Save Life.”
 “…That’s all ancient history.”
 “So it really has declined.”
Ella’s face twisted with frustration.
 So annoying. Are all demons like this?
To be fair, Christian wasn’t wrong.
In the past, there had been saints who achieved 9-star Will to Save Life. And those who reached the now-legendary 10-star level, while rare, still appeared once per generation without fail.
But for some reason, in recent times, such disciples had completely vanished.
A decline in standards, an undeniable fact.
 It’s gotten so bad that even the Saintess is chasing glory by trying to join the war…
The House of Medical Saint had gone astray.
Ella knew that. But she was far too powerless to correct its course.
 And if things are already like this now… what happens after Master passes away?
Ella let out a sigh.
 “This is the place.”
Deep within the hidden sanctum of the House of Medical Saint, there lay a pond so beautiful it looked as if it had been painted into the scenery.
 “Once you dip your hand into the water, the Pond of Minous will react. If more than half of it glows white, it means your Will to Save Life is 5-star or higher.”
Christian stood before the pond.
Before plunging his hand into the water, he glanced at Ella.
 “Did you just say 10-star is impossible?”
 “……”
Christian smirked.
 “Let me show you… what true Will to Save Life looks like.”
He dipped his hand into the water with a splash.
A brief silence passed.
Seeing no change in the color of the pond, Ella shook her head.
 As expected... there's no way a demon could possess the Will to Save Life.
But in that very moment...
Something began to change.
Sparkle.
A jewel-like shimmer danced across the surface of the pond.
At first, she thought it was just light being reflected.
But it wasn’t.
The entire pond began to glow, like a radiant gemstone.
A light beyond simple white...
It was a sublime brilliance.
 What the...?!
Ella’s eyes widened as if they might tear.
 Not even Master’s Will to Save Life caused a reaction like this... Don’t tell me that demon’s Will to Save Life is 8-star or higher?
The glowing aura spread, and the pond began to turn white.
It crossed the halfway point in an instant.
Then passed 70%, 80%...
Closing in on 90%.
 No way... 9-star?
But it didn’t stop there.
Even after passing 90%, the pond kept changing.
100%.
The Pond of Minous was filled to the brim with flawless light.
 Ah...
A quiet exhale of awe escaped Ella’s lips.
This wasn’t just a beautiful light.
It radiated the sacred will to save the suffering.
Touched by that profound beauty, tears began to flow down Ella’s cheeks before she even realized it.
And so, for the first time in over a century...
The Pond of Minous was completely filled with pure, sublime brilliance.
10-star.
The Will to Save Life said to be attainable only by a true Medical Saint.
* * *
Well… it’s not like I actually possess such a noble heart. I just have a really strong Will to Save Life.
It was an easy misunderstanding, but possessing a strong Will to Save Life didn’t necessarily mean the person was noble.
There were two ways to acquire a powerful Will to Save Life:
One, by having a truly selfless and sacred desire to save others from the start.
…Which definitely didn’t apply to Chris.
 I only worked as a doctor for the money, after all.
So how did he end up with such an extraordinary Will to Save Life?
 Well, say what you will, but no one has treated more patients than I have.
You didn’t need grand ideals to strengthen the Will to Save Life, just saving people was enough.
And Chris, having lived through the Age of Ruins, had treated more patients than anyone.
There likely wasn’t a single person in the entire House of Medical Saint who had saved more lives than he had.
Why else would they call him…
 The Saint of the Mire.
 “Back then, the environment was completely different from the peace we have now. Everywhere you looked, people were dying. The number of patients I saved… it was on an entirely different scale.”
Ella, still stunned, stammered out her words.
 “H-How can someone have such a Will to Save Life…?”
Since he couldn’t reveal his previous life, Chris was about to dodge the question with a vague excuse, when Evan abruptly stepped in.
 “Did I not tell you? He only seems wicked on the outside. In truth, Grand Duke Christian carries a sublime nobility that no one could possibly imagine. Do you believe me now?”
Ella looked at Christian.
His expression still seemed… sinister.
But even so...
 “Yes. I believe you.”
Ella gave a firm nod.
 “The Pond of Minous never lies. However…”
She trailed off.
 That a demon would possess a 10-star Will to Save Life, the level of a Medical Saint…
There was a serious problem.
According to the House of Medical Saint’s internal code, if someone with a 10-star Will to Save Life appeared, that person must be officially recognized and honored as a Medical Saint.
In other words, strictly by their laws, they were supposed to acknowledge Christian as a true Medical Saint.
Chris, already familiar with the rule, shook his head.
 “No need to overthink. I’ve no intention of becoming a disciple of the House of Medical Saint.”
 “…Understood.”
 “Then let’s not waste time. I’ll begin treating your clan head. Lead the way.”
They were taken to the quarters of the clan head, where a frail old man lay unconscious.
 So this is the current clan head.
 “What exactly are the symptoms?”
 “He lost consciousness and has been suffering from a severe fever. No matter how much we use Medical Qi Techniques, nothing works.”
 “So no one’s been able to diagnose the illness?”
 “…No. No one in the entire house has been able to identify it.”
In his previous life, when Chris had met Ella, the 26th clan head, she’d told him even back then, no one knew what disease the previous head had died from.
For the leader of a medical house to die without even knowing the name of the illness… It was the greatest disgrace.
And yet, they had never uncovered the truth.
 I do have one guess, though…
In that previous life, Ella had described the symptoms the former head had suffered.
Back then, one particular illness had immediately come to mind.
 If I’m wrong… this could get bad. There’s no saving him otherwise.
Chris carefully examined the clan head’s condition.
He checked vital signs, searched the body for any hidden clues, drew blood and used alchemy to analyze his internal state.
His examination was so thorough and precise that it felt like watching a true master at work, leaving Ella visibly stunned.
 “Where… Where did you learn this kind of medical skill?”
Chris answered casually.
 “I picked it up as a hobby. Even the Dark Demonic House has medical texts lying around.”
 “…A hobby? There's no way someone could learn medicine to that degree just as a hobby.”
 “I could. Anyway, I need to focus. So could you stop talking and be quiet for a bit?”
Shut down by Chris, Ella went silent.
Chris fell into deep thought.
A heavy silence settled in the room.
Everyone's eyes were on Chris.
The fate of the House of Medical Saint now rested on whether he could find the answer—or not.
Ella clenched her fists tightly.
 Could he really…?
She desperately wanted her master to be healed.
But even so, she couldn’t help but doubt whether Chris could actually find the answer.
It wasn’t because she looked down on him.
It was just that no one in the House of Medical Saint had been able to uncover the truth.
No matter how exceptional that demon was—could he really succeed where all of them had failed?
And then—
 “I’ve identified the cause.”
 “!!”
Ella’s eyes widened as if they might tear open.
 “Y-You’re serious?”
 “Yes. But—this isn’t an illness.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “It’s a complication caused by your own Medical Energy Technique.”
 “In other words, you people did this to your own clan head.”
 “!!”
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                     “…What…?”
Chris looked Ella straight in the eye as he continued speaking.
 “The Medical Energy Techniques you poured into your clan head caused a condition known as Throat Gland Storm. That’s what put him in this state.”
It was a revelation that would shake the entire House of Medical Saint.
 “T-That’s absurd! That can’t be true!”
Ella strongly shook her head, unable to accept it.
 “No matter how intense the Medical Energy Technique is, it never causes Throat Gland Storm.”
The throat gland was a biological organ responsible for producing vital substances needed to maintain the body’s life force.
Medical Energy Techniques enhance the body’s vitality, so of course the throat gland becomes more active—but that alone should never cause a problem like this.
 “That would be true… in a normal case. But your master was already poisoned.”
 “He was poisoned? What are you talking about?”
Ella’s face showed that she found this just as impossible to accept.
 “If Master had been poisoned, then it makes even less sense. Medical Energy Techniques should’ve improved his condition, not made it worse.”
According to Chris, the Energy Techniques actually worsened the poisoning. That idea felt completely irrational.
 “If it were a typical poison, yes. But what if the poison was being used like medicine?”
 “…What does that even mean?”
Chris asked first.
 “Tell me—how exactly do Medical Energy Techniques cure poison?”
 “…Well, they neutralize harmful substances in the body using the Will to Save Life.”
Ella answered hesitantly.
 “Then what happens if the substance isn’t harmful to the body?”
 “!!”
 “Let me ask this: what’s the difference between poison and medicine in the first place?”
It all depends on how the same substance is used—what may be medicine in one case can be poison in another, and vice versa.
 “If you misuse a drug, it’s no longer a medicine—it becomes a poison. And sometimes, poison can act like medicine.”
Ella fell silent, and Chris continued his explanation.
 “The poison that your master was exposed to actually enhanced the activity of his throat gland. On its own, it wasn’t a poison—it functioned more like a drug. The problem came afterward.”
 “…The Medical Energy Technique.”
 “Exactly. Your technique over-activated a gland that was already abnormally stimulated. And then you kept using it… without stopping.”
Ella bit her lip.
Just as Chris said, because they didn’t understand the cause of the illness, they kept pouring more and more Medical Energy into their master.
The more they did, the worse his condition became. And the worse it became, the stronger the Energy techniques they used.
A textbook vicious cycle of treatment failure.
 “Then if we just stop using Medical Energy Techniques—?”
 “It’s too late. His condition has already progressed into a full-blown Throat Gland Storm. Even stopping now won’t reverse it.”
 “!!”
 “And at this point, medicine won’t work either. His condition is too far gone. In every way… it’s the worst-case scenario.”
Ella’s body staggered.
 I’m the one who brought Master to the brink of death… because of my own shortcomings.
She was on the verge of collapsing under the weight of that crushing guilt.
Chris said something unexpected.
 “Still, it’s not like there’s no way.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Just remove the throat gland.”
 “!!”
Ella immediately shook her head, as if the idea was out of the question.
 “Surgery is impossible in a Throat Gland Storm condition. Touching the gland would only hasten death.”
A Throat Gland Storm refers to a condition in which the gland produces an uncontrollable excess of life-enhancing substances.
In such a state, if the gland is mishandled during surgery, those substances could erupt all at once, rapidly worsening the patient’s condition.
And yet—
 “Then just remove it without stimulating the gland.”
 “…That’s even more absurd.”
No healer in the House of Medical Saint had ever been able to perform such a surgery.
 “But I can.”
 “!!”
 “Leave it to me.”
For context—
In his previous life, when Chris was revered as a miracle-working doctor…
He didn’t know the techniques of Medical Energy.
With just medicine—and a single scalpel—he saved countless lives.
In other words, when it came to pure surgical skill, he surpassed everyone in the House of Medical Saint.
* * * 
After much deliberation, Ella entrusted the surgery to Chris.
Leaving the clan head’s life in the hands of a demon—it was something that should’ve been unthinkable.
But there was no other choice.
No one in the entire House of Medical Saint had the skill to succeed in the surgery Chris proposed.
 Ironically, the disciples of the House of Medical Saint aren’t that skilled in surgery to begin with.
The irony stemmed from their reliance on Medical Energy.
Most illnesses could be treated with Energy techniques alone, which meant they had little real surgical experience.
 “I have one condition. I’ll be assisting in the operation.”
At Ella’s words, Chris nodded.
 “Fine. But I have one condition too.”
 “What is it?”
 “Watch carefully—eyes wide open. You’re going to learn from my surgery.”
 “!!”
He meant it.
 Her skills are worse than I expected…
Ella was meant to play a critical role as the next head of the House during the calamities to come.
 When I met her in my previous life, she wasn’t like this…
This surgery would become the turning point for her awakening.
And how would he achieve that?
Simple.
 “Let’s begin.”
Chris picked up his scalpel.
And from that moment, the surgery began…
Ella was overwhelmed—staggered by a depth of shock unlike anything she had ever experienced.
A kind of healing…
One that was on a whole different plane.
Like the sky itself.
* * *
Ella couldn’t find the words.
She was utterly shaken by Chris’s surgery.
 Hope that rattled her a little.
Chris simply shrugged his shoulders.
In any case, the surgery had been a success.
The clan head survived.
Though he hadn’t fully recovered yet, and his consciousness hadn’t completely returned…
 Still, he managed to issue summons to the disciples who violated clan protocol. And since it’s the clan head’s order, they won’t be able to ignore it.
The reason Saintess Michelle was able to break the clan’s rules in the first place was because the clan head had collapsed.
Now that he had recovered, it would be impossible for her to continue acting on her own.
With that, Chris had successfully prevented the House of Medical Saint from getting involved in the war—for now, at least.
 Of course, it’s not over yet.
Chris’s gaze turned cold.
 The Lion King, Maximus. His head must roll.
That man would only cause more trouble down the line.
This was the perfect opportunity to deal with him.
 But first, I have to finish my business here with the House of Medical Saint.
He still had one last matter to settle.
Just then, a knock came at the door of the quarters where Chris was resting.
 “…May I speak with you for a moment?”
It was Ella.
She looked at Chris with a somewhat complicated expression, then bowed her head.
 “Thank you for saving my master. You are a benefactor to our House of Medical Saint.”
A sincere expression of gratitude.
Chris smirked.
 “Just gratitude? When someone does you a favor, you should offer something in return.”
Ella looked slightly flustered but nodded.
 “Of course. If there’s anything you want, just say the word. I’ll repay you however I can.”
 “Anything?”
 “…Yes, as long as it’s within the power of our House.”
She looked a bit tense, unsure of what Chris might ask for.
But then—
 “Restore the House of Medical Saint to what it’s meant to be.”
 “!!”
Ella’s face stiffened.
 “You know it as well as I do. The House is rotting from within. If you don’t fix it, it will collapse from the inside.”
They had avoided immediate disaster this time, but the clan head’s remaining lifespan was clearly limited.
In the end, it would fall to Ella—the next clan head—to put things right.
 “A great calamity is coming to the continent. And if your House is in this state… you won’t stand a chance.”
Ella looked at Chris, eyes filled with turmoil.
Ella’s eyes held a question—Why would you make such a request?
Chris only shrugged.
 The reason’s simple. The House of Medical Saint needs to become one of my pawns too.
Chris alone wasn’t enough to stop the catastrophe that loomed on the horizon.
That’s why he planned to subdue the Venomous and Destruction Demonic Houses and form the Dark Alliance, while also strengthening the Crusade Union from the outside.
And since the House of Medical Saint was one of the central pillars of the Crusade Union, it needed to stand strong—properly and righteously.
 Besides, I was once the clan head myself… even if only in name. I can’t just sit back and watch it rot.
Meanwhile, Ella looked at Chris with a conflicted expression.
 “So Evan was right after all. Even though you're a demon, you carry a light more noble than anyone else.”
Chris shut his mouth tightly.
 No, this is all for fame and fortune…
He was working like a dog, yes—but he hadn’t forgotten his original goal(?):
To prevent the world’s destruction, rise to the top of the Magus Empire, and enjoy unparalleled glory and wealth.
 Still need to decide on my Demon King title… Slothful Demon King? Or Greedy Demon King? Damn, both sound great. A lazy sloth-like king basking in untouchable luxury—yeah, I’ll go with that.
Ella, of course, had no idea what Chris was thinking.
She bowed her head again.
 “When we first met, I wrongly judged you by your sinister appearance. I truly apologize for that.”
 “It’s fine,” Chris replied, awkwardly shaking his head.
 Though seriously, why the hell do I look like this?
Over time, his features had become more unpleasant, as if radiating the unmistakable aura of a villain.
What made it worse was that this villainous aura somehow synergized with his good looks.
Like those hidden masterminds in novels—he was starting to give off that exact vibe.
In any case, Chris made his next request.
 “As payment for saving the clan head, give me the Elixir.”
 “!!”
Ella froze momentarily.
Chris tensed.
 Will she really hand it over…?
He had saved the clan head, yes—but the Elixir was still a big ask.
 It’s the House of Medical Saint’s greatest treasure, made with rare ingredients so difficult to find that it takes decades to produce even one.
Yet Ella gave an unexpected reply.
 “Yes. I will give it to you.”
She agreed without hesitation!
 “…Are you sure?”
 “Of course it’s not an easy decision. The House of Medical Saint has only one Elixir left. That’s why the clan head refused to use it for himself.”
Ella continued calmly.
 “But someone like you, who carries such a noble light, would make better use of it than anyone else.”
Chris felt a little embarrassed.
 She keeps saying noble this, noble that… It’s not like that at all. Still, there’s nothing bad about being misunderstood in a good way.
Honestly, if things hadn’t gone well, he’d planned to steal it.
So this was a pleasant surprise.
 “There’s something else I wish to give you besides the Elixir.”
 “What is it?”
 “Our House’s secret manual—the Medical Immortal Codex.”
Chris’s eyes widened.
It was the House of Medical Saint’s most prized secret text!
Containing the clan’s core truths and medical principles.
 “Why give it to me?”
 “Because of the Healing Will you possess.”
Ella explained further.
 “By our tradition, if someone appears with a 10-star Healing Will, they are to be named as our Medical Saint. But you are a demon. We cannot appoint you as such, and I know you wouldn’t accept it either.”
 “So, instead… you’re giving me the Medical Immortal Codex?”
Ella nodded.
 “I don’t know if this is truly the right decision. But I choose to trust what I saw that day at the Pond of Minus.”
 “…I see.”
 “Just don’t expect too much. Since you can’t use Medical Energy, it will only help deepen your knowledge of medicine—nothing more.”
But that wasn’t true.
This Medical Immortal Codex would prove more helpful to Chris than any other treasure.
 Now, even I will be able to perform the 'Miracle of the Medical Immortal.'
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                    The secret texts of the House of Medical Saint were divided into three categories.
First, those concerning medical knowledge.
Second, those about Medical Energy Techniques .
Chris had mastered both of these types.
The third and final type, the secret text that revealed the True Meaning, the essence that turned Medical Energy Techniques into true miracles, was the only one he hadn’t yet learned.
 That’s why, despite my Healing Will being 10-star, my Medical Energy Techniques weren’t as powerful as they could’ve been. They were only on par with a high-ranking disciple.
Because he hadn’t attained the True Meaning.
And yet, even without mastering it, Chris had already reached the level of a top-tier healer.
So what if he did master it?
 Then I’d wield healing powers akin to a Saint.
Chris was about to embark on a perilous, blood-soaked path.
He would face countless powerful enemies, and it was impossible to predict how many life-threatening trials awaited him.
At such times, the Medical Immortal Codex would no doubt become a secret lifeline.
 “There’s something else I wish to give you besides the Codex. The White Medallion of the Medical Saint.”
Chris looked genuinely surprised.
 “Wait… that’s…?”
 “So you do know. Yes, that’s right. It’s the medallion that grants you unconditional aid from any disciple of the House of Medical Saint across the continent.”
Chris gave a low whistle.
It was a token reserved only for the greatest benefactors of their house.
This too, someday, could become a powerful asset in his hands.
 “Even if I was a great help, I’m still a demon. Isn’t this reward a bit much? Surely there was pushback?”
 “…Yes, to be honest, it was a bit excessive.”
 “Then there’s something you want from me in return, isn’t there?”
 “!!”
Ella flinched slightly.
After a moment of silence, she nodded.
 “Yes. There’s something I’d like to ask of you.”
 “Speak.”
Ella looked Chris directly in the eyes and then said something he hadn’t expected.
 “Please teach me how to reform the House of Medical Saint.”
 “…What?”
She dropped to her knees before him.
As if a disciple earnestly seeking a master’s guidance.
 “I’m not strong enough. Even though I know the clan has lost its way… I don’t have the ability to fix it. Please… show me how.”
Chris was taken aback by her unexpected plea.
 Well… it’s not a bad thing, is it?
He’d already believed that leaving the House of Medical Saint as it was would be a mistake.
But he had struggled to find a way to intervene.
Now that she had come to him first, there was no reason to hold back.
 “Alright. I’ll grant your request. But there’s a condition.”
 “What is it?”
"You must follow exactly what I’ve told you."
Something about Chris’s words made Ella flinch.
He raised the corner of his mouth and continued.
“It’s a bit of a rough method. Are you prepared to become a devil for the sake of your House?”
* * * 
That night, he spent hours explaining to Ella the plans that would reform the House of Medical Saint.
Ironically, those very methods were things Ella had spoken of in her past life.
To be precise, they were regrets she had confessed with deep remorse just before her death.
— I should have realized the retainers’ wrongdoings.
— I should never have turned my back on the Carn Empire’s plight back then.
And so on.
‘She’s still inexperienced, but now that she’s determined, she should do better than she did in her previous life.’
Shortly after that, Chris departed from the House of Medical Saint.
There was no time to linger any longer.
“So, where are we headed next, my Lord? Just give the word, your loyal servant is ready, ready, ready!”
Ruina shouted with comical enthusiasm.
Evan frowned at her overly excited behavior, but Ruina paid him no mind.
There was a reason behind her glee.
‘Well, she did just secure the distribution rights to the House of Medical Saint’s medicine supply.’
And not just any rights.
As part of his plan to expand the House’s influence, Chris proposed mass production and distribution of select medicinal products. Ruina’s trading company was entrusted with the job.
Having landed a deal that promised enormous profit, it was no wonder she was over the moon.
But there was one thing Ruina hadn’t considered.
‘Given Ella’s saint-like nature, she probably won’t allow the medicine to be sold at a profit. Ruina’s going to suffer all the work and barely see a return. Eh, no need to spell that out for her. She made the choice herself.’
Unaware of her grim future, Ruina beamed and said:
“Well then, let’s go wherever you want!”
Chris shrugged and replied casually.
“To the Kingdom of Kalbern.”
It was time to take the Lion King Maximus’s head.
* * *
Using the power of an artifact, Chris and his group teleported to the Kingdom of Kalbern and began discussing the mission.
But something felt off.
Ruina’s face had gone pale.
“W-what did you just say?”
“I said, I need you to play your part. I’m counting on you.”
“This isn’t something you say with a smile!”
Ruina yelled in protest.
“You’re planning to use me as bait?! That’ll get me killed!”
Chris’s plan was simple.
He would lure out the Lion King Maximus using Ruina, and assassinate him.
‘They do have a history, after all.’
To be exact, it was a one-sided relationship of exploitation.
Maximus, wielding the power of the Gold Cross guild network, regularly extorted massive sums of money from Ruina.
“He’s used to conducting secret deals, right? Just lure him out under the pretense of a discreet transaction. You’ve met him like that in secret before, haven’t you? It should be doable.”
“It’s doable… but isn’t it way too dangerous?!”
Ruina raised her voice.
“What if I lose my head over this?!”
It was indeed dangerous.
If Maximus realized it was a trap, the first thing he’d do would be to kill Ruina.
But....
“Think about it carefully. Are you planning to keep letting Maximus extort money from you forever?”
Ruina flinched.
Chris continued, his voice low and tempting, like a devil making a deal.
“How much does Maximus take from you every year? If you just pull this off, all that extortion ends here.”
Ruina’s eyes wavered.
It was an enormous amount, enough to justify risking her life a few times over.
And Chris’s persuasion didn’t stop there.
“If Maximus dies, Olivia will take control of the Kalbern Kingdom. And what do you think will happen to Kalbern’s entire trade sector then?”
Ruina swallowed hard at the thought, she could practically smell the money.
“Olivia’s a kind girl. She won’t overlook the contribution you’ll have made. Don’t you think she’ll give you a proper share so you can have a foothold in Kalbern’s economy?”
“Aaaah!! Fine! I’ll do it! I said I’ll do it!!”
In the end, Ruina gave in to temptation.
“But… you have to protect me, all right?!”
“I’ll do my best.”
“No, don’t ‘do your best.’ Promise me!!”
Chris chuckled under his breath and nodded.
“Alright. Then let’s go.”
It was time to sever Maximus’s head.
* * *
Ruina secretly invited Maximus to a villa on the outskirts of the city.
She said they’d met like this several times before.
“He usually asks for a private meeting like this to avoid public scrutiny, all while enjoying some luxury and extorting money out of me.”
Ruina gritted her teeth.
“The amount he’s ripped off from me over the years…”
The numbers were staggering.
If she got on Maximus’s bad side, she’d be banned from doing business across the entire Gold Cross network. So she had no choice but to comply with his demands.
‘He always asked for extravagant entertainment too. These secret meetings were just an excuse to indulge.’
Maximus’s preferred indulgence was mostly Dreamstones, magical crystals that induced euphoric hallucinations.
Since actual narcotics were too risky, Dreamstones became the go-to substitute among the aristocrats of the Alliance for their hedonistic tastes.
Being one of the biggest buyers at the auction houses, Ruina was regularly coerced into procuring only the highest-grade Dreamstones.
“But are we really going to take out Maximus with just the two of us?”
Evan asked cautiously.
“No matter how well we set the trap, it won’t be easy. That man is a 7-Star Knight. The two of us alone won’t be enough.”
But Chris gave an unexpected response.
“Two? No, Maximus is mine to deal with alone.”
“…What?”
“Evan, you’re going to handle his escorting knights. Even if it’s a private meeting, there’s no way Maximus would show up without bodyguards.”
Evan looked completely unconvinced.
However....
“No matter how fierce a lion he once was, do you really think I can’t take out some fool who’s walked into a trap?”
“!!”
“Besides, he’s just an old, feeble lion now. He’s easy prey.”
Chris turned his gaze.
Just then, a carriage could be seen approaching in the distance.
Maximus was riding in it.
Inside the carriage sat a large, obese man, Lion King Maximus.
“…Your Majesty, with all due respect, shouldn’t we turn back today? The current situation is… precarious.”
One of his escort knights cautiously suggested.
The conflict wasn’t yet resolved, and for the king of a nation to sneak off to indulge in Dreamstones in such a remote location, no one in their right mind would call that sound judgment.
Moreover, since indulging in Dreamstones had to remain a secret, Maximus couldn’t bring many guards. That meant he was vulnerable.
“Silence! That wench Ruina is too obsessed with money to even think about betraying me.”
“…That may be, but what if one of the demons from the Magus Empire takes advantage and ambushes us?”
“Do you not know who I am? I am Lion King Maximus! The man who struck down Duke Huam of the Venomous Demonic House!”
The escort knight fell silent for a moment.
‘Wasn’t that thanks to the Ten Saints?’
Not just the Ten Saints, the elite knight corps of Kalbern Kingdom had surrounded Huam and worn him down.
All Maximus did was deliver the final blow, yet he took credit for the entire feat.
“Those cursed fools from the House of Medical Saint! Breaking their promise like this! Hmph! I’ll just forget everything tonight and enjoy myself!”
The escort knight had no choice but to fall back.
‘Let’s just hope nothing goes wrong…’
He sighed quietly and said,
“We’re about to arrive at the rendezvous point, Your Majesty.”
Ruina was already outside, waiting to greet Maximus.
When they entered the villa, it had been lavishly decorated to receive him.
Exotic dishes and exquisite liquor were all prepared for his pleasure.
“Ahem, looks like you went all out.”
“Oh-hoho, but of course. How could I not, for someone as important as Your Majesty? You look more dignified than ever today.”
Meanwhile, Chris, disguised as a servant, watched the scene with a scoff.
‘Dignified, my ass. He’s not a Lion King, he’s a Pig King.’
That old nickname meant nothing now.
It was clear the man hadn’t gripped a sword in ages.
‘This’ll be easier than I thought.’
Maximus, enjoying Ruina’s hospitality, eagerly dug into the food and wine.
Ruina, seasoned merchant that she was, played her part perfectly, not betraying a hint of suspicion as she carefully flattered him.
Eventually, the time came.
“Ahem… so, have you brought the ‘item’ we discussed?”
Ruina gave Chris a subtle signal.
Chris approached, carrying a silk-covered dish.
“Here is the item you requested.”
When he pulled back the silk, a luminous gem was revealed.
It was a Dreamstone.
“This is top-tier. I won’t forget this favor.”
Maximus’s face lit up with excitement as he took the Dreamstone in his hand.
He clearly intended to indulge in its hallucinatory pleasures immediately.
And then....
Right after he succumbed to its effects....
“!!”
Maximus’s eyes flew open.
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                    What unfolded before Maximus was unlike the usual hallucinations caused by a Dreamstone....
instead, a pitch-black darkness bloomed into his mind.
It was as if he had fallen straight into an abyss.
His surroundings dimmed entirely, his senses swallowed by a suffocating black void. He couldn’t feel anything, couldn’t even tell if he was standing or falling.
A trap…!!
Splat!
Blood sprayed into the air.
Chris had struck like lightning, slashing his sword from close range.
Simultaneously, he unleashed a dark illusion spell to cloud the vision of the escort knights, ensuring they couldn’t react in time.
“Your Majesty!!”
Only then did a guard shout out in alarm.
But it wasn’t over yet.
“How dare you!!”
Maximus staggered backward, clutching at the bleeding gash on his neck.
He may have been rotting with age, but a 7-Star was still a 7-Star.
Even caught off guard while under the influence of the Dreamstone, Maximus had managed to break through the hallucination just in time to narrowly avoid a fatal blow.
“You… are you that Christian of the Dark Demonic House?! How dare you sneak into my kingdom, I’ll have your head!”
Maximus grit his teeth furiously and drew his sword.
“And you, Ruina! So this is how you repay my generosity? Don’t think you’ll die painlessly.”
His escort knights drew their weapons as well.
Christian, having missed the killing strike, quickly assessed their strength.
“The escorts… they’re stronger than expected. Both of them are 6-Star?”
Though there were only two guards, as was customary for secret meetings, they were far from weak.
Both were 6-Star Knights.
A formidable defense.
“W-What are we going to do now?! He’s not dead!! Aaaaah, we’re so screwed!!”
Ruina flailed in panic, then suddenly flashed Maximus a sly, sugary smile.
“Oh dear, Your Majesty~ I don’t know these men. I’ve never seen them before in my life.”
“Silence, wench! I’ll kill you first!”
“Eeeek! Spare meee!!”
Chris turned to Evan.
“Can you handle the escorts? They’re tougher than I expected.”
Evan gave a short nod.
“I’ll do what I can. But what about you? That pig-king over there may look pathetic, but he’s still a 7-Star Dominant-class.”
But Chris shook his head and stepped forward.
“It’s enough. Not all 7-Stars are equal.”
Maximus was long past his prime. A lion with no teeth.
More importantly...
“This fight is already halfway over.”
“…What?”
As everyone around him looked on in confusion, Chris smirked, and snapped his fingers.
And then...
“Krrgh!”
Maximus suddenly spewed a mouthful of blood.
“Your Majesty?!”
The knights cried out, alarmed—but none of them dared to approach him.
Blood began to trickle from their own noses and mouths as well.
“Kh—!?”
“P-Poison?! When—?!”
They all wore expressions of utter disbelief.
If they were ordinary people, perhaps it could be explained—but these were all seasoned knights, warriors who had reached higher realms of power. Any foreign substance entering their bodies should’ve triggered an instinctive rejection. And yet none of them had even noticed it.
“That’s because… this wasn’t poison.”
“…What?”
“They’re all going to die here anyway, so I might as well explain. I used medical Energy techniques as if it were poison.”
Chris had modified the hidden techniques within the Medical Saint’s Scripture, the secret manual he’d recently obtained from the House of Medical Saint.
The scripture detailed diverse ways to wield medical Energy, and Chris had twisted those very methods to inflict internal damage instead of healing.
In short, while Maximus had let his guard down and indulged in the feast, the outcome had already been sealed.
“Shut up, you bastard!! Kill him, all of you!!”
Despite his severe internal injuries, Maximus roared and slashed his sword violently.
As expected of a 7-Star, his blade was charged with fierce aura—but Chris dodged the attack with ease.
“Too slow.”
Whoosh!
A black aura surged forward, and blood splattered.
“Guh!”
“Your Majesty!!”
Maximus was being completely overpowered.
“He hasn’t held a sword properly in years. Honestly, he doesn’t even qualify as a true 7-Star anymore. Looks like he hasn’t trained seriously in over a decade.”
On top of that, with his insides wrecked, Maximus was a pitiful shadow of his former self.
“The real threat is actually his escort knights. If Evan weren’t here, this would’ve been bad.”
Those knights were shockingly competent—far stronger than one would expect from mere subordinates of that pig.
Judging by their swordplay, both of them were nearly on par with Evan.
And yet Evan wasn’t being pushed back at all.
Because Evan, too, was an absurdly gifted genius.
Even when outmatched in terms of pure strength, he held his ground by seizing every opening with uncanny instincts.
“I need to finish off Maximus while Evan holds them off. It’s doable.”
Chris slashed again.
“I’ve grown a lot stronger recently. That toothless lion won’t be a problem.”
Having completed the foundation of the Thousand-Poison Body, his physical abilities were now far beyond normal. And with his Holy Aura and Poison Arts both at 6-Star, his overall understanding had also taken a leap, making him much stronger than before.
His Dark Demonic Arts were still at 5-Star, but against the average 6-Star, he could hold his own without issue now.
“I’ll reach 6-Star in Dark Arts soon too. I’ve nearly met the conditions to unlock the Blooming Realm.”
Whoosh!
His sword flashed again, and more blood followed.
In between attacks, Chris scattered toxins to build up cumulative damage on Maximus’ body.
Overwhelmed and utterly outmatched, Maximus suddenly let out a beastly roar.
“This bastard—how dare you!!! Your rampage ends now! Haaaaaah!!”
“!!”
For an instant, Chris’ movements faltered.
‘A 7-Star’s miracle ability… The Lion’s Roar!’
It was the very power that had earned Maximus the title of Lion King.
A miracle skill that incapacitated the opponent in a single moment—brief, yet overwhelmingly lethal.
But—
‘Such a feeble miracle is nothing.’
Chris surged his Dark Demonic Energy.
Maximus’s authority clashed head-on with the suppressive force of Chris’s dark aura—and to everyone’s astonishment, Chris won.
The overpowering domination of the Dark Demonic Energy swept away Maximus’s miracle before it could take hold.
Slash!
Blood sprayed once more, and Maximus, now completely soaked in crimson, turned pale.
“W-Wait! Stop—!”
“Stop? What’s there to stop?”
Chris tilted his head slightly, his voice laced with mockery.
“You started this war. You should’ve been prepared to die for it. I’m getting bored, so just stick your neck out already.”
Realizing he had no chance of winning, Maximus began to stumble backward.
The knights who were fending off Evan cried out desperately.
“Your Majesty! We’ll hold him off!”
“Please, if nothing else, you must survive!”
But it was impossible.
That bloated, untrained body—so long removed from the battlefield, dulled by years of gluttony—could only run so far.
Even Maximus himself knew this. He bit his lip hard—then suddenly did something none of them expected.
He turned his blade on one of his own escort knights.
Thud!
“Y-Your Majesty? Why…?”
And he didn’t stop there.
Maximus cut down every knight around him, blood spraying in every direction as he screamed:
“Oh mighty one! I offer their lives to you as a sacrifice! Grant me your power—descend into me!!”
A chilling voice echoed from the void.
[Very well… I shall grant your wish.]
At that moment, an ominous aura began to descend upon the room.
Evan’s expression turned grim.
“Don’t tell me… this is—”
“It is.”
Chris nodded solemnly.
“It’s demonic energy… from Gehenna.”
A shocking truth.
The so-called Lion King Maximus… was actually a devil contractor.
‘It figures. There’s no way someone like him would’ve reached 7-Star without a demon’s help. Pathetic, through and through.’
Devil contractors weren’t uncommon, even within the Crusade Union.
‘Whether it’s the Magus Empire or the Crusade Alliance, Devil Contractors are hiding everywhere like cockroaches.’
That analogy was spot-on.
Like cockroaches, they infested every corner, hiding in plain sight.
‘Especially this bastard Maximus—he’s the one who backstabbed the Alliance during the Great War. Because of him, the Gold Cross collapsed almost overnight.’
Alongside the former Pontiff, Maximus was one of the main culprits behind the fall of the Gold Cross.
That was why Chris had decided to use this opportunity to eliminate him once and for all.
“What are you going to do?”
“Obviously, I’m going to deal with him.”
“…Is that even possible?”
Evan’s voice trailed off uncertainly.
Now that Maximus had accepted the power of a Devil, the aura surrounding him was nothing short of terrifying.
His eyes, consumed by the evil energy, had turned pitch black—completely overtaken by the dark force.
It didn’t seem like he was someone who could still be fought… but Chris replied calmly.
“Of course. But you’ll need to buy me some time.”
“Time?”
“I need a little preparation.”
Evan shook his head in disbelief.
He didn’t know what Chris had in mind, but one thing he did know:
Chris never said things he didn’t mean.
If he said he could do it, then he had a plan.
“Fine. But I won’t be able to hold out for long.”
Fwoosh!
A pure white Aura Blade tore through the air.
As expected of a Hero, Evan possessed radiant mana that directly countered the evil energy of Gehenna’s Devils. He was able to push back against the demonic aura.
The only problem was the sheer gap in strength—it didn’t seem like he could hold out for very long.
In that brief window, Chris closed his eyes.
His consciousness detached from the surroundings, as though floating into the void.
He had intentionally severed his awareness from the outside world.
His mind sank deep into a darkness shaped by thoughts—pure, solemn darkness.
That abyss, as dark as sacred black, reached out as Chris extended his consciousness toward it.
‘I haven’t attained the Blooming Realm yet…’
Blooming Realm.
A state of transcendence that would elevate him to an entirely different dimension of power.
‘But I’ve already met the qualifications, so mimicking it should be possible.’
To challenge the Blooming Realm, one must fulfill the following criteria:
Achieve 6-Star mastery in three distinct disciplines—excluding Dark Magic.
As of now, Chris had fulfilled the requirements:
 6-Star Radiant Flame
 6-Star Toxic Arts
 Medical Sage Energy Arts, which didn’t follow a star ranking system but were comparable to at least a 6-Star level.
‘If I include Dark Magic, that would make it four different fields where I’ve reached the 6-Star threshold… it’s a monstrous requirement.’
And the reason for such an absurdly harsh condition was simple.
‘The Blooming Realm is an infinite landscape of thought painted in darkness.’
Infinity.
The thoughts shaped within the Blooming Realm had no bounds—truly limitless.
The moment one attains it, they wield power incomparable even to other 6-Stars.
And the deeper one delves into that state, the stronger they grow—at an exponential rate.
Just like the Demon King of Annihilation once did.
It was a power Chris absolutely had to acquire.
‘Let’s do this.’
Fwoosh!
Radiant mana burst from Chris’s sword.
It was the Sword of Radiant Annihilation, the Will Construct he had acquired through his mastery of the Radiant Flame.
A sword capable of delivering fatal damage to beings of evil.
‘But this alone won’t be enough.’
Another power began to stir—
The Will to Save Life.
‘The noble will to save others is innately opposed to beings of evil—it can be wielded like a weapon.’
It was one of the true meanings written within the secret scroll of the Medical Sage’s Arts.
Like light dispelling shadow, the sacred intent behind the Will to Save Life would strike a blow against evil.
‘Of course, it’s hard to inflict real damage with it alone, so its actual effectiveness is limited…’
But in Chris’s case, it was different.
‘If I imbue the sacred will of the Will to Save Life into my Will Construct—the Sword of Evil Annihilation—it’ll work.’
It sounded impossible.
The two were completely separate forces—how could they ever be combined?
Yet with the Blooming Realm, it was possible.
As mentioned earlier, the Blooming Realm was a limitless thought-scape drawn in darkness.
So long as one stood at the edge of understanding, they could manifest infinite possibilities.
‘Granted, I haven’t fully obtained the Blooming Realm yet.’
Even so, it was still possible for Chris to imbue the noble intent of the Will to Save Life into the Sword of Evil Annihilation.
Fwaaah!
From the infinite potential of darkness, Chris triggered a miracle impossible in reality.
The sacred will to save life became embedded in the Sword of Evil Annihilation.
‘It worked!’
Chris’s eyes snapped open.
He could see Evan struggling at his limit.
Maximus, completely overtaken by the evil energy, had lost all reason—now nothing more than a rampaging monster, violently unleashing his power.
Chris stepped forward.
“Grrhhh…”
Perhaps sensing something ominous, Maximus slowly turned his head toward Chris.
At that moment, Evan struck like lightning—his Aura Blade slashing toward Maximus’s neck.
Maximus raised his sword just in time to deflect it, but for a brief moment, an opening appeared.
‘Nice, Evan.’
Chris’s sword sliced through the air.
Maximus tried to respond—too late.
Just like darkness receding before the light, the evil aura was swept away in a flash.
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                    The Sword of Evil Annihilation pierced straight through Maximus’s heart.
A brief silence followed—
“GRAAAAAAHHH!!!”
The sacred will imbued within the sword blazed like holy fire, burning Maximus’s body from within.
He had been defeated.
“He manifested holy flame? What…?”
Evan looked at Chris, stunned.
“It’s just a little trick, that’s all,” Chris replied nonchalantly.
He brushed it off, but Evan didn’t believe him.
No matter how much of a genius Chris was, such sacred purity wasn’t something one could fake with talent alone.
‘So it’s true. Christian possesses a sanctity that surpasses even that of a saint…’
Evan ended up drawing a completely different conclusion.
‘Maybe… the one destined to save the world isn’t me, but Christian.’
Evan had been chosen as the Hero meant to prevent the coming apocalypse, blessed by multiple constellations.
His rapid growth was thanks to the protection and blessings granted by those celestial beings.
Even so, he often found it hard to believe he was such a significant figure.
If anything, Christian seemed to embody the role of Hero more than he ever did.
‘Although… the constellations did say something I couldn’t quite understand.’
In the past, Evan had heard from them that Christian was destined to become the Great Darkness who would one day bring about the end of the world.
But that was absurd.
How could someone with such purity be the harbinger of destruction?
‘Just because they’re constellations doesn’t mean they’re always right. Sometimes they make faulty predictions too. This must be one of those cases.’
To be fair, if one looked only at the surface, Christian did appear to be a dangerous seed of darkness.
His growth was monstrous.
If left unchecked, Christian would likely become one of the most powerful Demon Kings in all of recorded history.
‘Still, there’s no way Christian would ever become a monstrous being like that. If anything, he’s more suited to be the world’s savior.’
The unwavering trust in Evan’s eyes was clear as he looked at Chris, and seeing it made Chris clear his throat awkwardly.
‘Ugh… Evan’s misunderstanding something again. Oh well, it doesn’t really matter.’
After all, he still needed Evan as his reliable pawn. If he was going to be blindly loyal, that wasn’t such a bad thing.
“Is there anything else I can do?”
“No, not anymore.”
“If you ever need my help again, just say the word. I’ll be your strength.”
At those words, Chris fell into brief thought.
‘Evan’s progressing smoothly.’
Perhaps it was due to his connection with Chris, but he was growing much faster than in his previous life.
‘The problem… is with the other one. I need to make sure Rania grows too.’
Rania the Archmage.
Just as important as Evan.
She, too, would become part of the Hero’s party—and like Evan, eventually ascend to the transcendent realm of 9-Star.
‘A genius in the field of magic. Especially in elemental spells—she’s second only to me.’
In fact, Rania’s talent surpassed even Evan’s.
Whereas Evan had only started to grow after receiving divine blessings and being chosen as a Hero, Rania had already achieved considerable mastery at this point purely through her own innate ability.
‘She’s already reached 6-Star. And that’s without receiving the blessing of a constellation. Her talent is remarkable.’
The problem was that after Rania reached the 6-Star level, she would fall into a slump for a long time, her growth stagnating.
It was only after the Age of Destruction began that she would awaken again.
‘But I can’t wait that long. I need her to grow stronger now.’
“Do you know someone named Rania from the Sky Tower?”
“Rania? You mean the next Tower Master? Of course I know her well.”
“You’ve met her personally?”
“We met quite a few times as children.”
As expected of someone from a renowned swordsmanship family—his network reached far and wide.
“Perfect. I want you to approach her and deliver a message.”
“A message?”
Chris nodded.
“If she wishes to tear through the Net of Delusion, tell her to challenge the Black Rock.”
It sounded like nonsense.
When Evan gave him a confused look, Chris just shrugged.
“Just pass it along. She’ll understand the rest.”
Evan gave him a curious glance.
He realized Chris was trying to help Rania in a way he couldn’t fully grasp.
“Why are you helping her?”
“Well, there’s no harm in making the next Tower Master of the Sky Tower owe me a favor. I might be able to use it someday.”
Chris gave a vague excuse, but Evan thought to himself:
‘It must be some noble reason again… Seriously, maybe I’m not the real Hero. Maybe it’s Christian after all.’
Evan nodded resolutely.
“I understand. Even if it costs me my life, I’ll make sure the message is delivered.”
“…No, don’t do that. You’re still my precious pawn. You dying would be a waste.”
With that, the matter of Rania was settled, and Ruina, who had been waiting nearby, asked:
“What now?”
“What do you think?”
Chris looked down at the corpse of Maximus and replied,
“We flip the Kingdom of Kalbern upside down.”
The next day, an unthinkable incident shook the royal capital of the Kalbern Kingdom.
The head of Maximus had been hung from the royal tower!
And beneath it, the following message was inscribed:
 “One who fell to the temptation of demons and committed unforgivable wrongs. Judged and executed in the name of the Dark Demonic House.”
 — Christian de Barren
It was a declaration: Christian of the Dark Demonic House had personally executed Maximus!
What stirred even more controversy was the phrase “temptation of demons.”
It clearly stated that Maximus had made a devil’s contract.
“That's nonsense!”
“There’s no way His Majesty, the Lion King, would do such a thing!”
But it was the truth.
The demonic aura left in Maximus’s corpse was irrefutable evidence.
Olivia, the High Priestess and direct descendant of a constellation, confirmed it beyond doubt—Maximus had indeed made a contract with a Devil.
The Kingdom of Kalbern was completely overturned.
Even more shockingly, Chris had used memories from his past life to expose the crimes committed by key figures within the Kalbern Kingdom—through Ruina, behind the scenes.
The upper echelon of Kalbern's leadership collapsed in an instant, and High Priestess Olivia took full control of the kingdom.
“…You truly are remarkable, Lord Christian,” Olivia exhaled softly.
She had been wracking her brain over how to deal with Kalbern for so long—yet he had resolved the issue in one swift move.
Ruina pouted and muttered,
“…That devil bastard is absurdly competent, I’ll give him that. Annoying, arrogant, and nasty, but still.”
But Olivia gave an unexpected reaction.
“Please don’t speak so poorly of Lord Christian.”
“…Huh? Wh-What?”
“I mean… Lord Christian is a benefactor of our Gold Cross. As the High Priestess, I cannot allow you to speak of him that way.”
Ruina’s eyes went wide.
Unlike her usual calm demeanor, Olivia’s expression was now visibly displeased.
‘What is this? That can’t just be about her sense of duty… wait a minute, could it be? Has Her Highness Olivia also fallen for that devil bastard like Sir Evan?’
That… actually seemed to be the case!
What’s more, Olivia even placed her hands on her hips and added with a prim tone,
“Apologize for what you said about Lord Christian.”
“A-Ah, I-I’m sorry! Long live Lord Christian!! Long live!!”
Olivia let out a quiet sigh.
She realized she’d overreacted emotionally, and her tone softened.
‘What’s wrong with me? It’s not like Lord Christian and I have any kind of relationship…’
In truth, this wasn’t the first time Olivia had responded this way.
Every time Christian’s name came up, she would have a similar reaction.
There was a reason.
‘Brother…’
Why was it that whenever she thought of Christian, her chest would ache and the face of one person would appear?
Her older brother—Chris.
Lately, those feelings had only grown stronger.
‘I had hoped I could meet him this time…’
But Christian had already left for the Venomous Demonic House.
“Anyway, Dame Ruina. Thank you for all your hard work in this matter.”
“Hehe, not at all! I merely followed the orders of the magnificent, dashing, and oh-so-graceful Lord Christian, after all!”
Ruina, reading Olivia’s mood, slyly switched to flattering Christian, her expression shifting to one of greedy anticipation for some form of reward.
“Of course, I did suffer just a tiny bit… but I trust Your Grace’s benevolence will repay me tenfold! Loyalty! Loyalty! Loyalty!!”
Apparently used to Ruina’s antics by now, Olivia calmly nodded—before unexpectedly adding:
“In return, there’s a condition.”
“Huh? What kind of condition?”
Olivia looked her straight in the eyes and spoke in a firm tone.
“From now on, please keep an eye on Lord Christian’s movements.”
“…Pardon?”
“Specifically, if he ever shows up in the Union again, report it to me immediately. I must meet him.”
Ruina's eyes widened in surprise, but Olivia stood firm in her request.
‘Absolutely.’
Olivia was determined to uncover the reason behind the ache that tugged at her chest whenever she thought of him.
Meanwhile, there were others talking about Christian as well.
“Hehe… as expected, he’s incredible. So utterly captivating. Ah, how I long to make him into a doll already.”
She was a woman of striking presence.
Märchen.
An Elder of the Four Kings’ Castle.
“Just how beautiful would Lord Christian be, turned into one of my dolls? Don’t you think so too?”
Her gaze fell on a girl at her side.
A cute-looking gumiho with pale sky-blue hair.
However, her eyes were lifeless, drained of all color—something was clearly wrong.
Märchen gave a chilling giggle and then gently stroked the girl's head with a hazy, dreamy look in her eyes.
“You’re quite my type too, you know… Once this is over, I’ll make you into a doll too—together with Lord Christian.”
Her gaze shifted.
Far off in the distance, the Jinrok Fortress, home of the Venomous Demonic House, was in sight.
Märchen licked her red lips and murmured:
“It’s almost time.”
Upon returning to the Venomous Demonic House, Christian was met with stares entirely different from before.
A mix of shock and reverence.
And rightfully so.
He had not only stopped a war single-handedly but had also beheaded the enemy kingdom’s ruler.
“Well then, how about that? Things went just as I said, didn’t they?”
Christian shrugged casually.
The members of the Venomous Demonic House, who had previously opposed his actions, were now rendered speechless.
Duke Huam stepped forward and spoke.
“Thank you. On behalf of the Venomous Demonic House, allow me to offer our gratitude. Once again—I say this sincerely—we are in your debt.”
In your debt.
It was an unusually heavy word to come from the head of a prestigious magical household.
But it wasn’t an exaggeration.
Had it not been for Christian, the Venomous Demonic House would have suffered tremendous loss.
“Oh, no need for thanks. After all, our Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House are like brothers. It’s only natural to help one another.”
Chris replied with a straight face.
‘And soon enough, we’ll be brothers for real. Though, of course, our Dark Demonic House will be the elder brother.’
Naturally, however, this didn’t mean the Venomous Demonic House would bend the knee to the Dark Demonic House just because of this.
‘They won’t come under our banner until the Jinrok Rebellion is resolved.’
This event would simply serve as groundwork for that eventual outcome.
“We shall surely repay the Dark Demonic House. Do you have any requests? Whatever it is, just name it.”
Of course, Christian had one.
‘I need to complete Thousand Venoms.’
Just as Chris was about to speak—
The doors to the office suddenly burst open, and a venom user rushed in.
“Lord Patriarch! Urgent report!!”
“What is it?”
“The Vice-Patriarch—Marquis Goras—has returned to the household!!”
“!!”
Everyone’s eyes widened.
His return was far earlier than scheduled.
‘The work of the Demon King of Azure-Flow…’
Chris narrowed his eyes in silence.
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                    “What do you mean by that? The Vice-Patriarch has already returned?”
“Yes. Apparently, the Demon King of Azure Flow released him early under the pretext that he had sufficiently reflected on his crimes.”
Duke Huam let out a heavy sigh.
“Why would Her Majesty the Demon King do something so unreasonable? I can't understand it.”
Marquis Goras had committed a grave crime.
And even for the Demon King, reducing his sentence like this was bound to invite criticism.
There’s no doubt she has something planned.
Chris quietly considered the Demon King of Azure Flow’s motives.
She’s trying to use Marquis Goras to ignite the Jade Green Rebellion.
Chris’s face grew grim.
The Jade Green Rebellion.
It had been a horrific disaster.
In his previous life, it was the incident that had claimed the lives of over a thousand poison masters from the Venomous Demonic House.
“Marquis Goras said he would be waiting for you in the Central Hall.”
“The Central Hall?”
“Yes. He’s already summoned the retainers.”
Duke Huam’s expression stiffened.
“The Central Hall, of all places. That’s quite the showy move right after returning.”
In the Venomous Demonic House, the Central Hall was a place of deep significance—used only when the Patriarch made important declarations to the retainers.
In other words, Marquis Goras was flaunting his presence as if he were the Patriarch himself.
“This is troubling. I haven’t even properly thanked you yet, and now I must apologize. It would be best if you returned to the Dark Demonic House.”
Duke Huam’s tone was grave.
“Now that the Vice-Patriarch is back, the atmosphere in the main house won’t be good. More importantly, he might come after you.”
Chris had thwarted Marquis Goras’s plans too many times to be left alone.
But—
“No, I won’t be going back.”
“You won’t?”
“Didn’t I say before? Our Dark Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House are like brothers. Sure, we’re like brothers who argue and fight all the time—but still brothers.”
Chris gave a casual shrug.
“Even if this is an internal matter for the Venomous Demonic House, I can’t just sit back when trouble is looming. I’ll help.”
Duke Huam looked dumbfounded.
“What kind of help do you think you can offer? Don’t get me wrong—I know how capable you are. But going up against the Vice-Patriarch is a different story.”
He wasn’t wrong.
This wasn’t like the time with the Kalbern Kingdom.
Marquis Goras was a terrifying figure—someone who wielded both overwhelming power and cunning ruthlessness.
He wasn’t someone tricks or tactics would work against.
But—
“Did you know? Back when the incident with the Kalbern Kingdom happened, and even when conflict broke out with the main house… Her Majesty told me it was impossible then too.”
“!!”
Chris gave a sly grin as he spoke.
“See? I’m sure I’ll be of great help this time too.”
“…Honestly.”
Duke Huam shook his head in disbelief, but Christian was completely serious.
“First, let’s head to the Central Hall. Looks like everyone’s already waiting.”
“You’re going as well?”
“Of course. I’m technically a disciple of the Venomous Demonic House too, aren’t I? Even if it’s only a temporary title.”
Chris gave a nonchalant shrug.
“Well then, let’s go.”
Duke Huam gave a heavy nod.
“…Alright.”
As they arrived at the Central Hall, they were greeted by a multitude of retainers who had already gathered in advance.
Chris could sense the anxiety and confusion in the retainers' eyes.
Where’s Marquis Goras?
Up above.
Standing with his back turned at the highest seat—the seat reserved for the Patriarch—was Marquis Goras.
“…What is the meaning of this, Vice-Patriarch?”
Duke Huam spoke coldly, clearly displeased.
“That seat does not belong to you. Step down at once.”
At those words, Marquis Goras slowly turned around.
As everyone faced the glare in Marquis Goras’s eyes, a collective gasp filled the room.
He’s gotten stronger…?
A shockingly intense aura surged from him—one far more powerful than before.
But there was something strange.
He hasn’t broken into High 8-Star. And yet, how has his energy grown so overwhelming?
A proper High 8-Star stood at the threshold of the transcendence realm, and their presence would undergo a clear transformation.
There would be an air about them that resembled a transcendent being—but Goras didn’t have that.
Even so, the pressure he exudes is no less than that of a High 8-Star. What in the world happened?
Everyone stood stunned, trying to make sense of it.
Everyone—except Chris.
He alone realized what had changed in Marquis Goras.
He’s harboring Jinok. Just like in my past life.
Chris’s gaze sharpened.
It was a scheme orchestrated by the Demon King of Azure Flow.
She had meddled with all three Houses—Dark, Venomous, and Destruction—in her pursuit of the Three Primordial Essences.
In the case of the Venomous Demonic House, her method was implanting Jinok inside Marquis Goras.
Because of that thing… more than a thousand poison masters will be massacred. It’s practically the same as the House being annihilated.
It was one of the reasons why the Southern Magic Kingdom was devastated by the Four Demon Stars without putting up any meaningful resistance.
At that moment, Marquis Goras opened his mouth to speak.
“My standing here today is under the command of Her Majesty, the Demon King of Azure Flow.”
“…What did you say?”
“Her Majesty pardoned the crimes I committed in the past—and in return, gave me one order.”
A chilling light flashed in Goras’s eyes.
With a burst, an overwhelming energy exploded into the air.
As that thick, ominous energy filled the room, everyone in the Venomous Demonic House gulped in tense silence.
And in that moment, Marquis Goras dropped a thunderous declaration.
“Her Majesty, the Demon King of Azure Flow, commanded me to rise as the Patriarch of the Venomous Demonic House and reform the House’s corruption.”
“!!”
Everyone, including Duke Huam, widened their eyes in shock.
“What kind of absurd—?!”
“Even the Demon King has no right to interfere with a House’s internal affairs!”
As they objected, the truth of the matter was clear: even a Demon King was forbidden from directly meddling in the internal administration of the noble magic families.
Especially in matters concerning the succession of a Patriarch—it was strictly off-limits.
However—
“To carry out Her Majesty’s command, I will formally request a Patriarchal Duel.”
“!!”
The entire hall was thrown into an uproar once again.
The Patriarchal Duel.
It was the formal challenge for the seat of Patriarch—a duel to claim the position.
However, it could not be issued at will. It could only be initiated when there was proper justification for replacing the current Patriarch.
And Marquis Goras had put forth the command of the Demon King of Azure Flow as his justification.
With a voice that sank low and cold, he continued:
“As you well know, Lord Patriarch, when there is just cause, a duel cannot be refused.”
“……”
“Then, let’s schedule the duel for one week from now. I’ll see you then.”
With that, Marquis Goras vanished.
And a deathly silence descended upon those left behind.
Christian returned to the Patriarch’s office alongside Marisa and the others.
Marisa, her face pale, shook her head in disbelief.
“T-This can’t be happening… A Patriarchal Duel? You mustn’t go through with it, Father!”
“If there’s a legitimate reason, I can’t refuse the challenge.”
“B-But…! You’ll be killed, Father!!”
Marisa couldn’t hold it in any longer and raised her voice.
Duke Huam’s expression also grew heavy.
It’s true—I don’t stand a chance of winning. He won’t spare me.
Marquis Goras and Duke Huam were blood brothers.
Goras was the elder, and by right, the one originally destined to succeed the Venomous Demonic House.
But in their youth, Marquis Goras had hit a wall for a long time. Duke Huam had surpassed him and inherited the House.
The problem was, Goras had blossomed late.
Only after turning fifty did his talents finally bloom—and he eventually even surpassed Duke Huam.
That was when the tragedy of the Venomous Demonic House began.
He hates me. From his perspective, I stole everything from him. He’ll definitely take my life.
Yet he couldn’t refuse the duel.
“There’s nothing I can do, Marisa.”
“But still!! Even so…!”
Just then, a calm voice cut in.
It was Chris.
“What His Grace said is correct. A Patriarchal Duel cannot be refused. Marisa, stop throwing a childish tantrum.”
Marisa bit her lip hard.
He wasn’t wrong.
But how could she stay calm when her father’s life was at stake?
She clenched her fists and rose from her seat.
“…I’ll step outside.”
Once Marisa left, Duke Huam let out a long sigh.
“Thank you for stopping her. She’s a strong girl—she’ll pull herself together soon, even if she’s like that right now.”
“Not at all. May I bring up the reward you promised me earlier?”
“Ah, that’s right. If I die, I won’t be able to give it to you—go ahead, say what you want.”
Duke Huam spoke with a bitter smile.
Chris, still expressionless, replied calmly.
“First, please grant me access to the Venomous Demonic House’s secret archives.”
“That’s an easy request. What else?”
“Open the Path of Venom to me immediately.”
Duke Huam flinched slightly.
“You truly intend to challenge the Venom Source?”
“Of course.”
“Well… given your current level of mastery, it’s within reach. I still can’t believe you've already reached the 6-star level in Venom Arts in such a short time.”
Duke Huam shook his head in disbelief.
“But don’t get overconfident. Among those who’ve reached 6 stars, less than 30% actually manage to obtain the Venom Source. Above all, greed is the greatest danger.”
The Venom Source was the purest origin of poison.
If one let greed consume them and tried to absorb more than their vessel could handle, the consequences could be fatal.
One had to absorb only as much as their vessel could hold—no more.
Chris’s talent is beyond question… but I’m worried he’ll become overconfident and reach too far.
Duke Huam spoke again.
“Is there anything else you want?”
“There’s one more thing.”
“Let’s hear it.”
Chris looked at Duke Huam for a moment, then made a surprising request.
“On the day of the Patriarchal Duel, no matter what I do… allow it.”
“…What do you mean by ‘what you do’?”
“I can’t explain in detail. Just promise me that, no matter what happens that day, you’ll permit it.”
Duke Huam looked visibly confused.
“…You’re not planning to do anything dangerous, are you? Promise me now—you won’t do anything reckless.”
He added with a bitter tone,
“I’ll probably lose my life that day, but I don’t want you to get caught up in it too.”
Duke Huam cared for Chris in his own way.
He’d even considered him as a potential son-in-law.
So the last thing he wanted was to see Chris die getting tangled up in the Venomous Demonic House’s affairs.
“It won’t be dangerous. Then—I’ll see you that day.”
That was all Chris said.
After leaving Duke Huam’s quarters, he went to find Marisa.
“…Why are you here?”
Marisa asked, her eyes red and swollen.
“I know. There’s nothing we can do. But… I still can’t just sit back and watch your father die…”
Just as Marisa’s voice was about to crack into tears, Chris cut her off.
“I won’t let him die.”
“…What?”
“I have a way.”
“!!”
Marisa looked at him in disbelief.
“But I need your cooperation.”
“What do you need?! Just say it—anything!”
Then Chris quietly explained his “plan,” and Marisa’s eyes widened so much it looked like they might tear apart.
* * *
The Path of Venom was located deep within the Jinok Vault.
Marisa led the way.
“This is it. If you head down to the underground interior, the trial will begin. If you make it through to the end, you’ll be able to challenge the Venom Source.”
Chris gave a firm nod.
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                    ‘So, it’s a trial of mechanisms and formations.’
It appeared to be a place that tested one's mastery of the poison arts through a series of formations, traps, and mechanical devices.
‘This doesn’t look easy.’
Chris surveyed the inside with sharp eyes.
As expected of the Venomous Demonic House's sacred ground, a poison formation of a level incomparable to the one he had dealt with during the past conflict was spread out before him.
“I have something to ask. Does the poison formation here on the Path of Venom share a core with the guardian poison formation of Jinrok Fortress?”
“…That’s one of my house’s most protected secrets.”
“It’s necessary to save your father.”
Marisa hesitated for a moment, then carefully opened her mouth.
“Your guess is right. The poison formation in Jinrok Fortress and the one here on the Path of Venom share a core.”
“I see.”
“But why do you ask? It’s not like the guardian poison formation of Jinrok Fortress can be manipulated at will.”
Chris didn’t offer a detailed explanation.
“…But is it really true what you said, that you can save my father?”
Chris nodded.
“Yes. Are you perhaps unwilling to go along with it? I admit, it is a difficult request.”
Marisa’s face flushed bright red.
Chris’s request was none other than a ‘fake engagement’!
“Well, it’s just for show, so don’t worry about it. As soon as this situation is resolved, I’ll make sure it’s called off immediately.”
“We don’t necessarily have to cancel it… Ah! No, that’s not what I meant. I mean…”
Marisa stammered, her words getting twisted.
“But why do we have to pretend to be engaged?”
“Because I need to be related to the Venomous Demonic House by marriage to have the authority to intervene in the Patriarchal Duel.”
“!!”
Marisa’s eyes widened.
She had realized Chris’s true intention.
“Don’t tell me… you’re planning to step in yourself during the Patriarchal Duel to stop my uncle?”
“Yes.”
“That’s impossible! With your power, it’s absolutely impossible! You’ll die too!”
Marisa raised her voice, then flinched.
She saw the firm light dwelling in Chris’s eyes.
It was a gaze filled with conviction.
“I can do it. Just trust me.”
Chris grinned.
“I’m going to save your father and make the Venomous Demonic House my loyal follower.”
Marisa bit her lip hard.
It was utterly unbelievable, but for now, she had no choice but to believe in the miracle Christian would create.
“Promise me. That you absolutely won’t die.”
“Hmm, are you worried about me?”
“I’m just worried because we’re friends! You’re annoying to look at, so just go already!”
Chris chuckled and turned his back.
“Alright, I’ll be back.”
Left alone, Marisa gazed at the spot where Chris had disappeared and let out a soft sigh.
* * *
The Path of Venom was a maze-like ruin.
Once inside, he was met with a barrage of harsh trials.
‘Still, this is manageable.’
Tests that required a deep understanding of the poison arts. Tests that required pure toxic energy. Tests where the precise handling of poison was crucial, and so on.
Though countless obstacles stood in his way, Chris advanced without faltering.
‘In the first place, this is a trial that any 6-Star poison wielder should be able to pass. There’s no way I would fail.’
Among those who had reached the same 6-Star level, Chris could display an ability far more overwhelming than anyone else.
‘The fact that no one is paying attention to this trial is also an advantage.’
Originally, the trial for the Path of Venom was an important event that drew the attention of everyone in the Venomous Demonic House.
But because of the incident Marquis Goras had caused, no one was paying it any mind.
Thanks to this, Chris was able to use his other powers from time to time, allowing him to break through the Path of Venom with relative ease.
‘The Path of Venom is just a stepping stone, anyway. What’s important is the Venom Source.’
He had to perfectly absorb the Venom Source to obtain the Thousand Venoms.
‘I need to hurry. It will take time to complete the Thousand Venoms, and if I’m late, I might not make it in time for the Patriarchal Duel.’
With a burst of speed, he moved forward and quickly arrived at the heart of the hidden area.
The Venom Source lay just inside.
‘I heard an examiner guards the final stage.’
Chris looked around.
A high-ranking magus from the Venomous Demonic House was known to serve as the final examiner, testing one’s poison arts.
‘Given the circumstances, I wonder if they’ll skip the final test? Not that it matters. I won’t fail no matter who the examiner is.’
He was thinking this with a somewhat relaxed mind when a soft footstep echoed from behind.
Thud.
Chris flinched.
It was a clear, feather-light footstep. The sound had a different quality from a normal step.
‘Somehow… it feels familiar?’
The moment the thought crossed his mind, Chris’s body went rigid.
He had just recalled whose footsteps they resembled.
‘…No way.’
Swallowing hard, he turned his gaze, and an unbelievable figure came into view.
A lovely face with sky-blue hair.
Nine tails.
‘Impossible.’
Lena.
The Chatterbox of Darkness had appeared before him.
* * *
The Hero's party consisted of four members.
Hero Evan.
Archmage Rania.
Guide Chris.
And the Chatterbox of Darkness, Lena.
Although a few others, like Saintess Istanya and Shield William, joined and left at various times, these four were the main members.
Was it because Chris and Lena were both lonely outsiders, cast out from where they belonged?
The two of them shared a particularly deep bond, even among the Hero's party.
Lena, especially, was very fond of Chris.
- Do you know what I saw today? Listen, Chris…!
- As expected, your cooking is the best. Chris, can’t I just eat your food for the rest of my life?
- Pat my tail more! You want me to go to Evan and Rania? No way! They’re scary! I like you the best!
She would hover around him, chattering endlessly, and he often found her incredibly bothersome.
But perhaps because her chatter had been so constant, Chris felt an especially large sense of loss after she was gone.
- I'm okay. You have to live, Chris.
- Still, I'm glad I got to meet you.
- I lived a good life, so if only I could meet you again in my next life…
Chris shook his head, snapping out of the memory of Lena’s voice echoing in his ears.
‘Why is Lena here?’
This was no time for a happy reunion.
Something was wrong with Lena.
‘She has no will of her own?’
The vibrant eyes from his past life were gone, replaced by a vacant stare.
‘Her mind is being controlled. Puppetry? Don’t tell me…’
A chill ran down Chris’s spine.
And just then, a chilling laugh echoed.
“It’s been a while. You seem to have become even more beautiful than the last time I saw you.”
“!!”
It was Märchen, an Elder of the Four Kings' Castle!
She licked her lips as she stared at Chris.
“I simply couldn’t contain my love for you, Your Grace, so I came to see you like this.”
“…I have no interest in the disgusting affection of a necrophiliac pervert.”
Chris said, his expression hardening.
“How did a dog of the Four Kings' Castle crawl its way in here?”
“Huhu, who knows? I thought someone like you would have a rough idea.”
Chris swallowed his saliva.
‘She was in contact with Marquis Goras.’
Marquis Langham wasn't the only one with ties to the Four Kings' Castle.
Marquis Goras had also been secretly joining hands with them from behind the scenes.
“In a place like this, no one can interfere with my love.”
Madness began to fill Märchen’s eyes.
“I shall fill you with my love and turn you into a doll that gazes only at me. Just imagining you as a doll makes my heart flutter so much I can hardly bear it.”
“That’s disgusting. Shut up.”
“Huhu, even your defiance is lovely. It’s quite alright. After all, you’ll soon be gazing only at me for eternity.”
Märchen bent her fingers downward, as if manipulating an invisible marionette.
“Now, Lena. Go and bring me Grand Duke Christian.”
It would be troublesome if traces of the Four Kings' Castle were left behind, so it seemed her plan was to subdue Chris by controlling Lena with her puppetry.
It was a life-or-death crisis.
‘I don’t know exactly how strong Lena is at this point, but she must be 7-Star or higher. The level of an awakened Gumiho is usually around there.’
On top of that, there was Märchen, another high-ranking magus at the peak of 7-Star.
With no one coming to help him, the situation seemed hopeless, yet Chris said something unexpected.
“If you don’t want to die, back off.”
“…What did you say?”
“I’m saying I’ll show you mercy if you back off now.”
For a moment, a look of disbelief crossed Märchen’s face.
“Did I hear you correctly just now?”
“Don’t make me waste my breath repeating myself. If you want to live, get lost now.”
Märchen let out a laugh.
“Your spirit in a situation like this is another one of your charms, but I think it’s necessary to make you understand your predicament.”
She flicked her finger.
“Make him kneel.”
Fwoosh!
Lena rushed at Chris like a flash of light.
Dark demonic energy shot out from her fingers and swept toward Chris’s body.
Chris drew the Holy Sword, Ernhild, and countered the attack with the power of its holy radiance.
“How can he use the power of holy radiance? And it's even Radiant Mana, which is said to be permitted only to the legendary Hero?”
Märchen’s eyes widened.
“No wonder. So this was the secret behind the miracles you've performed that couldn't be explained by your mastery of dark magic alone.”
“……”
“But are you sure that’s wise? If the fact that you, the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House, can use the power of light is revealed, you’ll find yourself in a very difficult position, won’t you?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
Chris answered curtly.
“Because you’re going to die here anyway.”
“!!”
Finally, the smile vanished from Märchen’s face.
“It seems you truly need to be taught a lesson. First, I’ll engrave upon you the proper etiquette toward your future master.”
As Märchen moved her finger, Lena moved again.
Chris, his expression hardened, met Lena’s attack.
‘As I thought, it’s impossible for me to face Lena with my current power.’
Unlike Evan or Rania, who were still in the middle of their growth, Lena was already halfway to completion as a Gumiho.
Märchen’s puppetry was also a problem.
Normally, a controlled puppet couldn’t even use half of its own abilities properly.
But Märchen’s miracle allowed her puppets to perfectly exert their own power even while their will was suppressed.
‘Still, there is a way.’
An incomprehensible thought.
He was serious.
‘Märchen might not know it, but this fight is absolutely advantageous for me.’
The first advantage.
It was the fact that his opponent was the Chatterbox of Darkness, Lena.
Chris had spent over three years with Lena.
He knew perfectly what habits she had and how she would react in any given situation.
Chris narrowly dodged Lena’s attack, then suddenly thrust his free left hand toward her neck.
Lena quickly tilted her neck back to avoid the attack, then opened her mouth wide and tried to bite down on Chris’s hand.
‘You fell for it!’
Dark demonic energy blossomed from Chris’s hand, transformed into poison, and shot straight into Lena’s mouth.
“!!”
Märchen urgently pulled Lena back.
“What kind of poison did you use?”
“Well, you’re about to find out.”
The moment he finished speaking, the unbelievable happened.
Lena lunged at Märchen, who was standing right beside her.
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                    “!!”
Märchen hurriedly tried to dodge, but she was too late.
Shink!
Lena’s nails raked across Märchen’s face, and blood sprayed into the air.
Märchen clutched her face and retreated.
“Kuhk!! What?!”
“Ahh, it seems techniques to dominate an opponent aren't something only you can use.”
The poison he had just fed to Lena was his Will-Infused Poison, ‘Dark Domination’.
He had stolen control of Lena with a poison that dominated its target using the ruling power of Dark Demonic Energy and the properties of the Thousand Venoms.
“To challenge me with a domination technique. How foolish.”
Märchen began to draw out her power.
“Allow me to show you why I am called the ‘Puppeteer of Sorrow’.”
As Märchen extended her hand, Lena’s body froze like a statue.
Märchen’s puppetry began to overpower Chris’s Will-Infused Poison.
However, contrary to her expectations, control didn’t immediately return to her. This was thanks to Chris's Will-Infused Poison, given form by the dominating power of his Dark Demonic Energy, which was not to be underestimated.
Märchen, her pride seemingly wounded, wore the expression of a devil.
“How dare you.”
Ssshhh.
As Märchen’s hand was stained with an ashen darkness, Lena clutched her head and let out a horrific scream.
“Aaaaaaaah!! Please, stop!!”
It was a scream as if she were facing a terrible nightmare.
It was a technique that took control of the mind by aggravating the trauma in the target's deep psyche.
It was a method that could inflict a fatal mental wound on Lena, who had already lost her will due to a shock in her past.
Just then, Chris moved.
‘I won’t let that happen.’
Fwoosh.
From Chris’s hand, a dark magic that delved into the mind also manifested.
Within her deep consciousness, he could see Lena.
Among the horrifically torn corpses of the Fox Tribe, Lena stood with a vacant gaze, her entire body drenched in blood.
‘This is Lena’s past.’
Chris’s gaze hardened.
Lena was of the Fox Tribe.
Although they were under the Obsidian Demonic House, she was a half-beast who lived a peaceful life with her tribe, possessing no special power.
Her fate was twisted because of the Mystic Demonic House.
The magi of the Mystic Demonic House captured her tribe and used them as test subjects.
‘It was an experiment to forcibly awaken a normal member of the Fox Tribe into a Gumiho. To use them as a patera to channel a devil’s power.’
She was subjected to countless experiments akin to torture, and in the end, was forced to make a horrific choice.
For the sake of a demonic ritual, she was made to kill her entire tribe, whom she had treated like family, with her own hands.
Through that terrible ritual, Lena was forcibly awakened as a Gumiho, but her mind was completely shattered.
She barely managed to escape from the Mystic Demonic House before becoming a patera, but the Obsidian Demonic House wouldn’t take her in either.
Instead, they treated her as a sinner who had killed her own tribe and exiled her.
‘After that, she was captured by the Mystic Demonic House again. That’s when she met the Hero’s party and joined them.’
That scene in her deep consciousness was the trauma from when Lena killed her tribe with her own hands.
-It’s your fault. You killed them all.
Voices that sought to break her spirit could be heard. It was a trick employed by Märchen.
He could see Lena’s already-broken mind sinking even deeper into despair.
Chris frowned and roared at Märchen’s will.
-Shut up.
-…What?
Within the deep consciousness, the two wills clashed.
Normally, it was a fight Chris couldn’t win.
But Chris raised his voice.
-I said get out of my friend’s consciousness!!
-!!
Whoosh!
Unbelievably, Märchen’s will was pushed back.
If this had been a simple battle to determine the superiority of their techniques, Chris would never have been able to repel Märchen’s spell.
But right now, Chris had delved into Lena’s mind with a sincere desire to help her. It was only natural that his will was stronger than Märchen’s, which merely sought to control another as a puppet.
-Take my hand.
Lena stared blankly up at Chris.
What should he say?
No words of comfort could possibly heal the wounds she had suffered.
Instead, Chris said this:
-I’ll help you.
In his previous life, it was because of Chris that the Chatterbox of Darkness had lost her life at the hands of the Blood-Shadow Demon Lord, Sherard.
If it had just been Evan and Rania, they might have been able to escape together somehow.
But when Chris was on the verge of death, she had sacrificed her own life to save him.
So, this time, it was his turn.
-Trust me.
Did his sincerity reach her?
Lena hesitated, then reached out her hand toward Chris within her deep consciousness.
At that very moment.
“Keok!”
Märchen vomited a mouthful of blood.
The puppetry spell she had cast on Lena had been completely broken!
But the fight wasn’t over.
“You…! How dare you touch my doll! Prepare yourself.”
Märchen began to draw out her power.
A summoning magic circle was drawn in mid-air, and the worst possible scene began to unfold.
Dozens of dolls appeared.
‘Märchen's Legion of Dolls!’
They were the executioner dolls he had fought once before.
Controlling Lena just now was merely a playful trick; this was Märchen’s true power.
‘One 7-Star doll, two 6-Star, five 5-Star, a dozen or so 4-Star, and the rest are 2 to 3-Star, I see.’
It was a terrifying force capable of overwhelming any ordinary order of knights.
On top of that, Märchen, as a curse-wielder, would also be joining the fight with her full power—a desperate situation.
Märchen, having regained her composure, gave a chilling smile.
“If you kneel and lick my feet even now, I shall grant you mercy. I’ll make you into a doll a little less painfully.”
Chris’s answer was simple.
“Ptui.”
The saliva Chris spat flew toward Märchen’s face, imbued with the power of dark magic.
Märchen’s expression turned icy cold.
“Break his hands and feet and bring him before me.”
But facing this desperate situation, Chris gave Lena an unexpected command.
“You, get out of here.”
Lena gave Chris a vacant glance, then disappeared like the wind as commanded.
“Are you trying to save that Gumiho before you die? This hardly seems the time for such composure, does it?”
“No, it’s not about composure.”
Chris flicked his finger.
“I sent her away simply because I alone am more than enough to deal with a necrophiliac pervert like you. Come on and attack.”
Märchen let out a humorless laugh.
“First, I’ll have to sew that mouth of yours shut. I’ll make it so your body can never again utter such insolent words.”
With a gesture from Märchen, the dolls rushed forward.
Chris unleashed a burst of his Aura Blade to halt the dolls’ movements, then retreated deeper inside.
Bubble, bubble.
In the center of the ornate room, a green poison could be seen churning like boiling magma.
It was his original objective, the Venom Source (毒井).
“All talk and full of confidence, but you’re nothing special after all. I’m starting to feel disappointed in you.”
Märchen led her legion of dolls into the room after him.
“I should turn you into a doll quickly, before my disappointment extinguishes my love for you.”
At her gesture, the dolls swarmed forward, surrounding Chris.
There was nowhere to escape.
But Chris once again did something incomprehensible.
In a voice still full of confidence, he said:
“Let me ask you one thing. Do you know why I’m so certain of my victory?”
“That’s obviously just an empty bluff…”
“If you had investigated me, you should know, shouldn't you? I don’t make empty bluffs. Whatever words I speak, I always make them a reality.”
Märchen shut her mouth abruptly.
Come to think of it, that was true.
He was always mocked for his boasts, but in hindsight, they were never just boasts.
No matter how impossible the task, Christian always accomplished what he said he would.
Suddenly, an unidentifiable chill ran down Märchen's spine.
‘No. No matter how outstanding Grand Duke Christian's talent is, in the face of such overwhelming power…’
It was the moment she tried to deny the ominous feeling.
“Of course, it’s impossible for me to defeat you with my power alone. But you’ve chosen the worst possible battlefield.”
“…What did you say?”
“Watch.”
In that moment, the unbelievable happened.
Fwoosh.
A green light flashed like lightning.
At the same time, the dolls that had been surrounding Chris faltered, then collapsed to the floor in a heap.
“!!”
Smoke rose from the bodies of the fallen dolls, which soon turned into a bloody liquid and melted away.
“Poison? Impossible…”
Märchen wore a look of disbelief.
“Ahh, that’s because this isn’t an ordinary poison.”
Green smoke began to rise around Chris.
Märchen realized the identity of the green energy and her eyes flew open as if they would tear.
“Don’t tell me?”
“That’s right.”
Chris gestured.
Whoosh.
The floor. To be precise, green energy rose from the Venom Source and flew into Chris’s hand.
“H-how can you control the Venom Source?”
Märchen stammered.
She also knew what the Venom Source was.
As a font of power itself, it wasn’t something that could be wielded in such a way.
“I didn’t know this, but the compatibility between the Venom Source and Dark Demonic Energy is quite good. I wonder if it’s because they are both one of the Three Primordial Wells (三元井)? Of course, in the end, it’s only possible because I’m so great.”
The moment he arrived near the Venom Source, Chris had felt it.
That he could control it with his Dark Demonic Energy.
It was only possible because Chris had obtained Dark Demonic Energy of 100% purity.
“Now you see why I said I could win, don’t you?”
Chris grinned as he looked at Märchen.
“You’re disgusting, so just disappear.”
Green energy poured out of the Venom Source, covering the surroundings as if flooding them.
* * *
Märchen deployed a defensive spell, but it was useless.
The Venom Source, a pure font of power, was not something that even a high-ranking magus at the peak of 7-Star could block.
Märchen and her legion of dolls melted away without even leaving a corpse behind.
It was a futile end for Märchen, who had been infamous as an Elder of the Four Kings' Castle.
‘I was lucky. If it hadn’t been for the Venom Source, I never would have won.’
But there was a problem.
‘Where did Lena go?’
Chris had a troubled look on his face.
His Will-Infused Poison, ‘Dark Domination,’ had a weakness.
It was difficult to exert proper control over a great distance. This was due to the nature of Dark Demonic Energy.
It seemed she had fled far away.
‘And I can’t chase after her.’
Chris shook his head.
‘We’ll be able to meet again. Now that she’s escaped the clutches of the Four Kings’ Castle, she shouldn’t be in any immediate danger.’
Although he had lost direct control, Lena was still afflicted by his Will-Infused Poison.
He could still tell the general direction in which she had disappeared, so he would be able to find her again someday.
‘First, I need to take the Venom Source.’
Chris stared at the Venom Source, which churned like lava.
The toxic energy was so strong that just feeling its aura from a distance made his skin sting as if it were melting.
‘Normally, the standard method would be to use the secret arts of the Venomous Demonic House.’
The Venomous Demonic House had a secret art for accepting the energy of the Venom Source into one's core.
‘You bring a part of your body near the Venom Source, then slowly draw its energy into your core.’
Naturally, you didn't make direct physical contact with the Venom Source. No matter how high-ranking the poison wielder, their body would melt the instant they touched it.
Simply accepting the energy into one’s core was extremely dangerous.
‘That’s why a significant number of those who attempt it give up on the Venomization halfway through. The success rate is said to be only about 30%.’
The process of accepting the energy of the Venom Source to strengthen one's core is called ‘Venomization’.
Much like a magus of the Dark Demonic House who has accepted the Sacred Black, one obtains a perfect core for wielding the poison arts.
But Chris had an unexpected thought.
‘I can’t use such a pathetic method.’
An astonishing idea.
‘Because what I desire isn’t something like mere Venomization.’
That was right.
He hadn’t sought out the Venom Source after all this trouble just to strengthen his poison arts.
To Chris, the poison arts were merely an intermediate step on his path upward.
‘I must elevate the very level of my being through the Venom Source.’
The magi of the Venomous Demonic House probably couldn’t even imagine it.
What kind of power the Venom Source truly was.
It wasn't merely a source for strengthening one’s poison arts.
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                    ‘The Demon King of Azure Flow knew exactly what kind of power the Venom Source possessed.’
Chris recalled the words of the Demon King of Azure Flow.
- Black is the Root, Poison is the Tempering, and Ruin is the Void.
Tempering.
If the Sacred Black of the Dark Demonic House changes the essence of one's being, then the Venom Source strengthens the root of one's existence through trials.
‘Simply put, the very essence of the soul becomes that much stronger.’
Considering the transcendent beings Chris would have to face in the future, strengthening the essence of his soul like this was essential.
‘It will be a great help to me right now as well.’
What the Venom Source strengthened was not just the essence of the soul.
It was everything about his being.
His mental strength, physical abilities, the capacity of his core, and so on.
Everything would be tempered to a level incomparable to before.
‘Most importantly, it will allow me to embrace the Heavenly Poison.’
The completion of the Heavenly Poison Body was achieved precisely through this tempering from the Venom Source.
‘The problem is that it’s horrifically dangerous.’
It was because of the method.
The secret art of the Venomous Demonic House only involves absorbing the energy from near the Venom Source.
Even that is so dangerous that the majority of challengers give up on the secret art midway.
However, to obtain the effect Chris desired, he had to immerse his body directly in the Venom Source.
Into that horrific toxic energy that had melted even Märchen, a high-ranking magus at the peak of 7-Star.
It was an absurd notion.
‘But it’s possible. Because there is someone who succeeded.’
Chris thought with a meaningful glint in his eye.
‘The Demon King of Ruinous Blood strengthened her power this way.’
Already a powerful Demon King, she became an even more terrifying being after strengthening her body and soul through the Venom Source.
‘But the Demon King of Ruinous Blood was able to withstand the energy of the Venom Source because she was a 9-Star Demon King.’
It was something Chris could not replicate.
‘What I will replicate is something else.’
Besides the Demon King of Ruinous Blood, there was another who had strengthened their body and soul with the Venom Source.
It was the founder of the Dark Demonic House, the Demon King of Annihilation.
According to a hidden secret history, the Demon King of Annihilation also strengthened his body and soul with the Venom Source.
‘At the time the Demon King of Annihilation took the Venom Source, his level was not 9-Star, but 8-Star.’
There was only one reason why the Demon King of Annihilation, who had not yet reached 9-Star, was able to take the Venom Source.
‘It was thanks to Dark Demonic Energy.’
Chris once again recalled what the Demon King of Azure Flow had said.
- Black is the Root, so the Sacred Black plays the most central role.
No one knows the true origin of the Three Primordial Wells.
However, one thing was certain: the three energies of the Three Primordial Wells—the Sacred Black, the Venom Source, and the Flame of Ruin—were all closely related to one another.
Among them, the superior source, just as the Demon King of Azure Flow had said, was the Sacred Black.
Therefore, by using Dark Demonic Energy, it was possible to control the toxic energy of the Venom Source.
‘Of course, it won’t be easy.’
According to the secret history, even the Demon King of Annihilation had only miraculously succeeded.
Moreover, Chris’s level was far below that of the Demon King of Annihilation, who had been 8-Star at the time.
‘Still, it’s possible.’
The purity of the Demon King of Annihilation’s Dark Demonic Energy was 90 percent. In contrast, Chris’s was a pure 100 percent. Just as 80 percent and 90 percent were different, the gap between 90 and 100 percent was unbridgeable.
Above all else.
‘My talent is superior to the Demon King of Annihilation’s.’
Chris shrouded his entire body in Dark Demonic Energy, then stepped into the rampaging Venom Source.
Szzzz!!
A horrifying smoke rose where his foot touched. It was a terrifying toxic energy that seemed capable of melting even steel.
But thanks to his Dark Demonic Energy, the Venom Source couldn’t melt Chris’s body.
The energy of the Venom Source, trying to melt Chris, and his Dark Demonic Energy clashed in a tense stalemate.
‘Stay focused. If I make a mistake for even a single moment, I’ll be turned into a puddle of blood.’
Splash.
Chris moved forward step by step, as if entering a river.
His body gradually sank into the Venom Source, and soon, he was submerged up to the top of his head.
A horrifying sensation, as if he were inside magma.
‘Let’s begin.’
Controlling his Dark Demonic Energy, he began to accept the energy of the Venom Source into himself, little by little.
‘The key is to completely remove the toxic energy and accept only the source itself.’
The Venom Source is composed of two energies: the toxic energy and the source.
The core of the Venomous Demonic House’s secret art was also to remove as much toxic energy as possible and accept only the source.
However, completely removing the toxic energy, which is fused as one with the source, is impossible. Success or failure depends on how much of the toxic energy one can eliminate.
This is because even a small amount of the Venom Source's toxic energy entering the body is fatal.
‘Especially in my case, since I’m not just strengthening my core but my entire body and soul, I must perfectly eliminate every last trace of the toxic energy.’
Even using Dark Demonic Energy, an attribute with an advantage over the Venom Source, it was a challenge bordering on impossible.
Especially since his entire body was currently submerged in the Venom Source, a single slip-up, one misstep, would cause his whole body to melt.
‘Not just my physical body, but my very soul could be extinguished. The Venom Source doesn't just possess physical toxicity, but also a spiritual power of annihilation.’
But Chris thought with a powerful glint in his eyes.
‘I will not fail. I will definitely succeed and one day enjoy the greatest wealth and glory in the world!’
Fwoosh!
Chris’s Dark Demonic Energy emitted a deep black light, and the breathtaking, life-or-death tightrope walk began.
* * *
Time flew by in an instant, and the day of the Patriarchal Duel arrived.
A heavy atmosphere settled over Jinrok Fortress.
A tension that felt like it could explode at any moment hung in the air throughout the Venomous Demonic House.
“Today’s finally the day.”
“What do you think will happen?”
“Isn’t the result obvious?”
The poison wielders carefully lowered their voices.
“It will be the Vice-Patriarch’s victory.”
Everyone nodded in agreement.
It was to be expected.
No one predicted Duke Huam’s victory.
“So, it comes to this in the end.”
“It’s a pity. In terms of character, there’s no one better than the Patriarch.”
“But in the end, the most important thing for a magus is power.”
The magi who followed Duke Huam looked toward the Patriarch’s quarters with regretful eyes.
With Marisa’s help, Duke Huam was preparing to leave for the duel.
“Is Grand Duke Christian not back yet?”
“…No, he’s not.”
“It’s been a week, and still no word. I’m worried he might have gotten greedy and run into trouble.”
It usually took several days to take the Venom Source, but a week was too long.
‘With things as they are, I can’t even go and check on him myself.’
After thinking that far, Duke Huam shook his head bitterly.
‘This is no time for me to be worrying about Grand Duke Christian.’
There was a high probability that he would lose his life today.
Marisa’s complexion, as she helped him prepare for the duel, was also incredibly grim.
To reassure his daughter, Duke Huam spoke in a deliberately bright tone.
“Don’t worry too much. This old father of yours is no pushover. The Vice-Patriarch will come to regret challenging me to a duel. I will definitely win.”
He meant it.
Although he was objectively at a disadvantage in terms of power, he had no intention of going down meekly.
On the contrary, he planned to create a miracle.
‘I too am a magus of the absolute realm. No matter who my opponent is, I will not kneel meekly.’
Duke Huam rose from his seat.
“The time has come. I must be going now.”
As Duke Huam stood up, Marisa bit her lip hard.
“When are you going to show up, you slowpoke.”
She looked toward the Path of Venom, where Chris had entered.
It was still silent, without any sign of activity.
But as they were heading to the dueling grounds, an unexpected person came to find them.
“And you are?”
“I am Melin of the Dark Demonic House. I’ve come to deliver a letter that Grand Duke Christian left for Your Grace.”
“From Grand Duke Christian?”
Melin nodded.
“Yes, he asked me to deliver this letter to Your Grace in case he couldn’t return by the day of the Patriarchal Duel.”
Duke Huam received the letter with a puzzled expression.
A moment later, after reading its contents, Duke Huam’s eyes began to widen as if they would tear.
* * *
Meanwhile, at that moment.
Marquis Goras was also preparing for the duel.
“Oho, today is finally the day our Venomous Demonic House will find its rightful master.”
“It should have been this way long ago. I offer my early congratulations on your ascension to the Patriarch's seat.”
Those who followed Marquis Goras flattered him and bowed their heads, as if the outcome of the duel had already been decided.
But Marquis Goras’s reaction was strange.
“All of you are being noisy.”
“…Your Lordship?”
“I told you to shut your noisy mouths.”
“!!”
A low, sunken voice. His gaze was also incomparably cold.
The retainers of his faction swallowed hard.
‘Why is he acting like that?’
It wasn't just today.
Marquis Goras had been in this kind of somber mood ever since he returned to the house.
‘It’s not just that he’s in a bad mood. Why do I feel such an unsettling aura from him?’
Marquis Goras had always been an object of fear.
But lately, they had often felt a horrifying sensation from him, as if they were facing a snake.
“You may all leave now.”
“…Yes, Your Lordship.”
As his retainers withdrew, Marquis Goras suddenly did something impulsive.
CRUNCH!
He grabbed the solid wood table in front of him and crushed it with his hand.
“Damn it.”
He was agitated, a state difficult to imagine from the usually cold and composed Marquis Goras.
Just then, an unknown voice echoed in his ear.
A repulsive voice, like a snake slithering.
-You… are a fake.
“Shut up.”
But the ‘voice’ didn’t stop.
-There is… only one way for you to become real. Do not… reject me.
A tempting whisper continued.
-Embracing me, ‘Jinok,’ is the only way you will achieve your long-cherished desire.
* * *
Finally, the Patriarchal Duel began.
Every poison wielder of the Venomous Demonic House’s main family gathered to observe the duel, and the two absolute poison wielders ascended to the dueling grounds.
“Vice-Patriarch.”
Duke Huam called out to Marquis Goras in a low, somber voice.
Marquis Goras’s face was as cold and composed as ever, with no trace of the agitation he had shown when he was alone.
“There’s no need for useless chatter. Let’s begin the duel.”
Marquis Goras began to draw out his toxic energy.
Duke Huam’s face hardened at the power of the toxic energy that was overwhelming his own.
‘How does my elder brother possess such powerful toxic energy?’
He had felt it during their previous encounter as well, but the toxic energy Marquis Goras possessed was far too powerful for his level of achievement.
‘Don’t tell me he made a contract with a Devil?’
The thought crossed his mind for a moment, but he shook his head.
That couldn’t be it.
Devil contractors could hide their demonic energy, but only when they weren’t revealing the power they received from the Devil.
If that aura had originated from a Devil, the lingering scent of a demon would be present, but he felt nothing of the sort.
“Lost in thought? You seem to have plenty of composure.”
Marquis Goras gestured, as if displeased.
Whoosh. The surrounding scenery changed.
He had unleashed his 8-Star Dominion.
Marquis Goras’s Dominion was the ‘Verdure of the Serpent’s Venom’.
The entire area was stained with a green aura, and countless shimmering hazes made of toxic energy writhed like vipers.
‘The number of vipers…?’
Duke Huam’s complexion hardened.
The ‘Verdure of the Serpent’s Venom’ was a Dominion that trapped an opponent in a barrier of green toxic energy, where vipers would bite them to death.
The problem was the number of vipers formed from the toxic energy.
They were simply countless.
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                    ‘Originally, the Vice-Patriarch could only form about a hundred vipers.’
This meant that Marquis Goras’s power was now incomparably greater than before.
But a question remained.
‘But compared to the increased number of vipers, the stability of his Verdure doesn’t seem much different from before. Why?’
A Dominion is, true to its name, the domination of the surrounding area according to one’s will.
Within their Dominion, the caster can exert power as if they were an absolute being.
In other words, in the case of Marquis Goras’s ‘Verdure of the Serpent’s Venom,’ the truly important part wasn’t the number of vipers, but the ‘Verdure’ that served as the foundation.
‘But the controlling power of the Verdure actually seems weaker than before?’
It was incomprehensible.
In that moment, the letter Chris had left for him flashed through Duke Huam’s mind.
-Do not be afraid of what you see on the surface.
Duke Huam frowned, then drew upon his power and unleashed his own Dominion to counter.
Fwoooosh!!
A green aura spread out, much like the Verdure of the Serpent’s Venom.
However, although it was the same color, it had a different feel.
If Marquis Goras’s green felt murky and contaminated, Duke Huam’s green held a sharpness, like the edge of a blade.
It was Duke Huam’s Dominion, the ‘Full Bloom of Poison Swords’.
“A clash of Dominions!”
“I wonder whose Dominion will gain the upper hand?”
If a battle between 5 to 6-Star wielders was a contest of will, and a battle between the 7-Star Dominant-class was a contest of laws, then a battle at the 8-Star absolute realm was a contest of Dominions.
The stronger Dominion would suppress the opponent’s and seize the advantage.
“The Patriarch’s Dominion is overwhelmingly inferior.”
“It’ll collapse in no time.”
While Marquis Goras’s Dominion overwhelmed the entire dueling grounds, Duke Huam’s merely flickered weakly around him.
Like a faint candlelight surrounded by darkness.
But as time passed, an unexpected scene began to unfold.
Duke Huam’s Dominion, which looked like it could be extinguished at any moment, slowly began to push back against Marquis Goras’s.
As if oil had suddenly been poured onto the candle’s flame.
“What is it?”
“How?”
It was extremely rare for a clash of Dominions to be overturned once superiority had been established.
“It’s useless to struggle.”
At Marquis Goras’s gesture, the vipers delved into Duke Huam’s Dominion.
But then, another anomaly occurred.
Flash.
Poison swords bloomed from within Duke Huam’s green domain and severed the vipers’ heads!
Surprise filled the eyes of all who were watching, and Duke Huam spoke in a meaningful tone.
“I had my suspicions, Vice-Patriarch, but your Dominion is not perfect.”
“!!”
An unbelievable statement.
But it was the truth.
‘What Grand Duke Christian wrote in his letter was true.’
-Focus your attacks on the flaws in his Dominion.
A Dominion brings the surrounding world under one’s feet.
The more perfect the domination, the fewer the gaps—the flaws—but Marquis Goras’s Dominion was incomprehensibly full of holes.
‘Now that I’m facing it directly, I can tell. Unlike how it looked from the outside, it feels immature.’
For a magus at the mid-8-Star level to be unskilled with their Dominion?
It was incomprehensible.
Duke Huam pressed the advantage. His green poison swords persistently stabbed, pierced, and tore through the flaws in Marquis Goras’s Dominion.
The murky green domain wavered and was pushed back.
“What?”
“How is this happening?”
The poison wielders murmured in surprised tones.
Contrary to their expectations, Duke Huam was overwhelming him!
“How can this be, Vice-Patriarch?”
Duke Huam said in a hard tone.
“Don’t tell me you really borrowed power from a Devil?”
“!!”
Gasps of shock spread through the arena.
But Duke Huam was serious.
‘Otherwise, there’s no way his Dominion would be this sloppy.’
It felt as if he were merely mimicking a Dominion with borrowed power.
“…I did not make a contract with a Devil.”
“Then what is this?”
Marquis Goras didn’t answer.
Just then, the ominous voice echoed in his ear again.
-Accept… my power.
‘Is that really the only way?’
Marquis Goras’s gaze darkened.
A long time ago.
Originally, Goras was the heir who was supposed to lead the Venomous Demonic House.
But he hit a wall, and in the end, the Patriarch’s throne went to his younger brother, Huam.
As he was spending his days in despair, a certain figure approached him.
-What a pitiful child. I shall bestow a blessing upon you.
It was the Demon King of Azure Flow.
She had arranged for him to make a contract with a ‘great being’.
-You ask what this being’s identity is? It is not a Devil. But it is a being no less powerful than one.
The Demon King of Azure Flow smiled.
-This being’s name is Jinok. It is an existence like the very root of your Venomous Demonic House.
Marquis Goras made a contract with Jinok, and after that, he grew at an exponential rate.
But it was not proper growth.
It was like using someone else’s borrowed power.
The reason why, despite reaching the mid-8-Star level, he didn’t challenge Duke Huam head-on like a true magus and instead resorted to various schemes from the shadows, was because of this flaw in his power.
But all of those schemes came to nothing. It was because of Christian.
During the recent Poison-Dark conflict, Marquis Goras suffered a huge political blow because of Christian, and his plan to drive out Duke Huam through political pressure had become virtually impossible.
-Accept more of Jinok’s power. Then you will be able to overwhelm Duke Huam with force.
He had no choice but to follow the Demon King of Azure Flow’s advice, but it wasn’t enough.
Now, he had to choose. Whether to admit defeat and withdraw, or to make the final choice.
The voice of ‘Jinok’ was heard.
-You only need to say one thing. That you will entrust your everything to me. Then, I will personally fulfill all your long-cherished desires for you.
A temptation like that of a Devil.
‘Jinok’ was not a Devil. But it was a being no different from one.
Knowing that full well, Marquis Goras had been constantly vigilant not to cross the line, even while borrowing its power.
But like all foolish people in the world, Marquis Goras could not resist the temptation.
“…Very well.”
Marquis Goras bit his lip hard.
“I will entrust my everything to you.”
-Kekeke. Good.
Marquis Goras’s eyes widened.
The form of a serpent had suddenly appeared in mid-air.
A hazy form, like mist. It was a serpent made of spiritual energy.
‘…Is this what Jinok looks like?’
It was the first time that even Marquis Goras had seen Jinok’s true form.
However, perhaps because it was a spiritual body, it seemed that only Marquis Goras, the contractor, could see Jinok’s form.
But then, Jinok did something incomprehensible. It just stared intently at Marquis Goras with its horrifying, slit green eyes.
“…What are you doing? Hurry up and give me your power.”
-Kekeke, power? Very well. But I doubt it will be in the form you desire.
“What did you say?”
The moment a horrifying, ominous feeling brushed against Marquis Goras’s spine, something terrible happened.
Jinok’s mouth opened wide, and it swallowed Marquis Goras’s head whole!
“!!”
To be precise, it had swallowed his soul.
Marquis Goras couldn’t resist at all, and his soul was extinguished just like that.
-How foolish. Still, as promised, I will fulfill your long-cherished desire.
The spiritual body of the green serpent, Jinok, entered the now-soulless body of Marquis Goras.
-If I drench the Venomous Demonic House in blood, your desire will be fulfilled as well, won’t it?
Marquis Goras’s eyes changed to a murky green.
“…What?”
“Your Lordship?”
As Marquis Goras’s aura changed abruptly, the poison wielders of the Venomous Demonic House wore puzzled expressions.
“…You’re not the Vice-Patriarch. Don’t tell me, are you a Devil?”
Duke Huam spoke in a wary tone.
[Kekeke, a Devil? How unpleasant. I am a noble being, incomparable to the likes of you.]
A green aura rose from Marquis Goras’s body.
The complexions of everyone in the arena hardened at the immense power, as if a Devil had truly descended.
Then, Marquis Goras’s body began to mutate.
Crack, crack.
His skin split as if shedding its shell, and a serpent shimmering with green energy emerged.
The serpent’s form continued to grow, until it was finally large enough to look down upon everyone in the Venomous Demonic House.
In that instant, a single word surfaced in the minds of everyone from the Venomous Demonic House.
“Don’t tell me… the Jinok Serpent?”
It was a name that no poison wielder of the Venomous Demonic House could fail to recognize.
It was the name of the legendary divine beast that adorned the very beginning of their history.
* * *
In the distant past.
Before the Venomous Demonic House was founded, there was a fallen divine beast in this area.
It was the Jinok Serpent.
The Poison Demon King, the strongest poison wielder and a 9-Star magus of his time, fought and defeated the Jinok Serpent, establishing the Venomous Demonic House on that very spot.
However, even the Poison Demon King, a powerful 9-Star magus, could not destroy the Jinok Serpent and only succeeded in sealing it away.
The reason the Poison Demon King first established the Venomous Demonic House was to manage the Jinok Serpent’s seal for generations to come.
But as long years passed, the matter of the Jinok Serpent was forgotten by all, and now it had suddenly appeared.
‘How did the Vice-Patriarch make a contract with the Jinok Serpent? No one should have been able to approach it because of the seal.’
This was no time to leisurely speculate on the reasons.
Duke Huam quickly came to his senses and shouted.
“It’s dangerous! Everyone, get back!!”
It was too late.
The Jinok Serpent opened its mouth wide.
Gwooooh.
Toxic energy gathered in the serpent’s mouth like a swirling vortex, then shot out directly at the poison wielders of the Venomous Demonic House.
“Block it!!”
“Defensive formation!!”
“Kuaaaargh!!!”
The targeted poison wielders hastily defended themselves, but the result was horrific.
They all melted into puddles of blood.
“W-what? The power of that toxic energy?”
Duke Huam’s face turned pale.
Among the poison wielders who were just hit, there were quite a few at the 4-Star and 5-Star levels.
And yet they were killed as if they were insects being crushed.
‘Just like in the legends, it might really have the power of a 9-Star Demon King.’
Duke Huam hurriedly shouted again.
“All regular disciples, retreat at once!! Hurry!!”
This time, Duke Huam shouted towards the high-ranking poison wielders.
“Disciples of the Black Poison rank and higher, join me in forming a poison formation to stop that monster!!”
This meant poison wielders of 6-Star and above.
The high-ranking poison wielders gathered around Duke Huam and formed a defensive line.
[Kekeke. How pathetic.]
The Jinok Serpent let out an amused laugh, then spewed out its toxic energy again.
Fwoooosh!!
This time, thanks to the combined power of the strong poison wielders, including Duke Huam, the defensive formation didn’t collapse.
‘But it’s only a matter of time. We won’t be able to hold out for long.’
Duke Huam thought, his face pale.
There was only one way.
He had to take advantage of an opening while the monster was off guard and, as the strongest one here, inflict a fatal wound.
“Everyone, bind that monster’s movements!”
Fwoosh!
The high-ranking poison wielders unleashed a barrier-type poison mist.
For a moment, the Jinok Serpent’s movements were sealed, and Duke Huam unleashed his 8-Star Dominion, the Full Bloom of Poison Swords, with all his might.
The Full Bloom of Poison Swords was an authority that sharpened toxic energy to bring death to an opponent.
Duke Huam concentrated the toxic energy of his poison sword on a single point, and then concentrated it further.
An immense amount of toxic energy was contained in that one point.
‘Now!!’
The poison sword shot toward the Jinok Serpent’s neck.
Thwump!
The poison sword pierced straight through its neck, melting into its body and spreading throughout the Jinok Serpent’s system.
But.
[Kekeke, it’s useless. I am a divine beast of poison. Your poisons have no effect on me.]
“!!”
The Jinok Serpent looked down at Duke Huam, completely unfazed.
“Patriarch!! Get back!!”
ROAR!!
The Jinok Serpent’s toxic energy poured down toward Duke Huam.
“Keoheok!!”
He barely withstood it, but still coughed up a mouthful of blood.
Duke Huam’s face was painted with despair.
‘It’s no use. We can’t stop it with the power of our Venomous Demonic House.’
The Jinok Serpent's power was immense, but the real problem was the bad matchup.
As a divine beast of poison, the Jinok Serpent had an absolute resistance to poison.
To defeat the Jinok Serpent with poison, the founder of the Venomous Demonic House, the Poison Demon King, would have to return from the dead.
‘Unless… we had the legendary Heavenly Poison.’
Heavenly Poison.
A legendary level of poison from the Venomous Demonic House.
It was said that no one had obtained it since the time of the Poison Demon King.
Duke Huam asked, grasping at straws, “Have you contacted the Demon King of Azure Flow?”
When a sudden disaster occurs, they are supposed to ask the Demon King for help.
But.
“We have, but she said that since it is a matter of the Venomous Demonic House, the Venomous Demonic House should resolve it.”
“!!”
Duke Huam gritted his teeth.
If the Demon King of Azure Flow wouldn’t help, there was no way to stop that monster.
‘No. At this rate, our Venomous Demonic House will fall. I have to stop it, no matter what.’
Duke Huam steeled himself with a resolute expression.
He was prepared to strike a blow against the Jinok Serpent, even at the cost of his own life.
The other poison wielders shared the same resolve.
If they didn't stop it, the Venomous Demonic House would suffer a blow tantamount to the annihilation of their clan today.
But just because they had hardened their resolve didn’t mean the situation improved.
The poisons of the Venomous Demonic House’s wielders couldn’t damage the Jinok Serpent at all, and as time passed, the shadow of defeat grew darker.
Finally, Duke Huam said.
“Since it has come to this, there’s no other choice. I will turn my body into a Venom Bomb and strike down that monster.”
“Patriarch? You mustn’t!!”
It was a technique that released all the toxic energy gathered in one’s body in a single instant.
It was a technique of incomparable power, but the caster could not avoid death.
A final, secret art.
“There is no other way.”
In fact, in Chris’s previous life, Duke Huam had made a similar choice.
Thanks to Duke Huam’s sacrifice, the Venomous Demonic House had barely managed to avoid annihilation.
“Patriarch.”
It was the moment the poison wielders of the Venomous Demonic House were making faces of grief.
Suddenly, an unexpected voice was heard.
A voice full of leisure that didn’t fit the situation.
“My, my. It seems I’m quite late.”
“!!”
It was Christian!
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                    Duke Huam had a surprised look on his face.
“You? Get back! This is no place for you!!”
He shouted urgently and looked at Christian. Then, Duke Huam froze.
“You…?”
He could feel a completely different aura from Christian than before.
It wasn’t just that his power had grown stronger. It felt as if his entire existence had changed.
A deep sense of pressure flowed from him, as if one were facing a being of a higher order.
Duke Huam stared at Christian as if mesmerized, then hurriedly shook his head.
“This place is dangerous, so get away quickly! I can’t let you get caught up in this too!”
“I can’t do that. After all, I am also a member of the Venomous Demonic House.”
“…What?”
Chris looked mischievously at Marisa, who had appeared with him.
“Isn’t that right, Marisa? We’re engaged, after all.”
“…Y-yes.”
Marisa nodded, flustered, her face turning bright red.
Duke Huam had a look of disbelief on his face.
Since when were the two of them engaged? Of course, he had been hoping they would get together again.
“Therefore, since I have also become a proper member of the Venomous Demonic House, I will participate in the Patriarchal Duel.”
“What?”
“The Patriarchal Duel isn’t over yet, is it? Therefore, as a member of the clan, I will also challenge for the position.”
It was an absurd declaration.
Of course, according to the rules of the great magical houses, when a Patriarchal Duel takes place, any member of the clan could issue a challenge.
“This is no time for such nonsense.”
“I don’t intend to challenge you, Your Grace.”
Chris looked at the Jinok Serpent, which was glaring at him with menacing eyes.
“I will take care of that ugly monster, so please consider it my victory in the Patriarchal Duel.”
“!!”
Duke Huam was so dumbfounded that he didn’t know what to say.
‘…He’s probably not actually aiming for the Patriarch’s seat. Instead of the seat, is he perhaps going to demand that we join the Dark Alliance, which he mentioned last time?’
Chris nodded. He was correct.
“You think you can stop that monster?”
“Not stop it. I’m going to kill it.”
“!!”
A voice full of conviction, without a trace of worry.
“I am more than enough.”
Duke Huam swallowed hard.
An unbelievable story.
But was it because of the strange sense of pressure he felt from Christian?
It didn’t sound like a lie.
No, to be precise, he wanted to believe him and place his hope in him.
“…If you truly stop that monster and save our Venomous Demonic House, then we will gladly enter under the banner of the Dark Demonic House.”
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
“Is that a promise?”
He strode toward the Jinok Serpent.
All the poison wielders were startled by his defenseless appearance.
“It’s dangerous?!”
“It’s fine. I’ll take care of everything.”
“!!”
Everyone watched Chris with anxious eyes.
Duke Huam also swallowed hard, having no idea what Chris was thinking.
Finally, Chris stood before the Jinok Serpent.
The Jinok Serpent had an interested look in its eyes.
[So, you have embraced the Venom Source. For a mere mortal to possess such a level of soul. The level of your soul is no less than my own.]
Chris, who already possessed the level of a half-demon, had seen the plane of his being rise even further now that his soul was strengthened.
‘If I manage to embrace the Flame of Ruin as well, I might possess a soul on a level approaching that of a Devil or a Constellation.’
In any case, that was something to think about later.
“You’re noisy. For a disgusting monster corrupted by greed. You are a being less than a worthless insect.”
[!!]
The Jinok Serpent emitted a grim and imposing aura.
[How dare you. To utter such insults to this supreme body. I will devour you, soul and all, and use you as a sacrifice for my complete resurrection.]
The Jinok Serpent flicked its tongue with a greedy look in its eyes.
Right now, the Jinok Serpent was not in a perfect state.
If it used Chris’s soul, which had embraced the Venom Source, as nourishment, it would become perfect.
[Consider it an honor to become the foundation for my resurrection.]
Fwoosh!
The Jinok Serpent’s gaze fell chillingly upon Chris, and in that moment, something surprising happened.
Chris’s entire body froze stiff.
‘A miracle!’
It was a miracle similar to the ‘Lion’s Roar’ that the Lion King Maximus of the Kalbern Kingdom had once used. But in terms of power, there was no comparison.
Like a mouse caught by a snake, he couldn’t resist at all; he was completely unable to move.
The Jinok Serpent’s mouth opened wide.
“W-wait? He has to dodge?!”
“Grand Duke Christian!!”
The poison wielders of the Venomous Demonic House reached out in a panic.
But it was useless.
Gulp.
The Jinok Serpent’s mouth swallowed Chris’s body like a python.
“What is this?”
As Christian was defeated so futilely, the poison wielders of the Venomous Demonic House, including Duke Huam, had bewildered expressions.
Marisa, in particular, had a blank face, as if she couldn’t believe it.
The Jinok Serpent looked at the poison wielders with a satisfied gaze.
[Now, it is your turn. Starting with you, I will kill all the humans nearby, then ascend, and this time, I will truly become a great being.]
Gwoooooh.
Toxic energy once again swirled toward the Jinok Serpent’s mouth.
It was the moment everyone’s faces turned pale.
Suddenly, an anomaly occurred.
Fizzle.
The toxic energy that had been gathering in front of the Jinok Serpent suddenly died down as if a candle flame had been extinguished.
[…What?]
The Jinok Serpent’s bewildered voice was heard.
And then.
[Keok!]
The Jinok Serpent vomited a gush of green blood, then twisted its massive body as if in pain.
[W-what?! Kuaaaaargh!! Don’t tell me? This bastard…!!!!! Stop!!]
The poison wielders of the Venomous Demonic House belatedly realized that Chris was pulling some kind of trick from inside the Jinok Serpent’s body.
They were correct.
Chris was not dead.
He was perfectly fine.
‘I expected the Jinok Serpent would swallow me.’
He wasn’t dead, thanks to his Dark Demonic Energy.
He could defend against something like mere digestive fluids with the dominating power of his Dark Demonic Energy.
Shrouded in Dark Demonic Energy, Chris looked around the inside of the Jinok Serpent’s body.
‘So this is near the core.’
The Jinok Serpent had intended to use Chris as nourishment to restore its condition. That’s why it had moved him to its core, intending to absorb him as a part of itself.
All without knowing that this was precisely what Chris had been aiming for.
‘Even for someone like me, I can’t fight the legendary magical beast, the Jinok Serpent, head-on.’
Right now, the difference in power between Chris and the Jinok Serpent was like that between an ant and a tiger.
But what if that ant were to grasp the tiger’s heart?
[You bastard!! I won’t let you get away with this!]
The Jinok Serpent belatedly began to respond.
Fwaaaah!
An intense toxic energy surged.
It was a toxic energy containing a pure aura of destruction, and it seemed that even Dark Demonic Energy couldn’t block it.
But he had a countermeasure for this as well.
“Be quiet, you insect. Stay still.”
[!!]
The moment Chris gave that command, the Jinok Serpent’s movements came to an abrupt halt!
[W-what? Why? Don’t tell me, a Sealing Formation?]
“Bingo.”
Chris grinned.
“When dealing with an ill-tempered beast, it’s only natural to prepare a leash, isn’t it?”
As mentioned before, the history of the Venomous Demonic House began for the sake of managing the Jinok Serpent’s seal.
Therefore, this main family residence, Jinrok Fortress, served as a barrier to seal the Jinok Serpent.
‘The majority of the guardian poison formations protecting Jinrok Fortress also serve to maintain the Jinok Serpent’s seal.’
But as countless years passed, the Venomous Demonic House forgot its duty, and the management of the sealing formation became neglected.
There were even cases where a Patriarch who knew the sealing formation’s formula died without appointing a successor, and so it is said that most of the management methods have been lost.
It was so bad that the Demon King of Azure Flow was able to take advantage of the gaps in the sealing formation to arrange the contract with Marquis Goras.
But Chris had managed to figure out how to activate that sealing formation of Jinrok Fortress.
‘I analyzed the formula of the formation on the Path of Venom and figured out a way to activate it through a shortcut. It’s because all the formations share the same core.’
Of course, it wasn’t easy.
It was only barely possible because Chris was a supreme master of formations.
‘It won’t be effective for long, since I activated it through a shortcut and not the official formula.’
At most, it would only stop it for about one or two minutes.
As if sensing this fact, the Jinok Serpent spoke in a triumphant voice.
[It’s useless. In any case, you won’t be able to put a single scratch on my core.]
At those words, Chris tried swinging his sword toward the Jinok Serpent’s core.
Clang!
Although it was imbued with a powerful Black Steel Aura, it didn’t budge an inch.
‘As expected, it’s impossible with my power alone.’
But.
“Sorry, but I’ve prepared a special remedy just for you.”
[…What?]
“I wonder if you remember something called the Heavenly Poison.”
[!!]
The Jinok Serpent showed a sign of agitation.
There was no way it wouldn’t know.
After all, it was the decisive reason for its defeat at the hands of the Poison Demon King.
[Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no way you could wield the Heavenly Poison.]
The Jinok Serpent let out a scornful laugh.
[It seems you somehow managed to absorb the Venom Source and complete the vessel to handle the Heavenly Poison, but even so, it is not a power that someone like you can touch.]
It wasn’t wrong.
The Heavenly Poison Body was, true to its name, just a vessel.
To actually use the Heavenly Poison, one had to reach a corresponding level of mastery.
‘Normally, I would have to reach 9-Star in the poison arts, the same level as the Poison Demon King.’
But Chris said something surprising.
“No, it’s possible. Even the Heavenly Poison is ultimately a power that lies beneath the darkness.”
[…What?]
“I’ll show you. The great authority of the darkness.”
Fwoooosh!
Chris closed his eyes.
His consciousness sank into a darkness made of thought.
It was the Blooming Realm.
He had also reached the 6-Star level with his dark magic.
Unlike the time he had vaguely unfolded it before, a perfect darkness now filled his mind’s eye.
‘I was able to reach the Blooming Realm faster than I thought.’
This was thanks to the Venom Source, which had strengthened his soul, mental power, and body.
‘The Blooming Realm is a realm of infinite possibilities drawn in darkness.’
As long as his level of mastery allowed, he could manifest any possibility into reality.
To be more precise, he could manifest them as ‘Will Constructs’.
This meant that, unlike other 6-Star wielders who could at most handle only two or three Will Constructs, he could create and use them without limit through the Blooming Realm.
A great power, incomparable to any other 6-Star.
‘I can also manifest the power of the Heavenly Poison as a Will Construct.’
Chris’s consciousness continued to sink deeper.
Within the darkness, he began to give form to the Heavenly Poison.
‘Heavenly Poison is a poison that gives form to the will of the heavens to annihilate the world’s wrongdoings.’
To wield such a power, one had to reach the 9-Star transcendent realm, where one could directly intervene in the world’s ‘Law of Causality’.
But.
‘Even if I can’t control the Law of Causality, I can still mimic the will of the heavens with darkness.’
Fwoosh!
The world of darkness surrounding his consciousness changed.
A brilliant light flickered in and out of existence along with the darkness.
It was a light that gave form to Radiant Mana.
‘Radiant Mana is, after all, a power that contains the will of the heavens.’
Again, the world of thought changed.
The brilliant light began to take on a vast green hue.
A wide and deep green light, as if it embraced the vast sky itself.
It was the Heavenly Poison, drawn with the Blooming Realm.
‘I have already attained enlightenment on the Heavenly Poison. I just lack the power to wield it.’
Instead, through the Blooming Realm, he had recreated the Heavenly Poison so that he could wield it even at his current level of mastery.
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                    Of course, its power couldn’t be compared to the real Heavenly Poison.
This was because the Blooming Realm only allowed him to exert power within the limits of his current level of mastery.
This Heavenly Poison was manifested not as a 9-Star ‘ultimate technique,’ but as a 6-Star ‘Will Construct,’ so its power had to be considered as such.
‘But the will of the heavens to condemn all wrongdoing is still contained within it.’
Chris’s eyes flashed open.
He could see the core.
The crystallization of the evil and wrongness that the Jinok Serpent harbored.
Even if it was an incomplete Heavenly Poison, it was more than capable of punishing that murky wrongness.
[W-wait. W-what are you doing? If you don’t stop right now…!]
Did it sense the impending doom? The Jinok Serpent cried out as if in a final struggle.
“No.”
Fwoosh!
The Heavenly Poison, recreated through the Blooming Realm, struck the Jinok Serpent’s core directly.
And then.
CRUMBLE!!!
The will of condemnation contained in the Heavenly Poison began to destroy the wrongness contained in the core.
[No!!]
Sensing its death, the Jinok Serpent struggled, but it was useless.
The Heavenly Poison showed not a sliver of mercy and completely annihilated the Jinok Serpent’s core.
[Kuaaaaaaaaaaargh!!!!!]
The spiritual body of the Jinok Serpent began to turn to dust and scatter, then completely returned to nothingness and disappeared.
It was the end of the legendary divine beast, the Jinok Serpent.
“……”
The magi of the Venomous Demonic House stared at Christian with eyes blank from shock.
Chris grinned.
“I told you I could do it, didn’t I?”
And just like that.
‘The Jinok Incident,’ which had driven the Venomous Demonic House to ruin in his previous life, was resolved at the hands of Chris.
This unbelievable news sent the entire Magus Empire into an uproar.
* * *
After a long time, back at the Dark Demonic House’s main family residence, Barren Castle.
Count Khazar was sitting in the Patriarch’s office, which Marquis Langham had once used.
Having newly become the acting Patriarch, he had achieved an extraordinary rise in status, but the expression on Count Khazar’s face was not good.
The dark circles under his eyes showed that he was full of stress.
It couldn’t be helped.
“That damn son of a…! Just what kind of trouble is he causing over at the Venomous Demonic House!”
When the first news of Christian came from the Venomous Demonic House, he thought he was going to have a heart attack.
That he had beaten Fernan, the most promising young master of the Venomous Demonic House, half to death as soon as he arrived.
And that wasn’t all.
‘He’s going to have a poison duel with Marquis Goras’s faction? And he’s doing it alone, against dozens of them?’
When the news reached them, the Dark Demonic House was in an uproar.
From cries to bring Christian back at once, to demands to attack the Venomous Demonic House.
Worrying about Christian was one thing, but he was losing his mind trying to calm down the magi of the Dark Demonic House, who looked ready to take up arms at any moment.
The one who gave Count Khazar the most trouble was Nordian.
-How dare they scheme against my grandson and force him into such a duel? If they harm even a single fingertip of my grandson, I will annihilate the Venomous Demonic House.
…In truth, it was a conspiracy orchestrated by Christian from beginning to end, but Nordian, who had become a doting grandfather, and the magi of the Dark Demonic House, who had become his ardent supporters, were furious.
If Chris hadn’t stopped them, telling them not to interfere under any circumstances, they might have really marched on the Venomous Demonic House.
‘Just when I thought he got through the duel safely, he goes and causes another incident?’
The conflict that had broken out between the Venomous Demonic House and the Kalbern Kingdom was something Count Khazar had also been watching closely.
He had to be ready to lend a hand, just in case.
But then.
-Grand Duke Christian has headed to the Alliance, saying he will stop the war by himself.
When this news was delivered from the Venomous Demonic House, he nearly fainted.
‘This crazy bastard!’
He didn’t even have time to worry about his son. This time, the magi of the Dark Demonic House were clamoring to invade the Kalbern Kingdom.
And once again, the person who troubled Count Khazar the most was Nordian.
-Shouldn’t I just go and bring back the head of that cat king of the Kalbern Kingdom?
Of course, that was an absurd idea.
It just showed how precious Nordian considered Christian to be.
Thanks to that, Count Khazar’s laugh lines deepened from the stress of calming everyone down, from Nordian at the top to the regular magi at the bottom.
‘This kid, ever since he was young, there was never a time when he wasn’t causing some kind of incident.’
Count Khazar sighed.
From his days as a scoundrel to the present.
Christian was consistently a source of his worries.
‘Though I’m glad he’s safe.’
Was he just safe? Christian had performed one unbelievable miracle after another, making all his worries seem pointless.
In particular, the story of him infiltrating alone and cutting down the Lion King Maximus had spread as a rather big rumor throughout the Magus Empire.
‘Still, I wish he would just come back quietly now. My head already hurts because of the matter with the Destruction Demonic House.’
It was because of the ‘Dark Rite’ that Christian had proposed.
A struggle between the houses for the position of hegemon of the Southern Magus Nation.
As expected, the Destruction Demonic House readily accepted the proposal, and they set a date to hold the struggle between the houses.
‘I followed Christian’s plan, but can our Dark Demonic House really win against the Destruction Demonic House?’
Honestly, he didn’t feel the slightest bit confident.
After all, the power of the Destruction Demonic House was incomparable to that of the Dark Demonic House.
In fact, the mood on the Destruction Demonic House’s side was said to be, “Has the Dark Demonic House gone mad? What a windfall! We’ll use this opportunity to crush them properly.”
‘So I really wish Christian would at least come back quietly.’
But Count Khazar had a gut feeling.
That his troublemaker son would never return quietly.
And so, he was now spending his days anxiously, wondering what kind of news would arrive next.
‘Please, let it be a manageable incident. Please.’
Just then, the door suddenly burst open.
“My Lord Count, an urgent report has arrived from the Venomous Demonic House!”
“What is it?”
Count Khazar steeled himself. He resolved not to be surprised, no matter what news he heard.
But.
“They say the legendary divine beast, the Jinok Serpent, has appeared at the Venomous Demonic House!!”
“!!”
Count Khazar, of course, also knew about the Jinok Serpent.
‘A 9-Star Demon King-class divine beast!’
Count Khazar’s face turned as pale as a corpse.
“W-what happened to Grand Duke Christian? Did he escape safely? Surely, he didn’t recklessly fight it, did he?”
A 9-Star Demon King-class divine beast was not an opponent one could face with force.
One should retreat with minimal casualties, and then discuss a subjugation plan at the Magus Empire level.
But.
“…They say Grand Duke Christian also fought against it.”
“Ah…!”
The strength drained from Count Khazar’s body.
‘This reckless fool. No matter how much of a genius he is, he needs to know his limits.’
Just then, the door burst open again and an unexpected figure entered.
The appearance of a young boy.
It was Nordian’s avatar, used for his external activities.
He had heard that an urgent report had arrived from the Venomous Demonic House and had come, curious for news of Christian.
“What is the meaning of this? You’re saying Christian fought the Jinok Serpent of the Venomous Demonic House? He’s not dead, is he?”
Nordian’s voice trembled.
Count Khazar’s voice was the same.
“No. There’s no way my son would die so futilely. He must be… he must be alive.”
“If it killed my grandson, I will absolutely not stand by. Whether it’s the Jinok Serpent or the Venomous Demonic House, I will make them all pay the price.”
At that voice filled with indignation, the messenger blinked.
“…Um… I think there’s a misunderstanding. They say the Grand Duke is safe.”
“Really? Is he at least seriously injured?”
“They say he’s completely unharmed, without any such injuries.”
Count Khazar and Nordian let out a sharp sigh of relief.
“It seems he managed to escape well.”
“Yes. What a relief. I was worried that daredevil had caused another reckless incident.”
But the messenger looked back and forth between the two of them, then spoke carefully.
“…They say he didn’t escape.”
“What? Then what happened?”
“Well… they say the Grand Duke defeated the Jinok Serpent.”
“…What did you say?”
The messenger scratched his head and said again, as if he couldn’t believe it himself.
“…They say the Grand Duke annihilated the Jinok Serpent by himself.”
“……”
A moment of silence passed.
Nordian and Count Khazar were two people who knew better than anyone just how incredible Christian was.
But to defeat the Jinok Serpent?
A 9-Star Demon King-class divine beast?
The messenger then added an even more dumbfounding story.
“In gratitude for the Grand Duke’s grace, the Venomous Demonic House has sent this message. They have agreed to join the Dark Alliance.”
It was the moment the Venomous Demonic House came to stand under the banner of the Dark Demonic House.
Just as Chris had promised before he left.
* * *
Meanwhile, at that moment.
The Four Kings’ Castle.
Somber voices were being exchanged at a council of elders.
“Have you heard the news?”
“To think that Elder Märchen failed.”
“Seeing as all contact has been lost, it seems she was defeated by him.”
A heavy silence fell.
It was nothing short of a shock.
Just then, one elder sighed and said something unexpected.
“Just when I thought we had finally dealt with Idrinne, some pesky fly comes along to bother us.”
A surprising statement.
For reference, the Four Kings’ Castle is divided into two factions: the Anax faction, centered on Curses and Necromancy, and the Blood Sword Demonic House.
Previously, when Idrinne had met Chris, she had been in a secure position as the Grand Duchess of the Blood Sword Demonic House, which meant something must have happened to her.
“But we haven’t completely dealt with Idrinne yet, have we?”
“She was hit by our Curse Demonic House’s ‘Grand Art,’ so it’s as good as over. She seems to be holding on by force, but unless the legend of the prestigious House of the Medical Saint, a true Medical Saint, comes, no one will be able to cure Idrinne.”
Greed flickered in the eyes of the elder from the Curse Demonic House.
“Since our house’s contribution was great, we of the Curse Demonic House will take Idrinne as a test subject.”
“No, she belongs to our Necromancy faction. Idrinne is the perfect vessel. We of the Necromancy faction will turn her into the strongest of the Undead.”
But from a corner of the council chamber, a strange, robed figure spoke in a chilling voice.
[We will be taking Idrinne.]
“!!”
Everyone froze, then glanced nervously at the strange figure.
Considering that all of these people were elders of the Four Kings’ Castle and high-ranking magi, it was an unbelievable sight.
But it couldn’t be helped.
It was because that strange figure was a member of the Mystic Demonic House.
A scene that showed that even the Four Kings’ Castle could not act freely before the Mystic Demonic House.
“But that’s… Idrinne belongs to our Four Kings’ Castle.”
[Are you refusing?]
“!!”
At that arrogant tone, the elders of the Four Kings’ Castle hardened their faces.
But still, they could not raise their voices.
[In exchange, our Mystic Demonic House will give the Four Kings’ Castle a gift.]
“A gift?”
[We will help you strike at Christian of the Dark Demonic House.]
“!!”
The strange figure from the Mystic Demonic House continued in a slithering, snake-like voice.
[You of the Four Kings’ Castle are in a difficult position to strike at Grand Duke Christian directly right now because of the matters with the Karn Empire and the Blood Sword Demonic House, are you not? Therefore, our side will lend a hand.]
The elders of the Four Kings’ Castle had surprised expressions.
It was true.
The matter of the Blood Sword Demonic House would be more or less settled once Idrinne was dealt with, but the Karn Empire was a problem.
They had tried to seize control of the Karn Empire’s royal family from behind the scenes, but they were facing difficulties due to the unexpected actions of ‘Aslan the Sword of Light’.
For reference, Aslan the Sword of Light was the person Chris had met before in the Gold Cross, and at that time, Chris had given him a hint about the incident the Four Kings’ Castle would cause within the Karn Empire’s royal family.
In such a situation, if the Four Kings’ Castle were to strike at Christian directly, they would have to fight the Southern Magus Nation to their front and the Karn Empire to their rear simultaneously, something they had to avoid.
“But… is the Mystic Demonic House not also in a difficult position to intervene directly?”
[There is no need for us to act directly. Instead, there is someone who will fight for us.]
An unexpected name came from the mouth of the strange figure from the Mystic Demonic House.
[You can simply use the exiled dog, Marquis Langham.]
“!!”
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                    The elders of the Four Kings’ Castle flinched.
“But… with Marquis Langham’s power alone, it will be impossible to eliminate that cunning Christian.”
It wasn't as if the Four Kings’ Castle hadn't thought of using Marquis Langham.
But they had judged that it wouldn't be easy.
Of course, Marquis Langham is a powerful, high-ranking magus, but there was no way that villainous Christian would go down so meekly.
It might be a different story if Christian entered their territory, but as long as he remained in the lands of the Dark Demonic House, there was a limit to how much they could support Marquis Langham.
[Our side will figure out the method, so just you wait. We will bring you the head of Grand Duke Christian.]
The strange figure from the Mystic Demonic House rose from his seat.
* * *
Afterward, the strange figure from the Mystic Demonic House left the council chamber and entered a deserted forest.
As he stopped as if waiting for someone, another strange figure appeared from within the forest.
On the face that was briefly visible, an inverted cross was engraved.
[Have you secured custody of Idrinne?]
[Yes, they have agreed to hand her over.]
[Good. Idrinne is an important secondary tool for the great work of our Mystic Demonic House, so we absolutely must not lose her.]
A secondary tool. A curious statement.
The strange figure with the inverted cross continued.
[Of course, the best option would be Grand Duke Christian, but we must prepare for the possibility that he is not the foretold ‘chosen one’. Idrinne will be the backup plan.]
An astonishing revelation. It meant the Mystic Demonic House was aiming for something through Christian.
The two from the Mystic Demonic House continued their conversation.
[Your Excellency, the Bishop, do you truly think that Grand Duke Christian is the foretold one?]
[We will find out when we test him through Marquis Langham.]
The strange figure with the inverted cross, called the Bishop, looked to the southwest.
The Southern Magus Nation.
To be precise, in the direction of the Dark Demonic House.
[If Grand Duke Christian is indeed the foretold one, then he will be able to survive.]
* * *
At the Venomous Demonic House, a lavish banquet was being held.
It was a banquet to commemorate the defeat of the Jinok Serpent, and in reality, a venue to express their gratitude to Christian.
“Thanks to you, our Venomous Demonic House was saved. Thank you so much. You are the benefactor of our Venomous Demonic House.”
Duke Huam expressed his gratitude for what felt like the umpteenth time.
It wasn't just Duke Huam. Everyone from the Venomous Demonic House bowed their heads toward Christian.
If it hadn't been for Christian, the Venomous Demonic House would have shed terrible blood and fallen to ruin.
“I certainly did accomplish something great.”
Even when he boasted like this, no one gave him a disapproving look.
Compared to when he first arrived and was treated like a crazy braggart, the way they treated him now was like the difference between heaven and earth.
“Here, have a drink. I’ve prepared the finest liquor of the Venomous Demonic House for you.”
“…I must decline the drink.”
“Why is that? Is it because of your age? What does age matter to a hero like you? I’ll take responsibility, so drink to your heart’s content today!”
“…That’s not it. I just don’t feel well.”
“Nonsense, on a day like this, shouldn’t you get completely drunk? Come on, have a drink! This is the finest liquor, containing the pride of the Venomous Demonic House!”
“…No, gulp, it’s just….”
Chris frowned deeply.
‘Stop it! I want to drink too, but I’m forcing myself to hold back!’
What good was it if it was the finest liquor? The moment he drank it, he would get drunk and pass out.
You ask why he doesn’t just use the ability of Heavenly Poison Immunity?
‘Damn it, if I do that, what’s the point of drinking alcohol.’
Alcohol is delicious because of the buzz. A drink that has its intoxicating effects forcibly removed is nothing but strange, bitter water.
‘I’d rather drink strawberry juice; it's more delicious than drinking alcohol without the alcohol.’
Chris clenched his fists.
‘Since it has come to this, there’s only one hope. If I reach the 8-Star absolute realm, my alcohol tolerance might get stronger.’
It was because of the Dominion.
‘If I unfold my Dominion, I’ll be able to exert authority like an absolute being within it, so I might be able to control the alcohol metabolizing process in my body as I wish.’
It wasn’t a far-fetched idea.
In fact, superhumans at the 8-Star absolute realm, whether knights or martial artists, could control their bodies at will within their Dominions.
…Of course, the idea of unfolding his Dominion just to drink a glass of alcohol was absurd, but Chris was serious.
‘I can’t live a life without alcohol like this! Why do you think I’m suffering through all this hell?!’
Chris swallowed a sigh and brought up another topic.
“By the way, are you sure about this decision?”
He was asking about the Venomous Demonic House joining the Dark Alliance.
Duke Huam nodded.
“Yes, it was a decision I made after much thought.”
A surprisingly straightforward answer.
“Do you know why I—no, why our Venomous Demonic House—readily agreed to join the Dark Alliance? It’s not simply out of gratitude to you.”
In truth.
No matter how great their debt of gratitude was, they weren't necessarily obligated to join the Dark Alliance.
Even though they had made a promise, if the Venomous Demonic House shamelessly refused, there was no way to force them to join.
But surprisingly, Duke Huam had meekly accepted joining the Dark Alliance.
“It’s because I decided that it would be impossible for our Venomous Demonic House to overcome the coming storms in the Magus Empire with our strength alone.”
Duke Huam had a heavy expression on his face.
“The situation is so dire that even the Demon King of Azure Flow is targeting our Venomous Demonic House.”
This was the decisive reason why Duke Huam had hardened his resolve.
Would the Demon King of Azure Flow give up on extending her demonic grasp after just one attempt?
There was absolutely no way she would.
‘Moreover, the Demon King of Azure Flow isn’t the only torrent that will crash upon the Venomous Demonic House in the future.’
Everyone knew that the Four Kings’ Castle was preparing for war.
On top of that, there was the Mystic Demonic House, which had been making unsettling movements recently.
The Magus Empire was about to be shaken by a great, turbulent wave, and the Venomous Demonic House lacked the strength to overcome the crisis alone.
“But how are you going to persuade the Destruction Demonic House?”
For the Dark Alliance to possess true authority, they absolutely had to bring the Destruction Demonic House to its knees.
“The Destruction Demonic House is different from our Venomous Demonic House. They will never accept it.”
Chris nodded.
“I know. But it’s alright. I have a plan for the Destruction Demonic House as well.”
Of course, Chris wasn't taking it lightly either.
‘First, just winning the Dark Rite is a problem. No matter how much I’ve taught them recently, the difference in power between the two houses is drastic.’
And even if they barely managed to win, would the prideful Destruction Demonic House meekly bow its head?
Absolutely not.
‘There’s only one way. Starting with the Dark Rite, I have to completely break the pride of the Destruction Demonic House. To the point where they can never raise their heads again.’
The Destruction Demonic House, likely drunk on the joyful anticipation of crushing the Dark Demonic House in the Dark Rite, probably had no idea.
They had no idea what kind of humiliation they were about to face.
‘After the Destruction Demonic House, it’s the Demon King of Azure Flow.’
Chris’s gaze hardened.
“By the way, Your Grace, do you know why the Demon King of Azure Flow desires the Three Primordial Wells?”
“Hmm, I don’t know for sure. However, I do have one guess.”
“What is it?”
“The Demon King of Azure Flow might be trying to free herself from a curse she received from a Devil through the Three Primordial Wells.”
Chris had a puzzled look on his face.
“A curse?”
“Yes, during her time as the Fairy Queen, the Demon King of Azure Flow made a contract with a Devil to save the World Tree. She received some kind of curse at that time and has been suffering from it ever since. Perhaps she is causing all these incidents because of that curse.”
Chris nodded.
It was information worth remembering.
“Ahem, anyway, since when did you and Marisa get into that kind of relationship again…? An engagement?”
“We called it off.”
“…What?”
“It was a fake. We pretended to be engaged so I could intervene in the Patriarchal Duel, but since I arrived so late, it ended up being meaningless.”
“…I see.”
Duke Huam’s expression turned complicated and subtle.
He had been so happy on the inside, and it was just a fake?
‘What, this scoundrel? He used my daughter? I hope Marisa didn’t get her hopes up for nothing, did she?’
Just then, Marisa appeared.
“You, you, what are you doing?”
“What do you mean? I’m talking with His Grace.”
“Come have a drink with me. I’ll get you a drink. A-as friends, of course!”
“…I can’t drink. You know that. Are you teasing me?”
“Ah, just follow me anyway.”
“Why?”
“Hurry up!”
Marisa dragged Chris away, and the leftover Duke Huam bitterly downed his drink.
“He may be the benefactor of our house, but he’s still annoying.”
* * *
Chris, who had been dragged to the balcony by Marisa, had a puzzled look on his face.
“What’s this all of a sudden?”
“I-I have something to say.”
Marisa stammered with a reddened face, and Chris tilted his head.
“Are you sick? Your face looks strange.”
“Th-that’s not it! It’s not… it’s not….”
Her raised voice suddenly trailed off.
“A-about the fake engagement from last time. I….”
“Ahh.”
Chris realized why Marisa was acting this way and nodded.
“Don’t worry. It was literally just a fake. You don’t have to be concerned, I have absolutely no intention of getting engaged to you again.”
“……”
At the sight of Marisa’s face rapidly darkening as she abruptly shut her mouth, Christian tilted his head.
“What’s wrong?”
“…It’s nothing.”
Marisa hurriedly shook her head.
“I brought you here to say thank you for what you did. Thank you so much.”
Chris tilted his head.
“What’s there to be so formal about? If you’re thankful, then develop a medicine that can strengthen my alcohol tolerance.”
For reference, Marisa’s specialty was the development of poisons and medicines.
“In your dreams! A Non-Alcoholic Constitution is an incurable disease, you know?”
“…No. I will definitely overcome it someday.”
“Anyway, I’ve said what I needed to, so you can go now. I want to be alone.”
“Hmm?”
“Hurry up!!”
Chris frowned and left, and Marisa, left alone, let out a long sigh.
“You scoundrel.”
* * *
Afterward, Christian returned to the Dark Demonic House.
“Waaah!!”
“All hail the Grand Duke!!”
Fervent cheers, as if welcoming a triumphant general, greeted Christian.
It was beyond just achieving a great feat; he had made the Venomous Demonic House stand under the banner of the Dark Demonic House.
It was an achievement that no Patriarch since the Demon King of Annihilation had ever accomplished.
“The Grand Duke might become a figure no less great than the first Patriarch, the Demon King of Annihilation.”
“Of course, for our Grand Duke, that’s more than possible.”
There were quite a few magi of the Dark Demonic House saying such things.
After all, judging by the path Christian had taken so far, he had already surpassed the Demon King of Annihilation’s youth.
It wasn’t just the regular magi who greeted Christian with fervent cheers.
“Christian.”
“Father.”
Starting with Count Khazar, all the important figures of the house had come out to greet Christian.
“I’ve returned.”
Count Khazar shook his head, as if at a loss for words.
“You, what on earth….”
He couldn’t decide whether to rebuke him for his reckless actions at the Venomous Demonic House or to praise him.
In the end, Count Khazar said this:
“I’m glad you returned safely.”
Chris grinned.
Seeing the look of relief on his father’s face, for some reason, he felt like he had come ‘home’.
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                    It was a feeling he had never once felt in his previous life.
‘Come to think of it, this really is home.’
The Dark Demonic House was now his home. Where his family was.
“The Patriarch was unable to come out as his health has not been good recently.”
“Is he in bad condition?”
Count Khazar nodded grimly.
“His condition suddenly worsened, so aside from using his avatar, his real body can barely move.”
At those words, Chris was lost in thought for a moment.
‘Can I really perform a miracle for my grandfather?’
He had obtained the Elixir, but he still couldn’t guarantee the probability of success.
‘It’s not the time to attempt it yet. He’ll have to hold on for just a little longer.’
Just then, a boy standing beside him stepped forward.
“Brother.”
It was Teren.
For reference, Teren had also aged a few years and had grown quite tall.
‘It’s already been well over two years since I first met Teren. But when did this kid get so big? He’s taller than me now, isn’t he?’
This was also influenced by the fact that Chris’s height was relatively short, in the low 170cm range.
Seeing the gaze of Teren, whom he had always thought of as a little kid, now above his own, a peeved Chris spoke in a sarcastic tone.
“Isn’t that form of address a bit impudent?”
“!!”
Teren hurriedly changed his words.
“King Emperor Majesty Brother.”
“Good, have you been training hard? Let’s have a sparring match in a bit.”
“Ah, no, why all of a sudden?”
Teren, who had only stepped forward to express his happiness and respect for his brother, gaped, having suddenly found himself in an awkward situation.
Besides him, there was also Jupien and others.
“Fight me too.”
“…Sparring with you is a hassle.”
“Let’s have a match with this aunt of yours, too.”
“…Aunt?”
“This is Berkel. I also request a lesson from you, Your Grace!”
“The same goes for me, Your Grace!!”
All sorts of high-ranking members of the house were begging Christian for a match.
There was a reason.
‘They’ve all made great achievements.’
Before leaving for the Venomous Demonic House, Chris had taught all the high-ranking members of the Dark Demonic House a direction for their training.
Two months had passed, and it seemed they had all achieved great things.
In other words, these requests for a duel were similar to the actions of a student seeking to have their achievements acknowledged by their teacher.
‘…But are they planning to kill me? Why is everyone’s aura so menacing?’
Christian had an awkward look on his face.
As expected of magi, while requesting a practice match, every single one of them was emitting a murderous aura.
‘Well, I do need to improve their skills further.’
Chris asked Count Khazar.
“What was the Destruction Demonic House’s response regarding the Dark Rite?”
“They accepted immediately.”
“Was there any other message?”
“……”
“Somehow, I feel like the Destruction Demonic House must have said something else. Please tell me.”
Count Khazar was silent for a moment, then spoke.
“They said they would teach our Dark Demonic House its place. That they would crush us thoroughly.”
“!!”
The complexions of those nearby hardened when they heard this.
“Did the Destruction Demonic House really say that, my Lord Count?”
“Even for the Destruction Demonic House, to say such a thing?”
Everyone flushed red with indignation, but Chris, without any particular agitation, thought to himself.
‘Well, it’s a natural reaction, really. The Destruction Demonic House doesn’t consider our Dark Demonic House their equal.’
It was a well-known fact that the Destruction Demonic House looked down on the Dark Demonic House.
“Pay it no mind.”
“But Your Grace!”
“Because we’ll just crush them instead.”
“!!”
The magi of the Dark Demonic House flinched.
“What is the exact date set for the Dark Rite?”
“…Three months from now.”
“That’s so long it makes me want to yawn. It’s more than enough time.”
Chris raised the corners of his mouth and declared to everyone.
“Those bastards from the Destruction Demonic House will taste a terrible humiliation that day. At the hands of our Dark Demonic House.”
* * *
Afterward, Chris spent his time at the Dark Demonic House.
‘Three months. Precious time.’
How he spent these three months would greatly change what happened in the future.
‘First, the important thing is to strengthen the power of the Dark Demonic House as much as possible.’
Although they had grown explosively recently, it still wasn’t enough.
Especially to face the Destruction Demonic House.
‘It’s fine. Three months is a long time.’
Three months is long. A statement that would make others look dumbfounded if they heard it.
But he was serious.
‘If I personally stick to them and teach them, three months is enough for everyone to create a miracle.’
Besides that, he also focused on cultivating his own power.
‘Strengthening myself is also essential. At the minimum, I need to get stronger and reach 7-Star with my Holy Radiance before the Dark Rite.’
He had reached 6-Star not even a few months ago, and now he was aiming for 7-Star?
It was an absurd notion, but he was serious.
‘Raising the level of my dark magic isn’t easy since it’s an ability that encompasses all the powers of darkness, but it’s more than possible to quickly raise just the level of my Holy Radiance.’
The fact that he had recently strengthened his body and soul with the Venom Source also had an effect.
His mental power, body, core, and demonic energy—everything had been tempered, sufficiently preparing the vessel to ascend to 7-Star.
‘I can definitely reach 7-Star with my Holy Radiance within three months. Let’s begin.’
Chris drew his sword. Fwoosh! An Aura Blade flared to life in the empty, secret chamber.
And so, Chris spent his busy days simultaneously fostering the strength of the Dark Demonic House’s magi and focusing on his own training.
Everything was going smoothly, but there was one thing that bothered him.
It was Nordian.
‘His condition is getting worse and worse.’
Chris thought grimly.
‘The probability of a miracle would be higher if I attempted it after my mastery of the Blooming Realm has matured a bit more.’
But it was questionable whether Nordian could hold on until then.
‘I need to buy more time.’
But there was no way.
‘Giving him the Elixir now is not an option.’
In that moment, an item that could help came to Chris’s mind.
‘If I had the True Blood Serum, it might help.’
But he quickly shook his head.
It was an impossible thought.
‘The True Blood Serum is the greatest treasure of the Blood Sword Demonic House. There’s no way I can obtain it.’
In the end, he had to make a choice. The probability of success would be lower, but should he attempt the miracle now?
‘If I delay any longer, I might not even get the chance to try.’
It was the moment he was hardening his resolve. An unexpected person came to see Christian.
“May I have a word with you, Your Grace?”
“Head Butler?”
It was the Head Butler, Simon.
“What is it?”
“I have something urgent to discuss. Could you please follow me?”
Simon, on personal business?
Christian tilted his head and followed behind him.
Simon left the main family’s mansion, then led Chris outside of Barren Castle.
“Where are we going?”
There was a strange atmosphere. Simon’s expression was also different from usual.
The leisurely composure he usually showed was gone, replaced by a stiffly hardened face.
‘What is this?’
He had his doubts, but he didn’t feel any particularly hostile energy, so he followed along meekly.
Finally, they arrived at a secluded forest.
“Head Butler, who is this?”
Chris had a slightly surprised look on his face.
An unfamiliar person was standing there.
‘A True Blood from the Blood Sword Demonic House?’
A Blood Cross emblem was engraved on his temple, indicating he was a high-ranking member of the True Blood Tribe.
“What is the meaning of this, Head Butler?”
“I hope you will please listen to what this man has to say, Your Grace.”
Chris looked at the True Blood vampire from the Blood Sword Demonic House, still with a puzzled expression.
But the vampire’s reaction was strange.
An expression filled with an anxiety unbecoming of the noble True Blood Tribe.
He bit his pale lip hard, then suddenly bowed deeply to Chris.
“My name is Baltrak of the Blood Sword Demonic House. I have come to see you because I have a request, Your Grace!”
“…What are you talking about? A request for me, from the Blood Sword Demonic House?”
Chris felt a sense of bewilderment.
He had no acquaintance whatsoever with the Blood Sword Demonic House.
‘No, is it not entirely without connection? I did receive help from a girl named Lia.’
Chris recalled the bold image of ‘Lia’.
-I will definitely become your friend!
‘She was a kid who seemed pure, unlike someone from the Four Kings’ Castle. It was fun to tease her, I guess?’
In any case, aside from that, he had no particular ties to the Blood Sword Demonic House.
No, strictly speaking, the Blood Sword Demonic House was his enemy.
“Please explain exactly what is going on.”
Chris said coldly to Simon.
“Surely you’re not trying to pull some kind of trick?”
But Simon’s reaction was strange.
His usual sharp demeanor was gone, and he simply bowed his head low.
“Absolutely not, Your Grace. I arranged this meeting because there is a matter that absolutely requires your help.”
“What on earth is it that you would go this far?”
Head Butler Simon gave a look to Baltrak, the True Blood from the Blood Sword Demonic House.
Baltrak gritted his teeth, then spoke in a desperate tone.
“Please save the Grand Duchess of our Blood Sword Demonic House, Countess Idrinne.”
“…What?”
For a moment, Chris’s body went rigid.
…What did he just say?
He hadn’t misheard.
Baltrak knelt before Christian and cried out as if wailing.
“Our house’s Grand Duchess, Countess Idrinne, is dying after being hit by the Grand Art of the Curse Demonic House. I heard that you performed a great miracle at the Venomous Demonic House, Your Grace. Please, with your power, save our Grand Duchess!”
* * *
For a moment, silence fell.
Chris was frozen, unable to properly process the situation.
‘The Blood Drenched Demon King? Why? It can’t be.’
But it didn’t seem like a lie.
‘Why so suddenly?’
His bewilderment was brief, soon replaced by a cold sneer.
‘…In any case, this isn’t a bad thing for me. Whether the Blood Drenched Demon King dies from this Grand Art or not.’
It was a sorry thought for Head Butler Simon, who was worried about his younger sister, but the Blood Drenched Demon King was an existence that absolutely had to die and disappear.
‘If she dies because of this, it would be a welcome event.’
But he quickly shook his head.
‘There’s no way she’ll die.’
Idrinne probably went through the same thing in her previous life.
But she survived just fine and destroyed the world.
‘By the way, she was hit by the Grand Art of the Curse Demonic House? Does this mean Idrinne hasn’t joined hands with the Curse and Necromancy factions yet? It’s about time for her to betray the Blood Sword Demonic House and side with them. The internal affairs of the Four Kings’ Castle are frustrating since I don’t know them well.’
In his previous life, Idrinne betrays the Blood Sword Demonic House and joins hands with the Curse and Necromancy factions.
“What Grand Art of the Curse Demonic House was Grand Duchess Idrinne hit with?”
“It is the ‘Rending of Delusion’.”
Chris flinched.
‘She was hit by the Rending of Delusion, and she survived?’
It was the ultimate Grand Art of the Curse Demonic House.
The activation conditions were difficult, but once it took hold, death was unavoidable.
‘Well, she is the Blood Drenched Demon King, so she must have had some trick up her sleeve.’
Chris shook his head with a smirk.
The Blood Drenched Demon King would survive just fine on her own, no need for the Head Butler to worry.
But in that moment, a thought occurred to Chris, and he froze.
‘No, wait a minute. Come to think of it, isn’t this an opportunity to assassinate the Blood Drenched Demon King?’
Chris swallowed hard.
‘I can approach her under the pretext of healing her, and then kill her.’
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Come to think of it, this was an opportunity that would never come again!
‘If I kill the Blood Drenched Demon King this time, I’ll be able to achieve my goals much more easily.’
The fact that the Four Kings’ Castle was able to overwhelm not only the Magus Empire but also the Alliance was largely due to the contributions of the Blood Drenched Demon King.
The Blood Drenched Demon King, who possessed overwhelming power even among the 9-Star Demon Kings, brutally massacred the Seven Sages, the 9-Star superhumans of the Alliance, leaving the Alliance completely helpless.
‘The Southern Magus Nation was also brutally crushed because of the Blood Drenched Demon King. She was strong enough to bring the Dark Demonic House to its knees all by herself.’
If it hadn’t been for the Blood Drenched Demon King, the Southern Magus Nation would not have fallen so easily, no matter how much it had been weakened by the Demon King of Azure Flow.
‘I have to kill her.’
Although it was a decision that would betray Head Butler Simon, who was full of worry for his younger sister, this was no time to be considerate of such trivial matters.
If he didn’t kill the Blood Drenched Demon King, the people of the entire continent would suffer a tragedy.
The problem was the danger.
‘I have to infiltrate the Four Kings’ Castle.’
He would have to risk his life.
But it was something that had to be done, even if it meant risking his life.
‘I need to think of a method. A way to kill the Blood Drenched Demon King and then escape safely.’
Just then, Baltrak, the True Blood from the Blood Sword Demonic House, remained kneeling and shouted with his head bowed to the ground.
“If you save our Grand Duchess, the Blood Sword Demonic House will never forget your grace!! We will also take responsibility and guarantee your safety!”
Chris tilted his head skeptically.
“How can I trust your words?”
“Pardon?”
“Isn’t it possible that your Blood Sword Demonic House has set a trap to lure me in?”
“Th-that’s not true. W-we really came to find you to save our Grand Duchess. Please believe us.”
Head Butler Simon also shook his head with a desperate look on his face.
“It’s true, Your Grace. I’ll stake my life on it.”
Chris also thought it probably wasn’t a lie.
But he pressed them more harshly.
“And you’ll take responsibility for my safety? How? I doubt your Blood Sword Demonic House even has the strength to withstand the clutches of the Curse and Necromancy factions.”
“……”
If the Curse and Necromancy factions tried to harm Christian, the Blood Sword Demonic House would be powerless to stop them.
“W-we will do our best, staking our lives on it.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Do you think I would go to the Four Kings’ Castle with such an unreliable guarantee?”
Baltrak was rendered speechless.
Chris clicked his tongue as if finding him pathetic, then spoke.
“Where is Grand Duchess Idrinne right now?”
“…She is in the ‘Black Forest,’ where her villa is located.”
It was a relief that she wasn’t staying in the ‘main castle’ of the Four Kings’ Castle.
‘Not that it isn’t still dangerous, though.’
Chris roughly estimated the location of the Black Forest.
A method came to mind.
“Go and bring me the artifact, the ‘Hall of Arches’.”
“!!”
It was a famous artifact.
One that allowed a one-time spatial teleportation to a predetermined location.
Its range was limited to about 100 km, which would allow him to travel from the Black Forest to near the barrier of the Dark Demonic House, ensuring his safety even if a problem arose.
“B-but, as for where the Hall of Arches is, even we…?”
“Go to the Rudolph Merchant Guild.”
Ruina had it.
‘I’ll have to contact Ruina and tell her to rip them off for at least five times the price. I’ll take half of the profits from the overcharge.’
Since it had come to this, he planned to squeeze out everything he possibly could from the Blood Sword Demonic House.
“What reward will you give me in exchange for treating Grand Duchess Idrinne?”
He wasn’t actually going to treat her, but Chris made his demands confidently.
“We will give you anything you desire!!”
“Teach me the ‘Blood Cross,’ the True Essence of the Blood Sword Demonic House’s direct lineage.”
Baltrak flinched.
“Th-that is… the essence of the Bloodline Arts, passed down only to the highest-ranking members of the direct lineage… of the True Blood Tribe….”
“It seems you’re not that desperate. If you refuse, I have nothing more to say.”
“Th-that’s not it! It’s just that it’s impossible for anyone who isn’t of the highest True Blood lineage to learn it!! As you know, the Bloodline Arts are secret techniques specialized for us vampires.”
Chris tilted his head up.
With an arrogant expression that said he didn’t care about such things.
“I’ll handle the learning part myself.”
“…Understood.”
Chris cheered inwardly.
‘Excellent. Normally, this is a True Essence I would never have been able to obtain.’
Dark Demonic Energy was a power that ruled over other forms of darkness. The more types of dark powers he learned, the stronger his Dark Demonic Energy would become.
Especially to broaden the horizons of his Blooming Realm, he had to master powers from as many different fields as possible.
“There’s something else I want. Hand over the True Blood Serum.”
“!!”
Baltrak flinched.
The treasure of the Blood Sword Demonic House, which he needed for Nordian.
“Understood. We will prepare everything.”
“Good, hurry up. I will also prepare the medicine to cure the Rending of Delusion.”
“Yes, we will return as soon as the preparations are complete!”
Fwoosh, Baltrak disappeared.
Afterward, Head Butler Simon bowed his head toward Christian.
“Thank you for granting our request, Your Grace. I will repay this grace with my life.”
Chris gave him a puzzled look for a moment.
‘Does Simon really not know Idrinne’s true nature?’
It was strange.
Simon wasn’t one to be easily deceived, no matter how well his opponent wore a mask.
‘It’s not just Simon. Everyone I’ve met from the Blood Sword Demonic House seems to think well of Grand Duchess Idrinne.’
Even with Baltrak just now, he could feel the deep respect and affection he held for Idrinne.
‘Just how perfect a mask has she been wearing?’
Chris shook his head.
‘In any case, I feel sorry for Simon. But it can’t be helped.’
He felt a sense of guilt, as he had grown somewhat fond of Simon in his own way.
But Simon probably wouldn’t want his younger sister to turn into a devil in the future and commit terrible sins either.
Meanwhile, Simon, unaware of Christian’s inner thoughts, spoke with a look of relief on his face.
“Idrinne is a good child, so she won’t forget the grace she has received from you, Your Grace. She has also wanted to get to know you, so it would be good if this becomes an opportunity for you to become close.”
“…Did you say that Grand Duchess Idrinne wants to get to know me?”
“Yes, that’s right. She often mentioned it in the letters she sent me.”
“…I see.”
Chris had an uncomfortable expression.
‘…I don’t know what she’s thinking. There’s no way she genuinely wants to get close to me. Is she saying that because she’s wary of me?’
In any case, he had no intention of actually doing Idrinne a favor, nor would they ever become friends.
‘I need to prepare a poison to assassinate Idrinne.’
Assassinating her didn’t mean he was going to cut her throat with a knife.
Even if she was afflicted by a curse, with Chris’s current level, there was a high chance he would be the one defeated.
His plan was to pretend to treat her, but instead poison her to death.
‘The problem is, she’ll likely be resistant to any ordinary poison.’
On top of that, there was a difficult condition.
He couldn’t have her die immediately after administering the poison.
Because the magi of the Blood Sword Demonic House wouldn’t let him get away with it.
‘On the surface, I have to create the illusion that the Rending of Delusion is being cured, while in reality, she is slowly being led to her death.’
Only then could he safely collect his reward and escape from the Blood Sword Demonic House.
A condition that was beyond difficult—it was absurd.
‘But I can do it. Because I have both the power of the prestigious House of the Medical Saint, which deals with healing, and the power of the Venomous Demonic House, which deals with death.’
It was an operation that only Chris could pull off.
He hurried with his preparations.
He contacted the Venomous Demonic House and received the necessary items, and also procured ingredients from the Rudolph Merchant Guild.
“Ohoho, please take as much as you like, Your Grace. I’ll give you a special discount today.”
Ruina greeted Chris with a seductive laugh.
This was because she was in high spirits, having ripped off Baltrak from the Blood Sword Demonic House for an enormous sum when selling him the ‘Hall of Arches’.
“You know that half of the amount you overcharged the Blood Sword Demonic House is my share, right?”
“Tch.”
Ruina’s expression instantly turned cold.
“What?! After all the trouble I’ve been through, can’t you just let me have this much as my share?!”
“I don’t think I’ve ever made you work for free.”
“W-well, that’s true, but….”
Ruina’s voice trailed off.
Whatever she said, it was an undeniable fact that Chris always compensated her with more than enough to make up for the hell he put her through.
“Don’t get hung up on such petty cash. An opportunity to make an incomparable amount of money will be coming soon.”
“Wait, what are you talking about?”
Ruina’s eyes went wide.
Up until now, Chris had always orchestrated things on an enormous scale.
But a money-making opportunity that was incomparable to all that?
It was the moment an ominous feeling surged up Ruina’s spine.
“Ahh, it’s because I have a plan to clean out the Holy Empire.”
“!!”
Ruina’s face turned white.
“W-what?! You’re joking, right? Come on, surely, hoho, even you, Your Grace, wouldn’t think of messing with the madmen of the Holy Empire?”
“I’m serious. Have you ever seen me joke?”
“……” 
Chris thought to himself.
‘It’s necessary to bring the Destruction Demonic House to its knees.’
The Destruction Demonic House is different from the Venomous Demonic House. I’ll have to completely crush their pride to make them kneel.
His plan was to use the Holy Empire.
‘It’s more than possible. I just have to reverse-engineer the scheme that the Demon King of Azure Flow has set in motion.’
The Demon King of Azure Flow had also extended her demonic clutches to the Destruction Demonic House.
Chris planned to use that conspiracy to achieve his own goals.
“I’m not doing it! Who are you trying to kill?! You’re just going to make me do something dangerous again! Even if I am crazy about money?!”
“Even though you might be able to win the favor of the Holy Emperor?”
“……” 
Ruina shut her mouth abruptly.
The Emperor of the Holy Empire.
“I think this is an opportunity that could be of decisive help in achieving your ‘goal,’ don’t you?”
Ruina’s expression, unlike usual, hardened.
“Your Grace, how much do you know about my goal?”
“Well, I don’t know the specifics. However, I know about your origins and what your clan went through, so I’m just guessing based on that.”
Ruina bit her lip hard.
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“Well, don’t be so wary. I’m cheering for your goal, after all.”
“…Really?”
“Yes. Aren’t you cooperating with me in the hope that I will become a source of strength for you when I rise to the top of the Magus Empire?”
That was right.
The reason Ruina always followed Chris’s words, despite her constant grumbling, wasn’t just because of the money, but because she was betting on the possibility that Chris would one day take control of the Magus Empire.
“…I understand. In exchange, you can’t make me do another dangerous job, okay?”
“You seem to worry too much. For a merchant, aren’t you overly timid? You need to think bigger.”
“Eek! How can you say that! If I do something like that in the Holy Empire, I could really get killed!!!”
Chris didn’t deny it.
‘Since I’ll have to mess with the Fanatic Order, it’s true that she could really die.’
Well, there was no need to tell her the unnecessary details in advance and make her tremble with anxiety
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                    “Ah, and I’d like to receive my payment in advance.”
“…Pardon?”
“Since I’m planning to give you a big opportunity, isn’t it only right that you compensate me separately? I’ll take it upfront.”
Ruina gaped, looking dumbfounded.
But Chris, without a care, shamelessly held out a list of documents.
“I’m in the process of strengthening the retainers of the Dark Demonic House, and it seems we’re short on elixirs. So, I’ll be accepting a little ‘sponsorship’ from your merchant guild.”
“……”
“Here, procure the items written here and send them to the Dark Demonic House. Well then, I’ll be on my way.”
After Chris vanished in a flash, Ruina, who had been staring blankly at the list of elixirs Chris had demanded, spat out a curse.
“You crazy devil bastard!!”
* * *
‘Well, this much should be fine. It’s not an amount she can’t procure.’
It wasn’t just one or two elixirs he needed, since he was going to distribute them among the high-ranking magi of the Dark Demonic House, but Ruina was the owner of the auction house.
She would be able to get them for much cheaper than the market price, so the blow to her merchant guild would be smaller than one might think.
‘If we clean out the Holy Empire, she’ll make an amount of money that makes the cost of these elixirs look like nothing. If anything, she should be grateful to me.’
And, among the medicinal ingredients he had requested from Ruina, there were also materials for the poison he would use on the Blood Drenched Demon King.
However, he had requested a large quantity of medicinal herbs used for healing, not poisonous ones, and there was a reason.
‘I need to create a poison using the secret art of the prestigious House of the Medical Saint, the Realm of the Medical Saint.’
The poison Chris was now planning to use on the Blood Drenched Demon King was no simple poison.
In essence, it could be called an elixir.
A supreme elixir, at that, one that could even cure the Rending of Delusion that the Blood Drenched Demon King had been afflicted with.
‘However, the subtle principles of the Realm of the Medical Saint will make it act as a poison that deals a more fatal blow than any other toxin to an evil person.’
In other words, it was a medicine that would act as a supreme elixir for a good person, and as a poison more fatal than any other for an evil person.
‘There’s no way an ordinary poison would work on the Blood Drenched Demon King, so I specifically prepared this kind of poison.’
But, in that moment, some bothersome voices flashed through his mind.
The voices of Simon and the True Blood vampire, Baltrak, whom he had met a short while ago.
‘Both of them believed in the Blood Drenched Demon King steadfastly.’
Chris shook his head.
The truth will be revealed once she takes the medicine.
‘The greater the evil harbored by the target, the more fatal the effect will be. If the Blood Drenched Demon King is the horrific devil I know her to be, she won’t be able to escape death.’
Afterward, Chris went to see Count Khazar and told him that he would be visiting the Blood Sword Demonic House.
Count Khazar tried to dissuade Chris with a worried look.
“You’re going to the Four Kings’ Castle? It’s too dangerous.”
“It is something that is absolutely necessary for the future. Don’t worry too much. I will return safely.”
Count Khazar sighed.
“I understand. You wouldn’t listen even if I tried to stop you anyway. In that case, you must be careful.”
After preparing to leave, while he was waiting for Baltrak, an unexpected person came to see Chris.
“It’s been a while. Have you been well?”
“Sister.”
It was the refreshing woman, Yulian!
“Weren’t you at the barrier, Sister?”
Yulian had been monitoring Marquis Langham, who was exiled to the barrier under Chris’s orders.
“Ahh, something came up.”
“What is it?”
Chris instantly felt a sense of foreboding.
“I think it would be best for you to cancel your trip to the Blood Sword Demonic House.”
“Why is that?”
“Langham’s movements are suspicious.”
“!!”
Yulian said with a heavy gaze.
“He secretly met with someone. It’s clear they’re targeting you. Entering the territory of the Four Kings’ Castle in this situation is dangerous.”
“Did you confirm who he met with?”
“I tried to peek with the Eye of the Spirit, but I failed. However, it was a person who was emitting a powerful demonic aura.”
Meaning a Devil contractor.
‘Someone from the Four Kings’ Castle?’
The place where Devil contractors were most concentrated in the Magus Empire was the Four Kings’ Castle.
But there was something that didn't add up.
‘But if it were someone from the Four Kings’ Castle, they wouldn’t expose their demonic aura so openly, would they?’
The Four Kings’ Castle was the most lenient toward Devil contracts in the Magus Empire. But that didn’t mean its members went around proudly revealing that they were Devil contractors.
Across the entire continent, there was only one group that proudly displayed their demonic aura.
‘Could it be… the Mystic Demonic House?’
The moment he thought of that name, a chill ran down his spine.
It was a possibility.
‘The Mystic Demonic House and the Four Kings’ Castle are on the same side, after all. And I have a bad history with them because of the patera incident.’
Of course, it wasn’t certain.
But it seemed he couldn’t rule out the possibility.
Chris’s face grew serious.
‘If Marquis Langham really did meet with someone from the Mystic Demonic House, this is a big problem.’
The danger posed by the Mystic Demonic House was incomparable to that of the Four Kings’ Castle.
“I have a bad feeling about this. I think it would be best for you to lay low for a while.”
She was right.
He was already heading into the lion’s den, and if Marquis Langham was targeting him from behind as well, he could fall into a life-or-death crisis.
But.
“No, it’s fine. I will go to the Four Kings’ Castle as planned.”
“You…?”
Yulian had a surprised look on her face.
But Chris thought with determined eyes.
‘This is my chance to kill the Blood Drenched Demon King. I have to accept any risk.’
There was also another, more important reason.
‘In any case, Marquis Langham is an enemy that must be eliminated. I can’t drag this out any longer.’
In the first place, the reason he had sent Marquis Langham to the barrier was to lure him into a trap and make him self-destruct.
Of course, him meeting with the Mystic Demonic House was unexpected, but that didn’t mean there were no countermeasures.
‘The one fortunate thing is that those bastards from the Mystic Demonic House have restrictions on using their power.’
It was because of the checks from the Celestial Realm.
If I aim for that weakness, there should be a way.
Chris looked straight at Yulian.
“In any case, don’t you also want to get revenge on that damn bastard, Langham, Sister?”
“!!”
In that moment, a horrifying killing intent filled Yulian’s eyes.
There was only one reason Yulian was living now.
Revenge.
“…Of course I do.”
“Let’s finish it.”
Chris declared coldly.
“I will eliminate Langham with this opportunity.”
Afterward, Baltrak arrived, and they immediately left for the Four Kings’ Castle.
Simon couldn’t follow as he had many enemies in the Blood Sword Demonic House.
Since they had the Hall of Arches anyway, bringing other escorts would only attract attention, so only Mari came along.
The first destination was Marquis Shupen’s territory, where the barrier was located.
Fwoosh!
After traveling through the gate connected to the main house, a familiar face was waiting for them.
“It’s been a while. Greetings, Your Grace.”
A magus with an aura like a sharpened blade.
It was Marquis Shupen!
‘He’s properly reached 8-Star.’
It seemed Marquis Shupen had made great progress while he was away. He possessed an incomparably intense aura compared to before.
“Congratulations on your achievement.”
“It is all thanks to you, Your Grace.”
Unlike before, Marquis Shupen was now using polite, formal language.
He looked as if he had pledged his complete loyalty to Chris.
“By the way, did you say you are going to the territory of the Four Kings’ Castle? Won’t that be too dangerous? Of course, I believe in you, Your Grace, but…”
Marquis Shupen glanced at Baltrak, who was wearing a hood.
In that moment, a grim and imposing aura pressed down on Baltrak.
“Keep this in mind. If you pull any tricks on His Grace, I won’t leave a single one of you disgusting bloodsuckers from the Blood Sword Demonic House alive.”
“!!”
Baltrak’s face turned white, and his fingertips trembled.
Even though Baltrak was also at the 6-Star level in his own right, he was completely overwhelmed by the aura.
“D-don’t worry. I swear on our house’s Blood Cross that I will protect His Grace thoroughly, so that not a single hair on his head is harmed.”
“Hmph. The smell of blood is irritating. You, get out. I have something to discuss with the Grand Duke separately.”
When the two were left alone, Marquis Shupen spoke.
“By the way, Your Grace, you are truly incredible. To be 6-Star already.”
Marquis Shupen observed Christian with a look of admiration.
And he wasn’t just any 6-Star.
Marquis Shupen realized that Chris had achieved a level of mastery incomparable to any other ordinary 6-Star.
“You are also incredible, Marquis. You are now a complete 8-Star.”
“No, it is not enough.”
Marquis Shupen shook his head.
“I must become much stronger than I am now. To protect the Dark Demonic House.”
It wasn’t humility.
Marquis Shupen’s current level was low 8-Star.
Although it was a great achievement on par with Duke Huam, the Patriarch of the Venomous Demonic House, it was not enough to face the storms that would soon rage.
“That is why I have something to say to you, Your Grace.”
“What is it?”
“Please, help me become stronger.”
“!!”
Marquis Shupen said with blazing eyes.
“I heard that you helped the magi of the main house with their achievements, Your Grace. Please help me as well.”
Chris had an expression of surprise.
In fact, Chris did have a plan to help Marquis Shupen with his achievement.
However, a master at Marquis Shupen’s level typically has a firmly established world of their own and doesn’t easily listen to others’ advice, so he had been wondering how to bring it up, but the Marquis had spoken first.
“As it happens, I have prepared a gift for you right here, Marquis.”
“Is this the famous ‘Illusion Stone of Enlightenment’ from Your Grace?”
“…Well, I don’t remember giving it such a grand name, but that should be it. And while you are training with the Illusion Stone, please take this medicine midway through.”
“What is it?”
“It is a poison that will inflict a fatal wound on your core.”
“!!”
After examining the poison, Marquis Shupen’s eyes widened.
“Isn’t this a 7-Star miracle-level poison from the Venomous Demonic House? Even for someone like me, I wouldn’t be able to survive taking a poison like this.”
“I know. Even a Marquis like you would suffer a fatal wound.”
“And yet?”
“Marquis, becoming stronger in a short period of time is no easy task.”
“!!”
“Especially for someone who has achieved as much as you.”
Even for Chris, it was not possible to easily raise the achievement of a magus at the 8-Star absolute realm in a short time.
A drastic prescription was needed.
‘Only a crisis on the verge of his core collapsing would allow him to achieve a breakthrough.’
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“I believe in you, Marquis, but if you don’t have the confidence to succeed, you don’t have to do it. It is certainly true that it is dangerous.”
Marquis Shupen chuckled at the transparent provocation.
“…Now that you’ve put it that way, I can’t back down. Very well. I will definitely achieve a breakthrough and knock that arrogant nose of yours down a peg.”
“I’ll be looking forward to it.”
“However, I will postpone taking this medicine for a little while. I must prepare for any unforeseen circumstances until you return safely, Your Grace.”
Marquis Shupen sighed.
“If I could, I would like to accompany you myself, but if I, the commander of the barrier, were to move, it would only attract more attention from the Four Kings’ Castle, so it can’t be helped.”
Chris brought up another topic.
“By any chance, how is Langham doing?”
“As per his punishment, he is being treated as a common soldier.”
“He must be having a hard time.”
“He’s getting what he deserves. It was merciful enough not to cut off his head. However, we are keeping a close watch on him, as we don’t know when he might cause trouble.”
Marquis Shupen said with concern.
“Perhaps he might even target you during your visit, Your Grace. I will ensure strict control so that no news of your activities reaches Langham’s ears.”
“No, there’s no need for that.”
“Pardon?”
Marquis Shupen had a puzzled expression.
“Your Grace, surely you don’t mean…?”
Chris lowered his voice, then explained his plan regarding Langham.
Marquis Shupen’s eyes began to widen as if they would tear.
* * *
Before crossing the barrier, Chris decided to throw out some ‘bait’ to lure Marquis Langham.
“Who is in charge of Langham?”
“I am.”
Baron Sanin, the youngest of the Five Captains, stepped forward.
He was Marquis Shupen’s son, and a figure who had once suffered a harsh defeat at Chris’s hands.
“Take me to Langham.”
They headed toward the barracks where the common soldiers of the Dark Demonic Legion were staying.
“Salute the Grand Duke!!”
“Sir!!!”
The soldiers froze stiff and saluted.
Chris patted the soldiers’ shoulders.
“As it happens, I had business at the barrier, so I came by to commend you for your hard work. You are all working hard.”
“Thank you!!”
It was a grateful occasion to be commended by the Grand Duke himself, but the unit commanders had tense expressions.
There was a reason.
Everyone swallowed hard and carefully averted their gazes.
Standing in the unit’s formation was a figure with a presence completely different from the other common soldiers.
It was Langham.
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                    Langham had a horrifying look in his eyes, as if he had guessed the intention behind Chris’s visit.
Just then, Mari, who had followed Chris, spoke as if tattling.
[Ohoho, Young Master. There’s an old soldier over there giving you a nasty look, you know?]
“!!”
Everyone gasped as Mari smiled and pointed at Langham.
[How dare you look at the Young Master whom I love. Shall I gouge out those impudent eyeballs of yours? Shall I turn you into a middle-aged blood juice?]
As expected of Mari.
Even with Langham as her target, she was relentless in her taunting.
Chris shook his head.
“That’s enough. He’s a hopeless case anyway. What kind of manners can you expect from a man who doesn’t even care what happens to his own house?”
“!!”
Langham bit his lip hard.
Chris let out a sneer, then strode directly toward Langham.
“It’s been a while. You’re working hard.”
“……”
“How is it? Finding it manageable?”
It was the tone used for treating someone as a complete subordinate.
Langham’s face turned white with humiliation.
“No answer. Are you perhaps dissatisfied?”
“…I am not.”
“Looking at your face, I’d say that’s not true. You look full of dissatisfaction. I don’t know with what audacity you’re holding your head so high.”
“!!”
Langham bit his lip hard in humiliation.
But Chris didn’t stop there.
“It seems you don’t understand my words. Or perhaps you’ve forgotten what crime you committed to end up here?”
“…I have not.”
“Then how dare a sinner like you show such an impudent attitude toward the Grand Duke? If you’re a sinner, then show the proper respect befitting a sinner.”
The attitude a sinner should take.
He was telling him to kneel.
Grind.
Langham gritted his teeth. His entire body trembled with rage.
The surrounding soldiers also held their breath in tension.
But Chris did not retract his words.
“You still don’t seem to understand. Or should I take this attitude of yours as proof that you are harboring treason in your heart?”
In the end, Langham had no choice but to obey.
An unbearable killing intent raged in the eyes of Langham, who was kneeling with his head bowed.
But his ordeal did not end there.
[Ohoho, I can see him glaring~ Young Master, this one isn’t reflecting on his actions at all, is he?]
Whoosh, Mari brought her face right up to the kneeling Langham’s and tattled.
Chris sighed as if he couldn’t help it, then spoke to Sanin, who had followed him.
“Such an impure attitude. As expected, his loyalty to the main house is questionable. Isn’t that right?”
“That’s right, Your Grace. He is a problem soldier that our legion has been keeping a close eye on as it is.”
Sanin readily played along.
“When a soldier is suspected of harboring ulterior motives, how does the Dark Demonic Legion handle it?”
“We confine them in the Thunder Prison and confirm whether they have been colluding with enemy forces. After a thorough interrogation confirms there are no issues, they are returned to the barracks.”
“Then I know how we should handle this problem soldier.”
Baron Sanin nodded firmly.
“Take this soldier to the Thunder Prison.”
“!!”
The unit commanders exchanged glances, then approached Langham.
Langham clenched his fists tightly.
But he couldn’t resist.
After leaving one last murderous glare for Christian, he was dragged off to the Thunder Prison.
After Langham disappeared, Sanin asked.
“I did as you ordered, but will this be alright? He certainly won’t stay quiet.”
There was no way Langham would endure such a humiliation.
“Of course not. It’s fine. In fact, it’s what I’m hoping for.”
That’s right, Chris had deliberately provoked Langham just now.
“What do you mean by that?”
“There’s something I need the Dark Demonic Legion to prepare.”
Chris lowered his voice, and Sanin, after a moment of bewilderment, grinned.
And just like that.
The trap to strike at Langham had been set.
* * *
Afterward, they crossed the barrier and headed for the villa where the Blood Drenched Demon King was.
Not only could they not use a warp gate, but they also had to avoid being seen by the other forces of the Four Kings’ Castle, so it was not an easy journey.
The one fortunate thing was that one of Chris’s professions in his previous life had been a guide.
Moving without being detected by others was something he was better at than anyone else.
“Incredible. Have you perhaps been to the main castle’s territory before?”
‘This isn’t my first time,’ Chris thought to himself.
He had indeed come to raid the Four Kings’ Castle with the Hero’s party.
Though the results weren’t good.
“In any case, thank you so much. Our Blood Sword Demonic House will never forget your grace, Your Grace.”
“…Don’t mention it.”
He answered curtly, not wanting to engage in a long conversation, and fortunately, they were able to arrive at their destination safely.
“This is our house’s villa.”
Deep in a forest covered with black trees, a small manor could be seen.
‘Is the Blood Drenched Demon King in there?’
The memory of the bloodbath caused by the Blood Drenched Demon King in his previous life came to mind.
Thinking that the horrific archdevil was just beyond, a cold feeling sank into his chest.
‘Calm down. What comes next is important.’
Soon, with a creak, the gate opened and a group of people appeared.
They were vampires.
‘They’re all of the True Blood Tribe. A powerful force.’
Their numbers were not large. But perhaps because they were here to guard the Grand Duchess, every one of them was a powerful warrior.
At least 4-Star and above. 5-Stars and 6-Stars were not uncommon, and from the middle-aged woman standing at the head of the group, in particular, he could feel an aura that made his skin crawl.
‘At least high 7-Star or above. Who is she?’
A person of that level should be someone he had definitely heard of, but he had no memory of seeing her face in his previous life.
Baltrak whispered to him.
“That is Dame Deborah, the commander of our house’s strongest military force, the Order of the Blood Cross Knights.”
“!!”
As expected, she was a famous figure.
‘One of the representative powerhouses of the Blood Sword Demonic House.’
However, Deborah was famous for a different reason than the power she possessed.
‘She was one of the people who met a particularly cruel death at the hands of the Blood Drenched Demon King.’
In the not-too-distant future, Idrinne, after betraying the Blood Sword Demonic House and siding with the Necromancy and Curse factions, would cause a horrific bloodbath in her own family’s house.
She inflicted particularly cruel deaths on those who were close to her, and Deborah was one of those victims.
‘Wasn’t she said to be Idrinne’s childhood nanny? A tragic figure.’
While he was clicking his tongue inwardly, Deborah approached Christian.
“Are you Grand Duke Christian of the Dark Demonic House?”
“I am.”
Deborah stared at Christian for a moment with firm, unwavering eyes.
Then.
She suddenly knelt and bowed her head!
“Thank you so much for coming here. Please, save our young lady!!”
It wasn’t just Deborah.
All the True Blood vampires standing behind her also knelt toward Christian and shouted in one voice.
“Please, save our Grand Duchess!!”
Chris frowned at their desperate cries.
He asked, partly to dig up some information about the Blood Drenched Demon King.
“I will do my best. By the way, your loyalty to the Grand Duchess is quite remarkable. I’m a little surprised.”
The members of the Blood Sword Demonic House exchanged glances for a moment, then nodded.
“It is because the Grand Duchess is our benefactor.”
“…A benefactor, you say?”
“Yes, among those present here, there is not a single one who has not received the Grand Duchess’s help at least once. The Grand Duchess is the pillar of our Blood Sword Demonic House, our hope, and the benefactor of us all.”
In other words.
Originally, the Blood Sword Demonic House was divided into several factions and was engaged in horrific internecine conflict.
It was during that process that Head Butler Simon had to kill his own clansmen and defect to the Dark Demonic House.
‘And Idrinne was the one who quelled that chaos?’
And that wasn't all.
There was no way she could receive this kind of respect just by seizing power.
While bringing the opposing factions to their knees, Idrinne made it her principle to shed as little blood as possible.
Of course, she decisively punished those who committed unforgivable crimes, but otherwise, she showed mercy and won their hearts instead.
Afterward, while reigning as the Vampire Princess of the Blood Sword Demonic House, it is said that she looked after the circumstances of each and every one of her retainers and gave them her aid.
She had acted just like a benevolent ruler.
‘…What kind of nonsense is this.’
Chris had an uncomfortable expression.
He could see that the vampires’ eyes were filled with respect for Idrinne.
Chris felt a sense of confusion at this completely unexpected story about the Blood Drenched Demon King.
In particular, there was one thing that bothered him.
‘The look in the eyes of her close aide, Deborah.’
No matter how much one could feign virtue to the public, it was not easy to completely hide one’s true nature, even from close aides.
But both her older brother, Simon, and her nanny, Deborah, seemed completely unaware of Idrinne’s hypocrisy.
In that case, there were two possibilities.
Either she was putting on a perfect act of hypocrisy even to those close to her.
‘…Or it wasn’t hypocrisy.’
Just in case, a one-in-a-million chance.
It was also possible that she had been transformed for some reason.
‘If I make her take my poison, I’ll be able to find out what the truth is.’
He shook off his confusion and brought up another topic.
“I will be able to receive my reward for certain, right?”
“Of course. If you cure the Grand Duchess, we will give you our house’s Secret Art, the ‘Blood Cross,’ and our treasure, the ‘True Blood Serum.’”
Chris nodded.
“Then, please guide me to Grand Duchess Idrinne.”
“This way.”
But in that moment, something strange suddenly happened.
[Wait… everyone, stop.]
“!!”
Everyone flinched.
Suddenly, a damp, sinister aura filled the area.
An aura colder than ice. A feeling that was unpleasant and sent shivers down one’s spine.
Chris realized the identity of the aura and swallowed hard.
‘Death Energy!’
It wasn’t the Evil Energy of Gehenna.
It was the unique aura of those who deal with death.
When he turned his head, a strange figure stood there, emitting a murky, white demonic aura of death.
[It seems a rat has crept into the territory of the main castle. May I have a look?]
The figure of a skeleton in a robe.
It was a Lich from the Necromancy Demonic House.
* * *
Lich.
It refers to the highest-ranking necromancers of the Necromancy Demonic House who have rejected death and turned themselves into undead.
By immersing their souls in the river of death, they become able to command the power of death more strongly than when they were alive.
‘This is the biggest reason why the Necromancy Demonic House was able to reign as one of the two strongest families in the Magus Empire, the Heaven Above Heavens.’
Originally, the Necromancy Demonic House was not particularly prominent. This was because while their power to control spirits and the undead was strong, its limitations were also clear.
Although they held an overwhelming advantage on large-scale battlefields, they were at a great disadvantage in small-scale battles between high-ranking magi.
But about 150 years ago, the story changed with the perfection of the secret art of the Lich.
As the highest-ranking magi no longer died and instead continuously became undead, accumulating as military power, the Necromancy Demonic House experienced explosive growth.
In the present day, they possess the strongest military power after the Mystic Demonic House, a force so great that they alone are capable of overwhelming the most powerful nation in the Alliance, the Karn Empire.
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                    ‘Fortunately, that bag of bones doesn’t seem to be an Elder Lich of 8-Star or higher.’
Chris assessed the Lich’s power with a hardened expression.
‘Still, I can’t let my guard down. Only the highest-ranking necromancers of at least 7-Star can become a Lich.’
In other words, that Lich also possessed power of 7-Star or higher.
Of course, if the forces gathered here from the Blood Sword Demonic House were to combine their strength, they would be able to face the Lich.
The problem was what would come after.
‘If we fight this Lich, reinforcements will swarm from the Four Kings’ Castle. In the worst-case scenario, I can escape with the Hall of Arches, but…’
Then, the plan to assassinate the Blood Drenched Demon King would come to nothing.
[You rat, who are you?]
The Lich stared straight at Chris, the demonic energy shimmering in its empty eye sockets flashing.
For reference, Chris was currently disguised with the Insignia of the Constellation, so it was difficult to discern his identity from his appearance.
The one fortunate thing was that it didn't seem to have come here knowing Chris's identity.
It seemed that it had appeared after a stranger showed up while it was secretly monitoring Idrinne.
“I am a healer from the Venomous Demonic House who has come to treat the Grand Duchess, Countess Idrinne.”
Since it had come to this, he could only hope to get through it without a conflict.
“According to the decree set by His Majesty the Demon Emperor, I understand that healers are free to cross borders for the sake of their patients.”
But the Lich did not back down so easily.
[I don’t believe you. For now, follow me. I will take you to the main castle for interrogation.]
A sinister voice continued.
[If I tear you to shreds, you’ll tell the truth, won’t you.]
Chris’s expression hardened.
‘No matter what my identity is, he has no intention of letting me live peacefully.’
Just then, Deborah, who was standing beside him, stepped forward with a cold gaze.
“Shut up, you skeleton. This person is an honored guest of our house, so stop your rudeness and get lost.”
[Kekeke, how amusing.]
The Lich let out a scornful laugh.
[Do you think this one cares about the likes of your Blood Sword Demonic House?]
“!!”
[Do not forget, the only reason your Blood Sword Demonic House has survived until now is entirely due to our mercy.]
It was a statement that completely looked down on the Blood Sword Demonic House.
The faces of the vampires, including Deborah, flushed with anger, and the situation escalated to the brink of an explosion.
Just then, a message sent by Deborah reached Chris’s ear.
-I am so sorry for this situation. I had no idea we were being monitored. This is all our fault. We will take responsibility and deal with that skeleton.
But Chris shook his head.
‘We can’t fight. If follow-up forces arrive, the situation will become uncontrollable.’
There was only one way.
He had to eliminate him in one blow before he could call for support.
Chris sent a message to Deborah.
-I will take care of that one, so please just stand by and watch.
-G-Grand Duke?
-I have a way.
Ignoring her bewildered voice, Chris stepped forward toward the Lich.
“If you cannot trust me, there is a simple way.”
[What is it?]
“Check my core for yourself, right here and now.”
Everyone flinched.
If he did that, his identity would inevitably be revealed. Because his Dark Demonic Energy would be exposed.
No, beyond that, it was an act no different from entrusting his very lifeline to another.
-G-Grand Duke? That’s…?
But Chris spoke to the Lich without wavering.
“I believe this should be enough to dispel your suspicions.”
[Kekeke, very well. Hold out your hand.]
To check a core, one must directly infuse their demonic energy to observe the opponent’s interior.
As mentioned before, it was an incredibly perilous act.
In truth, the Lich had no intention of letting Chris go peacefully, regardless of his identity.
He intended to destroy his core and lead him to his death.
But Chris held out his hand without hesitation, and everyone watched the scene with anxious eyes.
‘Should I stop him, even now?’
Deborah clenched her fists tightly. But she stopped herself abruptly because she recalled a story she had heard before.
-Nanny, do you know what one must do to make a friend?
It was something Idrinne had said.
-I want to become friends with Grand Duke Christian.
Deborah had served Idrinne for a long time, but it was the first time she had ever heard her say such a thing.
‘Grand Duke Christian is someone my lady has acknowledged.’
Therefore, Deborah did not interfere rashly and just watched Christian.
Finally.
The Lich’s bony hand touched Christian’s.
Fwoosh.
The white demonic energy entered Chris’s body, and the Lich let out a surprised sound.
[This is? Dark Demonic Energy? Don’t tell me, you are?]
The Lich grew agitated and raised its aura.
[How dare you come to the main castle so fearlessly!! I’ll kill you right now!]
“No!! Stop!!”
Deborah screamed.
But it was too late.
Once a struggle of demonic energy like this began, there was no way to undo it.
The demonic energy of the one with greater power would crush the opponent’s core.
[You fool. It seems you induced this struggle of demonic energy, trusting in the attribute of Dark Demonic Energy which holds superiority over other demonic energies, but it is useless.]
The Lich had been accumulating demonic energy for over 100 years.
No matter how strong Dark Demonic Energy was, there was an insurmountable difference in the absolute quantity of demonic energy.
Fwaaaah!
The profound white demonic energy surged like a tidal wave, and it was the moment the faces of all who were watching turned pale.
Something unexpected happened.
Drip.
Suddenly, the flood of white demonic energy stopped.
[W-what?]
A bewildered tone flowed from the Lich’s mouth.
An energy he had never felt before.
A bizarre aura was shattering the Lich’s white demonic energy to pieces.
[Th-this aura is?]
It wasn’t Dark Demonic Energy.
It was a type of energy completely unknown even to the Lich, who had lived for over 100 years.
It was an aura of darkness, yet it was as clear and pure as a righteous light.
“Ahh, this is called Heavenly Poison.”
[Poison… you say? This is?]
Chris let out a smirk.
“Yes, it’s a poison specialized in dealing with disgusting bastards like you.”
[!!]
The Lich struggled, drawing upon its power, but it was meaningless before the Heavenly Poison.
Life and death are the most absolute laws of the world. Therefore, the existence of a Lich was the pinnacle of impurity.
The Heavenly Poison instantly scattered the Lich’s white demonic energy, then seeped directly into its body.
And then.
Fwaaaaaah!
It burned the Lich away as if purifying it.
[Kuaaaaaargh!!]
With a horrific scream, the Lich was annihilated and disappeared.
It happened in such an instant that there was no time to call for help from the Four Kings’ Castle.
But it wasn’t the end.
Fwoooosh!
Suddenly, an immense power began to surge from the Lich’s corpse.
The vampires, pale-faced, shouted.
“It’s a spirit rampage!!”
“We have to get back!!”
The necromancers of the Necromancy Demonic House are beings who command spirits, evil spirits from Gehenna, and the undead as their familiars.
They keep their familiars bound within a special magical tool of the Necromancy Demonic House called a ‘Death Cube,’ and when the master dies suddenly like this, the Death Cube loses its function and the familiars trapped inside go on a rampage.
“Get back, Your Grace! We will stop it!”
But Chris once again did something incomprehensible.
“It’s alright. Calm down.”
“What?”
“I will handle this.”
Chris looked toward the Lich’s corpse, or more precisely, toward where the Death Cube was.
An immense power that looked ready to explode at any moment was surging, but when Chris extended his hand.
Fizzle.
Suddenly, the rampaging energy quieted down, as if water had been poured on a fire.
“…What?”
The vampires, including Deborah, stared with wide eyes.
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
‘I manipulated the scattering energy of the Lich with the dominating power of my Dark Demonic Energy to reinforce the formula and prevent the Death Cube from collapsing.’
It was too much to explain in detail, so he just said curtly, “Well, it was a simple matter for me.”
“……”
“In any case, I’ll be taking this.”
Chris snatched the Death Cube with his hand and whistled.
‘What a windfall! To think I’d get my hands on such high-level spirits.’
If this had been a proper battle, he wouldn’t have been able to acquire such spoils of war.
This was because the familiars that were outside the Death Cube were fated to rampage and then scatter and disappear the moment their master died.
But thanks to the fact that the Death Cube had been preserved intact, they had fallen squarely into Chris’s hands.
Since these were familiars that the Lich had gathered for over 100 years, an enormous number of spirits were contained within.
‘Of course, I won’t be able to control them right away.’
The dark magic of the Necromancy Demonic House was thoroughly shrouded in secrecy, so Christian was a complete layman on the subject.
But he planned to learn necromancy someday for sure.
After all, necromancy was a power that allowed a single person to exert the military force of an entire legion.
‘At that time, these high-level spirits will become a powerful force for me.’
Christian firmly placed an additional seal on the Death Cube with his own demonic energy.
He could feel the evil spirits inside, having lost their original master, raging and rampaging, but they wouldn’t be able to break through the seal.
Just then, Mari, who had been standing quietly beside him, suddenly spoke.
[Young Master. May I have a brief interview with the cute babies inside?]
“You?”
[Ohoho, I will go and bestow upon those babies a light lesson on just how wonderful and great you are, Young Master.]
“…Alright.”
Chris nodded, slightly bewildered.
When he thought about it, Mari was also a banshee, so she was of a similar kind to the evil spirits inside.
‘But I think there’s even a 7th-circle level evil spirit in here. She’s going to ‘educate’ a highest-level evil spirit like that?’
Chris found himself once again curious about Mari’s true identity.
Mari zipped into the Death Cube, and a moment of silence passed.
Chris spoke to the vampires who were sending him looks of astonishment.
“Let’s begin the treatment now.”
The fateful hour had arrived.
It was time to kill the Blood Drenched Demon King.
* * *
“The Grand Duchess is in the annex inside that barrier.”
Deep within the manor, an annex surrounded by a powerful barrier could be seen.
“Is it a barrier to prevent Grand Duchess Idrinne from rampaging?”
“Yes, as those afflicted with the Rending of Delusion eventually lose their reason and meet their end as madmen.”
Deborah quickly added.
“Of course, you don’t have to worry. Our lady is holding back the berserk state with her own will. You will not be harmed, Your Grace.”
That was a slightly surprising story.
‘I know it’s been quite some time since she was hit with the Grand Art, but to think she’s still holding onto her reason. Impressive.’
Did she notice Chris’s surprise?
Deborah said in a sorrowful tone, “Our lady is enduring bone-cutting pain with the will to never bring harm to us.”
“…I see. I’m going in.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
As he began to walk, Deborah hesitated and asked.
“There is hope, right?”
Chris frowned.
It was a voice filled with sincerity toward Idrinne.
‘I don’t like this.’
Every time he felt the heartfelt concern the people of the Blood Sword Demonic House had for Idrinne, he felt an uncomfortable feeling in his gut.
‘I’ll find out what the truth is soon enough.’
Chris stroked the medicine he had created through the Realm of the Medical Saint with his hand.
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                    “I will do my best, but I cannot make any guarantees.”
His words naturally became stiff.
“The result of the treatment depends entirely on Grand Duchess Idrinne.”
It wasn’t a lie, but the truth.
As mentioned before, the poison he had created was no simple poison.
‘I used the secret art from the Realm of the Medical Saint called the Severance of Good and Evil.’
The Severance of Good and Evil was a secret art that maximized the healing effect on a good person, and conversely, exerted a power of condemnation on an evil person.
‘Therefore, if it was a person with a righteous will, it would help them restore their broken will, and on the contrary, if it was a person with a twisted will, it would have the effect of shattering that will.’
And that wasn't all.
‘On top of that, since I used the Blooming Realm to mix in the properties of the Heavenly Poison, it can inflict an even more fatal blow on the Blood Drenched Demon King.’
“Hoo.”
Standing in front of the annex, Chris took a long, deep breath.
The Blood Drenched Demon King was inside.
Thump, thump.
The nightmare of his previous life resurfaced, and his heart began to pound like crazy.
He opened the barrier using the release formula Deborah had told him and slowly stepped inside.
“!!”
Seeing the scene inside, Chris’s eyes widened for a moment.
An entirely unexpected sight was spread out before him.
There was a girl with a pale complexion.
‘This girl is the Blood Drenched Demon King? Why does she look like this?’
She looked completely different from when he had seen her in his previous life!
Her physical appearance itself was similar.
A face so beautiful it took one’s breath away.
But the feeling she gave off was completely different.
In his previous life, the Blood Drenched Demon King had exuded an aura like an abyss, as if seeking to destroy everything in the world.
Like a devil that had descended to destroy the world, devoid of any emotion.
But the being before his eyes now gave no such impression at all.
She was unconscious, so he couldn’t see her exact expression, but the sight of her twitching her eyes and letting out moans was far from that of a devil.
It was simply the image of a wounded girl.
‘What is this? Is this also a mask?’
But right now, Idrinne was completely unconscious.
Meaning this wasn’t an act, but her true self.
‘Moreover, this appearance…?’
Chris swallowed hard.
Idrinne was bound in chains, with both her hands and feet pierced by stakes.
They weren’t simple chains. Sealing formulas were densely engraved upon them.
It was a seal that not only served to restrain her but also had the effect of scattering her power, one that was accompanied by horrific pain.
‘She sealed herself.’
There was only one reason she was in such a miserable state of her own accord.
-Our lady is enduring bone-cutting pain with the will to never bring harm to us.
She had put herself in such a state to prevent herself from losing her sanity and rampaging.
‘…What on earth.’
Chris shook his head.
The stories he had heard before from the people of the Blood Sword Demonic House, including Simon, came to mind, and his heart filled with confusion.
Just then, something strange happened.
Idrinne’s eyes fluttered open.
“!!”
Thump, his heart sank.
Chris still could not forget the memory of the time he had met the eyes of the Blood Drenched Demon King in his previous life.
A horrific feeling, as if death itself were staring into him. A feeling as if destruction had descended.
But Idrinne’s gaze now was completely different.
“Ugh.”
A moan escaped Idrinne’s lips.
There was no powerful aura, no intensity, just the stinging pain of someone suffering.
Finally, Idrinne opened her mouth.
Her voice trembled with pain.
“A-are you… Grand Duke Christian of the Dark Demonic House?”
It was a perfectly sane question, unimaginable from the Blood Drenched Demon King.
“…You know me?”
“O-of course… I know of you. Why are you here?”
“…I came to treat you.”
Chris couldn’t hide his bewilderment.
To think he was calmly exchanging words with the Blood Drenched Demon King!
It was something he had never even imagined.
“P-please don’t. Even for you, it is impossible. M-more importantly, please leave this place at once.”
“What?”
“H-hurry…!”
In that moment, the light in Idrinne’s eyes went out.
Along with a painful moan, an intense aura began to flow out.
Snap.
Her hand trembled violently, and the stake that had been piercing it and was embedded in the wall was pulled out and fell to the floor.
‘Berserk state!’
It was the effect of the Rending of Delusion, which made its victim lose their reason and rampage.
‘I have to stop it.’
As expected, it was an intensely powerful aura that made one’s skin tremble.
As he was searching for a way to respond, something unexpected happened again.
“No!”
CHOMP!
Idrinne bit her tongue to hold onto her sanity, then used her Bloodline Arts to lift the stake that had fallen at her feet into the air, and drove it through her own hand and back into the wall.
“!!”
Drip, drip.
Bright red blood dripped down.
Chris swallowed hard.
‘What?’
There was only one reason Idrinne had harmed herself like this.
It was so she wouldn’t hurt Chris.
“…It’s getting… harder and harder to hold onto my reason. H-hurry… and go back.”
“……”
“What are you doing?! Quickly! I don’t want to harm you with my own hands!”
It wasn’t a lie.
Idrinne was truly and sincerely struggling with all her might not to kill Chris.
Realizing that, Chris’s thoughts were thrown into a complete mess.
He had never once imagined seeing the Blood Drenched Demon King like this.
Chris asked in a confused tone.
“…If you eventually lose your reason and end up harming others, what will you do?”
“I will take my own life.”
Idrinne answered without a hint of hesitation.
“……”
Christian stared blankly at Idrinne for a moment.
‘I just don’t understand.’
The image of the girl before him and the image of the archdevil who had turned the world into a living hell in his previous life flashed alternately through his mind.
Wondering if the image before him now was truly not hypocrisy.
And if it wasn’t hypocrisy, then what was the image from his previous life?
‘…Still, I can’t back down here.’
That’s right.
Chris thought firmly.
If his opponent had been someone other than the Blood Drenched Demon King, he might have paused and tried to find out the full story.
But this was the Blood Drenched Demon King who had destroyed the world.
When he thought of the countless lives that had been lost in his previous life, he had no room to be considerate of the Blood Drenched Demon King’s hidden circumstances.
‘If what I know about the Blood Drenched Demon King is truly wrong, then giving her this medicine will reveal the truth.’
He made up his mind and opened his mouth.
“…I came here to treat you.”
“It’s imposs…ible.”
“No, I can do it. However, the Rending of Delusion is a curse that affects the mind. To treat it, I must use a ‘Conceptual Medicine’ that works directly on the mind, so can you open your mind to me?”
“!!”
It was an act as dangerous as opening one’s core.
Something one would never allow unless they completely trusted the other person.
‘If she refuses, I’ll have to forcibly pry open a gap in her mind. It should be possible since she’s been afflicted with the Rending of Delusion.’
But Idrinne nodded with almost anticlimactic ease.
“I understand. I will open my mind to you.”
“…Really?”
“I will trust you.”
At that spotlessly clear answer, Chris’s expression once again became uncomfortable.
“I will begin.”
Chris reached out his hand to Idrinne’s forehead.
To think he had to touch the Blood Drenched Demon King.
It was a hateful act, like touching a repulsive snake.
But why was that? Surprisingly, when he actually touched her, he didn’t feel any particular repulsion. That fact made Chris even more uncomfortable.
Fwoosh!
The ‘Conceptual Poison’ was not a poison with a physical form, but one that acted on the mind, much like a curse.
Into Idrinne’s wide-open mind, Chris administered his Conceptual Poison.
* * *
Meanwhile, at that moment.
Idrinne blankly felt Christian’s touch.
Within her consciousness, Christian’s energy was spreading.
‘An energy like a warm light.’
To be precise, it was a ‘Conceptual Poison,’ but Idrinne didn’t think of it that way at all.
This was because, for a poison, it was too righteous and held a warm energy.
This was thanks to the effect of the Severance of Good and Evil that Chris had mixed into the poison.
‘It’s not just warm. Within the warmth, there is also an intense sharpness.’
It was the sharpness of the Severance of Good and Evil, meant to condemn wrongdoings.
However, contrary to Chris’s expectations, that sharpness did not harm Idrinne at all.
Unbelievably, this meant that there was not a single bit of wrongness in Idrinne’s heart.
On the contrary, the energy of the Severance of Good and Evil turned its blade on the Rending of Delusion that was trying to shatter her mind.
Within Christian’s energy, Idrinne felt a comforting warmth, as if she were being protected.
‘Grand Duke Christian, for my sake, made such a remarkable medicine.’
Was it because her heart had weakened in the face of death?
Idrinne’s heart was deeply shaken.
The moment she saw that energy, she knew at once.
Just how incredible that Conceptual Medicine was.
Christian must have created that medicine with all his strength to save her.
‘And that’s not all. He came all the way to the main castle’s territory for me.’
For the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House to come this far meant that he had risked his life.
For her, with whom he had no relationship.
Idrinne couldn’t help but feel an immeasurable gratitude for Christian’s grace.
‘Ahh, as expected, my eyes were not mistaken.’
How could he be so incredible, and how could he possess such a noble character?
‘There can’t be anyone else in the world like Grand Duke Christian.’
Just then, horrifying whispers that seemed to tear at her mind could be heard.
[You… are finished. The only fate left for you… is an eternity of pain.]
[You… in the deepest part of Gehenna… will suffer the greatest pain since the dawn of creation.]
Idrinne bit her lip hard.
It was the echo of the curse she had been afflicted with, the ‘Rending of Delusion’.
The Rending of Delusion was a curse that endlessly dug into the weakest point of a target’s consciousness, causing their mind to collapse.
No matter how strong a will a person possessed, there was no one who didn't have a weak point in their mind.
Because it persistently dug into that gap, anyone would eventually have their mind broken.
The weakness in Idrinne’s subconscious was the ruin she was fated to meet in the future.
‘In exchange for my contract with the Devil, I will eventually meet a horrific end.’
In truth.
Idrinne had never wanted to make a contract with a Devil.
But if she hadn’t, she wouldn’t have been able to protect the retainers of the Blood Sword Demonic House, so she had no choice but to extend her hand to a Devil.
[Good. I will give you power.]
She still remembered it.
The horrific voice of the Devil directed at her that day.
[However, you will meet the ruin you desire the least. And it will be by your own hand.]
A prophecy of the ruin she would meet in the future.
The original reason Devils make contracts with humans is to bring about the ruin of the contractor.
This was why Devils were indifferent to those full of greed, and preferred those with shining souls.
Because destroying a shining soul was the greatest pleasure for a Devil.
Thanks to that, Idrinne gained the power to protect the Blood Sword Demonic House, but she was now in a position where she had to fear the coming ruin day by day.
‘I want to run away.’
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                    But there was no way to undo a contract with a Devil.
Not unless a being of a higher order in the hierarchy of the Dark Heaven forcibly canceled the contract.
The Devil Idrinne had contracted with was a great being of the Third Realm, so there was no possibility of such a miracle occurring.
The ‘Rending of Delusion’ dug into that fear of hers, and her mind was driven to the verge of collapse.
But just at the moment when she could endure no longer, Christian had arrived.
‘I don’t want to meet my ruin just yet.’
Idrinne clenched her fists tightly.
The ‘Conceptual Medicine’ that Christian had made for her settled into Idrinne’s mind.
…Of course, this wasn’t a medicine, but a poison, but from Idrinne’s perspective, it was seen only as a lifeline that would save her.
‘With Grand Duke Christian’s help, I can overcome this.’
The Rending of Delusion was not, in fact, a curse with any special kind of effect.
After all, there were countless curses besides the Rending of Delusion that dug into the weaknesses of the mind.
Nevertheless, the reason the Rending of Delusion was so infamous was due to the intensity of the curse.
The Rending of Delusion was a joint curse-technique cast by the Five Evils—the most powerful among the highest-ranking magi of the Curse Demonic House—gathered in one place, and it held an intense malice incomparable to other curses.
To overcome the Rending of Delusion, one had to possess a will strong enough to conquer the malice of the Five Evils, the five highest-ranking magi who had cast the curse.
A virtually impossible task.
But.
‘I won’t lose!’
Fwoooosh!!
The moment Idrinne steeled her will, the Conceptual Medicine that had permeated her mind emitted a brilliant light.
As mentioned before, the Severance of Good and Evil plays the role of strongly bolstering the will of one who holds a righteous will.
And so, the miracle of the Realm of the Medical Saint began to seep into Idrinne’s collapsing mind.
Furthermore, it wasn’t just Chris’s Conceptual Medicine that held onto Idrinne’s mind.
‘I can’t die like this. A dream I wish for has appeared.’
Idrinne continued with an unexpected thought.
‘I will definitely become friends with Grand Duke Christian!’
Yes.
That was the dream that had now formed within her.
Even though she would meet her ruin in the end.
Still, she wanted to become Grand Duke Christian’s friend and smile brightly by his side.
Like other people, ordinarily.
‘So, I will not lose!’
As if helping Idrinne’s will to fight against the Rending of Delusion, the Severance of Good and Evil once again emitted its light, and a desperate battle began.
* * *
“Did it take effect properly?”
Christian watched Idrinne’s form for a moment.
If he set foot in her spiritual world for too long, there was a risk that his own mind would get caught up in the Rending of Delusion, so he couldn’t confirm if the poison had worked properly.
Idrinne’s complexion seemed to have regained some vitality, but that was an expected reaction.
This was because he had made it so that a healing effect would appear at first due to the power of the Medical Saint’s techniques, regardless of whether it was acting as a poison or a medicine.
‘There’s no need to worry. It must have worked properly.’
Chris had strengthened the part of the Severance of Good and Evil that condemns evil as much as possible.
So that if she harbored even a little bit of wrongness, it would instead act as a poison.
Unless Idrinne truly possessed a heart like that of a saint, she would not be able to escape death.
‘I’ll know once I watch and see.’
Chris shook his head.
‘I should get going now. Let’s collect the rewards from the Blood Sword Demonic House and leave.’
As he turned his back, he heard Idrinne’s stammering voice.
“Th…ank you.”
“!!”
Chris stood blankly for a moment, then shook his head and left the annex.
* * *
“What happened, Your Grace? By any chance…?”
Deborah and the other True Bloods greeted him with anxious eyes.
Chris, who felt down for some reason, answered in a heavy tone.
“I have administered the treatment. However, as I said before, the result depends entirely on Grand Duchess Idrinne.”
Deborah’s eyes wavered with anxiety.
But she soon shook her head.
“I believe my lady will overcome it.”
“…Is that so?”
“Yes, she will.”
She bowed her head to Christian.
“Thank you so much, Your Grace. Our Blood Sword Demonic House will never forget the grace you have bestowed upon us this day.”
Chris was silent for a moment.
‘That attitude won’t last long.’
As mentioned before, for now, a healing effect would appear, just as Chris intended.
But as time passes, the Severance of Good and Evil and the Heavenly Poison will take effect, and Idrinne will eventually be led to her death.
‘Of course, if Idrinne is truly a good person, she will avoid death.’
Chris shook his head.
First, he had to collect his reward and leave.
“I would like to receive what was promised.”
“Of course. Here is the True Blood Serum.”
She brought out a box wrapped in silk.
It would be of great help to Nordian.
“We have also prepared for you to learn the Secret Art of the Blood Cross. However, there is a problem.”
“What is it?”
“As it is the most important Secret Art of our house, it is difficult to reveal it for a long time, even to you, Your Grace.”
Deborah’s voice trailed off.
“After discussing with the elders of our house, we have decided to give you a maximum of one week. However, that is a woefully insufficient amount of time to comprehend the Secret Art of the Blood Cross….”
But Chris shook his head.
“It doesn’t matter. I will manage somehow within a week.”
To be honest, it was also impossible for Chris to perfectly comprehend the True Essence of the Blood Cross within a week.
After all, the Blood Cross was the ultimate Secret Art for the True Blood Tribe, who specialized in the Bloodline Arts.
‘Still, even if it’s not perfect, I should be able to gain some enlightenment that will help with my Bloodline Arts. Though I wish I had a little more time.’
It was a shame that he wouldn’t be able to obtain the perfect True Essence, but it couldn’t be helped.
‘Because I don’t know when the effects of the medicine will appear.’
Three days if it’s quick. Five days at the absolute longest.
‘I have to leave this place before then. I’ll gain as much enlightenment as I can and go. This is an opportunity to experience the Blood Cross that will never come again.’
He steeled his resolve and immediately began his training.
The Blood Sword Demonic House had prepared a separate place of seclusion for Christian’s training.
Christian immediately faced the Blood Cross, which Deborah had brought over from the Blood Sword Demonic House’s main family.
The Blood Cross was a single, artifact-type grimoire.
A magical artifact that didn’t just have spells written in it, but had the authority of dark magic dwelling within the book itself.
The moment one opens the book, they experience the illusion of the Blood Cross.
‘It feels similar to the educational Illusion Stones I developed.’
However, the difference was that this grimoire contained the authority of the Bloodline Arts, so simply by seeing the illusion, one could instinctively embody the True Essence of the Bloodline Arts.
Fwoosh!
As he opened the grimoire, Chris’s consciousness was drawn into a blood-red world.
In a world of deep, deep crimson, the Blood Cross was blazing.
Just looking at the Blood Cross sent a tingling stimulation through his Dark Demonic Energy.
It felt as if the power of the Bloodline Arts he had learned would advance just by staying still like this.
‘I have to obtain an enlightenment that will be helpful to me through that Blood Cross.’
Pure blood.
Life and death.
As Chris’s consciousness gazed upon the Blood Cross, it reached the origin of the Bloodline Arts, and his deep study began in earnest.
Time flew by in an instant.
One hour, two hours.
Half a day, one day, two days, three days.
But there was a problem.
‘The Secret Art is much vaster and deeper than I thought.’
Originally, his plan was to pick and choose only the enlightenments that would be helpful to him, learn them quickly, and leave.
But upon facing the Blood Cross directly, he realized it was not a Secret Art that could be obtained through such shortcuts.
It had a distant depth, like gazing into an abyss.
‘To obtain the Blood Cross, I have to spend a sufficient amount of time and properly attain enlightenment.’
But to have to perfectly comprehend a house’s ultimate Secret Art within a few days.
That was an impossible task, even for Chris.
‘Should I give up?’
If he pushed himself and dragged it out longer, he could find himself in an irreversible situation.
‘If Idrinne dies, the Blood Sword Demonic House won’t just stand by.’
Chris agonized.
‘I have the Hall of Arches, but if things go wrong, it could be disrupted before I can use it.’
The Hall of Arches was not omnipotent.
Since it was a transfer through subspace, if they had a magical tool that could interfere with subspace, like Lenin’s Scissors, they could prevent its activation in advance.
‘The Blood Sword Demonic House also knows that I have the Hall of Arches, so they won’t just let me escape helplessly.’
As the Blood Sword Demonic House was also a great magical house, there was a high possibility that they possessed an item with the authority to interfere with space.
Considering various factors, dragging it out any longer was dangerous.
But Chris couldn’t let go of his lingering attachment.
‘It’s a Secret Art too precious to give up on.’
The True Essence, as deep as an abyss, seemed to be tempting him.
If he missed this chance, another would never come, so he couldn’t bring himself to leave.
‘Especially the Blood Cross, a power of life and death. It will create an even more powerful synergy with the powers I have learned so far.’
In the end, Chris made a decision. To cling to it for just one more day.
‘Even if the perfect True Essence is impossible, I’ll obtain at least a part of it.’
His consciousness sank even deeper.
But was it arrogance?
It still did not come easily.
Within that breathtaking closeness of almost touching it, but not quite, his anxiety grew.
It was dangerous.
It seemed he really had to leave now.
‘Just a little more. Just a little.’
It was that moment. Suddenly, the door to the training chamber burst open.
It was Deborah!
‘Crap.’
Chris’s face went pale.
It seemed that, in the end, something had gone wrong.
‘Can I escape?’
Chris touched the Hall of Arches and examined Deborah’s expression.
If Deborah had brought a magical tool that interfered with space to stop his escape, the moment he used the Hall of Arches, he would become lost in subspace and his soul would be disintegrated.
But Deborah’s expression was strange.
It should have been menacing with killing intent, but there was no sign of that, and instead…
‘…Gratitude?’
Just then, Deborah suddenly did something unexpected.
She suddenly bowed her head and cried out in an emotional voice.
“Thank you for your grace, Your Grace!”
“…What did you say?”
“Thanks to your treatment, Your Grace, our lady has survived!”
At that news, which was like a bolt from the blue, Chris’s body went rigid.
* * *
‘The Blood Drenched Demon King survived?’
It was real.
Everyone from the Blood Sword Demonic House, including Deborah, was shedding tears and thanking Chris.
‘Impossible.’
The meaning of this situation was singular.
It meant that Idrinne was truly a good person who did not possess any twisted thoughts.
‘The Blood Drenched Demon King was really a good person with a righteous heart?’
The image of the Blood Drenched Demon King from his previous life, who had turned the world into a living hell, came to mind.
But it wasn’t a lie.
If Idrinne hadn’t been a good person, she would not have been able to survive Chris’s poison.
‘In that case, does it mean that the Blood Drenched Demon King became corrupted later on?’
That was the only possibility.
After all, it wasn’t uncommon for a good person to fall and become a horrific devil due to some trigger.
‘Because I don’t know what exactly happened in the Four Kings’ Castle in my previous life.’
Chris shook his head in frustration.
‘But there’s a limit to how much one can change. To think that horrific archdevil was originally a good person?’
Chris considered the possibilities of how Idrinne could have changed so drastically.
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                    He wondered if she had perhaps been forcibly brainwashed, but that possibility was also slim.
Of course, with the dark magic of the Four Kings’ Castle, it was possible to completely remodel a person’s personality.
But that was only possible on those with weak minds; it was not a method that would work on the strongest of Demon Kings, who had reached the supreme realm of high 9-Star.
‘It’s not as if her soul was switched, either.’
In his previous life, the Hero’s party had harbored such a suspicion. Wondering if the Blood Drenched Demon King was actually the descent of a Devil.
But at the time, Archmage Rania had confirmed with her secret arts that that was not the case.
Although it was terribly stained with a demonic aura, the soul of the Blood Drenched Demon King was indeed the original soul of the body.
‘I don’t understand.’
What was more troubling was his confusion about what to do with Idrinne from now on.
‘Whether she was originally a good person or not, the fact that she will later become the seed of a horrific archdevil remains unchanged.’
Considering the future repercussions, he absolutely could not just stand by and watch.
But.
‘I must find out why Idrinne changes so drastically.’
He had a gut feeling that this would become an important factor for the future.
“Hah.”
Chris shook his head in frustration.
It was a completely unexpected variable.
‘First, for now, let’s learn the Blood Cross.’
Moved by the grace of Idrinne’s survival, the Blood Sword Demonic House had given Chris more time.
But was it because his mind was in turmoil? Chris was struggling to grasp the True Essence of the Blood Cross.
‘Blood. The origin of life and death. Damn it. I’m not making any progress from here.’
It was the moment Chris once again let out a deep sigh.
An unexpected voice was heard.
“May I intrude for a moment?”
“!!”
Chris’s eyes widened.
It was a familiar face.
‘Lia?’
The True Blood girl from the Blood Sword Demonic House who had helped Chris before.
No, it was Idrinne, who had come to see Chris disguised as before.
* * *
Thump, thump.
Seeing Christian, Idrinne’s heart pounded.
The memory of the hand he had extended in her life-or-death moment came vividly to mind.
His warm energy, which had felt as if it were enveloping her soul.
He was her benefactor.
‘I must repay this grace.’
However, the reason she had come hiding her identity again was because of an order from the Devil she was contracted with.
‘Why does the Devil keep telling me to hide my identity from Grand Duke Christian?’
It was an incomprehensible order, but she had no choice but to follow it.
Because the Devil had directly aided her disguise with its authority, it seemed that Christian had not noticed her true identity this time either.
“It’s been a long time.”
Meanwhile, Chris, who had been feeling troubled, felt a sense of gladness upon meeting a familiar face and said, “Yes, it’s good to see you.”
But ‘Lia’s’ reaction to hearing him say it was good to see her was strange.
Her face instantly brightened.
“Did you just say it was good to see me? I-I’m glad to see you too. But are you really glad to see me again?”
“No, it was just an empty platitude as a greeting. Why are you overreacting and taking it so seriously?”
“…E-empty platitude. I see. I’m sorry for overreacting.”
Seeing her spirits rapidly fall at his blunt answer, Chris chuckled.
It had been a while, but she was still the same.
“Anyway, what brings you here?”
“I came to offer my thanks.”
“Hmm?”
“I mean… um, for treating Grand Duchess Idrinne.”
Then, she did something surprising.
She knelt on the floor and bowed her head low.
“Thank you so, so much. I swear that I will never in my life forget the grace you have shown.”
From Lia’s—no, Idrinne’s—perspective, it was an expression of gratitude to the benefactor who had saved her life.
But Chris, misunderstanding her excessive show of respect, twitched an eyebrow.
‘Is this girl also that devoted to Idrinne? In any case, she has no idea what kind of things Idrinne will do later on.’
Of course, Chris had now come to realize that Idrinne had a different side to her than he had known.
But that didn’t mean his animosity had subsided.
No, to be honest, he was even more angry.
In his previous life, how many people had died in despair because of her?
And now, this whole ‘maybe Idrinne was actually a good person’ business was just uncomfortable.
‘Damn it, this would have all been over if I could just kill her with a clear conscience. Now my head is just getting unnecessarily complicated.’
As he clicked his tongue, Idrinne asked cautiously.
“By any chance, what was your impression of Grand Duchess Idrinne?”
“…What are you talking about all of a sudden?”
“Ah, no, it’s not for any other reason…! Didn’t you meet her during the treatment? I was just curious what your impression was.”
Chris frowned.
“She was unimpressive.”
“…Is that so?”
“Yes, she was the worst. Seemed black-hearted. It looks like you’re being thoroughly deceived, so snap out of it.”
In truth, the problem was that his impression of her had been unexpectedly good, but annoyed by this complicated situation, Chris deliberately spoke bluntly.
“…Really?”
“Yes.”
“Really, unimpressive?”
“…If you’re going to keep asking annoying questions, just leave.”
At his cold answer, Idrinne became dejected like a puppy caught in the rain, but she soon shook her head.
‘It’s only natural for Grand Duke Christian to misunderstand me. Outside of my house, my infamous reputation is still widespread. I’ll change his mind, one thing at a time.’
She bolstered her will and said confidently.
“In any case, as a reward for treating the Grand Duchess, I will become your friend!”
A random statement.
The reason she said this was because of a conversation she’d had with her nanny, Deborah, a short while ago.
-If you want to become friends with Grand Duke Christian, just confidently and openly tell him you’ll be his friend.
-…Will that really work?
-There’s no one in this world who would refuse to be your friend, my lady.
-…I’m not confident.
-Don’t worry. Where else could one find someone as kind and pretty as you, my lady!
-You’re only saying that because you’re my nanny. Anyway, I’ll try my best. But am I really pretty?
In other words, it was a statement she had made after mustering her courage in her own way.
But once again, only a blunt answer returned.
“…How is that a reward? I don’t want to be friends with you.”
“…You don’t want to be friends?”
Idrinne was once again rapidly dejected.
“Yes, I’m not interested. Besides, who makes friends like that? Have you never made a single friend before in your life?”
“……”
Idrinne had an expression as if she’d been hit right on the mark.
In truth, not only did she have no friends, but she also had little experience forming ordinary human relationships, so she didn’t know basic social common sense.
“I-I’m sorry. The truth is, I don’t have any friends, so I don’t know how to make them, and that’s why I overreacted. It’s just because I really want to be friends with you, Your Grace, so I apologize.”
“…Well, there’s no need to apologize like that.”
Chris scratched his head.
Seeing her dazed and confused appearance, for some reason, the complicated feelings he had because of the Blood Drenched Demon King seemed to ease.
‘What the heck, should I just make her a friend? It seems like it would be fun to tease her.’
When you meet people, you get a certain feeling. Whether you can get close to them or not.
In that respect, the girl before him didn’t give a bad feeling.
No, the fact that she seemed like a pushover was quite appealing.
“Alright. I’ll be your friend.”
“Really?”
Idrinne’s eyes flashed open.
To think that the wish she had before she died could be fulfilled so easily?
“Yes. But, there’s something you must keep in mind.”
“What is it?”
“Since you don’t have any friends, you probably don’t know, so I’m explaining this to you. A friend is a being who gives generously without holding back.”
Of course, the ‘giving’ that Chris was thinking of was one-directional.
From the other person to himself.
In other words, a pushover he could order around was his ideal friendship.
“This is important, so repeat after me. A friend is a being who gives.”
“A friend is a being who gives.”
“Yes, no matter how difficult the task, no matter what loss you suffer, you do it for the other person. That is a true friend. If you don’t give for the sake of the other person, you can’t be called a friend.”
“I see. I have received an important lesson. One must give to be a true friend. How romantic.”
Idrinne mulled over Chris’s words with an endlessly serious expression.
Then, she broke into a wide smile.
As if she were truly happy, it was a bright smile without a single shadow, unlike her usual dark complexion.
“Thank you for becoming my friend. No matter what happens in the future, I will help you. Because, after all, we are ‘true friends.’”
To be precise, a ‘true pushover,’ but Chris nodded.
“In that sense, shall I receive some help right away?”
“Just say the word!”
Chris grinned and said in a playful tone.
“To help me obtain the True Essence of the Blood Cross, share the enlightenment you have gained.”
“!!”
To ask her to share her enlightenment. It was an absurd request.
In truth, it wasn’t a request Chris had made in earnest. He had made the unreasonable request for fun, with the intention of teasing her when she became flustered.
But.
“The True Essence I obtained through the Blood Cross is about death and sacrifice….”
Chris hurriedly covered Idrinne’s mouth.
“H-hold on. What are you doing?”
“Didn’t you ask me to share my enlightenment? I was just telling you.”
Idrinne said with an innocent gaze, and Chris had a dumbfounded expression.
‘Is she an idiot?’
But Idrinne had her reasons.
‘Grand Duke Christian is my benefactor. A little thing like enlightenment, I can give as much of that as he wants.’
Idrinne didn’t stop there.
“Will just sharing my enlightenment be enough?”
“…Huh?”
“My enlightenment is deeply mixed with my own personal perspective, so there’s a high chance it won’t be of much help to you.”
Saying that, Idrinne fell into serious contemplation.
“Hmm… How can I help you obtain the True Essence of the Blood Cross? Since we are true friends… I have to help you, no matter what it takes….”
“……”
Chris stared at Idrinne, bewildered.
It was the face of someone who wanted to help Chris, no matter what.
Her pushover-level was far beyond his expectations.
“Will you perform your Bloodline Arts in front of me once?”
Chris demonstrated his Bloodline Arts using his Dark Demonic Energy.
After watching a few demonstrations, Idrinne nodded.
“Grand Duke, how much longer can you stay here?”
“…I can’t stay long. The Necromancy and Curse factions might notice I’m here.”
“Our house will take thorough care of the security issues. Please make more time.”
Chris thought for a moment, then said.
“If I make as much time as possible, I suppose I can stay for about ten more days.”
Any longer than that was impossible.
‘I have to settle things with Marquis Langham.’
Meanwhile, Idrinne nodded at the mention of ten days.
“That should be enough, somehow.”
“For what?”
“Grand Duke, learn the basics of the Bloodline Arts from me again, from the beginning.”
“!!”
“The Blood Cross isn’t the problem right now. To be frank, your Bloodline Arts, Your Grace… they have no foundation.”
Idrinne said with a nonchalant expression.
“I will teach you again from the very beginning.”
* * *
No foundation.
It was an unacceptable statement.
Although he had only learned it on the side from Simon, Chris was confident that his Bloodline Arts could overwhelm any ordinary True Blood vampire.
And in fact, it was true.
But.
“Look. The Bloodline Arts are not simply about controlling blood; they are about handling life and death.”
Idrinne unfolded her Bloodline Arts. Fwoosh!
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                    After seeing the Bloodline Arts that Idrinne unfolded, Chris had no choice but to change his mind.
There was no comparison.
It was on a completely different level from the Bloodline Arts he had seen up until now.
‘A genius.’
In that moment, the one who came to mind was the Hero, Evan.
If Evan possessed a talent for the sword that was no less than Chris’s, the girl before him seemed to be the same.
She was clearly a genius in the Bloodline Arts, second to none.
‘Moreover, she’s already complete.’
If Evan was the growing type, still in the midst of his development, the girl before him was in a state where she had already perfected her vessel.
‘She’s in a state where she has gone beyond mere thought and completed her own world.’
Meaning 7-Star.
And at least mid 7-Star, at that. Perhaps she was even at high 7-Star, or a level beyond.
For reference, Idrinne had surpassed high 7-Star and had reached the level of entering 8-Star.
On top of that, when she used the authority she had received from the Devil, she could exert a power that far surpassed 8-Star.
‘Why was such an incredible person unknown in my previous life?’
He soon realized the reason.
‘She must have been killed by the Blood Drenched Demon King before her name became known.’
Since nearly every important figure in the Blood Sword Demonic House had been massacred by the Blood Drenched Demon King, she must have met the same fate.
“The more you comprehend the meaning of life contained in blood, and also imbue it with the meaning of death, the stronger the power of the Bloodline Arts will become. If you can’t do this, obtaining the Blood Cross is meaningless. Time is tight, though.”
Idrinne counted on her fingers as if checking a schedule.
“First, let’s start with the basics: reflecting the shadow of death in a drop of blood. We have a long way to go, so you’ll have to master this within a day.”
She said with purely shining eyes, “It’s a little tight, but I believe you can do it.”
Chris was silent for a moment.
‘…In one day? Is she serious.’
For reference, what she had just described was the very essence of the Bloodline Arts. There were plenty of members of the True Blood Tribe who couldn’t do it.
‘Even for me, it would probably take a few days.’
Even that would have been an absurd, crazy speed, but Idrinne’s eyes showed that she truly believed Chris could do it in a day.
“…How long did it take you?”
“Me? I could do it without any particular effort. I was just playing with blood, and at some point, it just came to me naturally.”
Idrinne nonchalantly made the kind of infuriating remark unique to geniuses, then continued.
“Since you are human, it will likely be more difficult to learn, but don’t worry. I will show you a detailed demonstration.”
Saying that, Idrinne enthusiastically unfolded her Bloodline Arts. She looked excited to be teaching Chris.
In between, she kept repeating things like, “Because we’re friends, after all,” causing Chris to let out a smirk.
‘Can’t be helped.’
The pushover was voluntarily and enthusiastically acting the part, so he couldn’t just stand by.
‘If she’s showing me so openly like that, it would be a disgrace to my name if I can’t learn it.’
Chris began to absorb Idrinne’s teachings like a sponge absorbing water, and time flew by in an instant.
* * *
For ten days.
Idrinne bestowed her teachings upon Chris with all her heart and soul.
She taught so fervently that Chris was making a weary face.
“…You’re saying I have to apply it like that here? Right now? That’s….”
“No! You can do it! I will help you! Are you not my friend! A true friend, at that! Therefore, I will teach you every single thing that I can possibly teach!!”
As if she never tired, Idrinne maintained a high-energy, passionate teaching style for the full ten days, as if intending to pour out every bit of her enlightenment.
‘No, the image of a pushover I was hoping for is a little different from this. She’s not just any passionate idiot pushover; I wish she would just take it down a notch.’
To think that Chris would be the one to become exhausted from receiving the teachings.
It was the first time in his life he had experienced such a thing, which just went to show how insane Idrinne’s teaching method was.
‘Though it was helpful.’
No, it was beyond that level.
Plink.
A single drop of blood rose from Chris’s hand and fell onto a withered flower.
Then, something unbelievable happened.
The withering flower began to bloom vibrantly once again.
Chris had imbued his own blood with ‘life’!
And that wasn’t all.
When he dropped another blood drop, it did the opposite, its life rapidly extinguishing as it withered away.
This time, ‘death’ had been manifested.
In a short period of just ten days, he had obtained the essence of the Bloodline Arts.
If the Bloodline Arts he had used before were merely a secret art for controlling blood, now he had become able to handle life and death with a single drop of blood.
‘Of course, it’s still weak.’
It was still impossible to use this authority directly on powerful opponents.
Still, by becoming able to imbue blood with the ‘meaning’ of life and death, the power of his Bloodline Arts had increased dramatically.
‘And that’s not all. This authority over life and death will have a tremendous synergistic effect with my other powers.’
In addition to that, she had also fixed the entire foundation of the Bloodline Arts that Chris had learned in a haphazard way until now.
‘I’ve also vaguely comprehended the True Essence of the Blood Cross.’
She had helped with this as well.
-The enlightenment I obtained from the Blood Cross is ‘sacrifice’.
-‘Sacrifice’?
-That’s right. The Blood Cross ultimately signifies both life and death. Within that intersection of life and death, one must find their own answer. The answer I found was ‘sacrifice’.
Chris let out a smirk upon hearing her enlightenment.
It was an enlightenment befitting a passionate idiot pushover who acted as if she would give him her liver and gallbladder the moment they became friends.
‘An enlightenment like that is impossible for me.’
The enlightenment she had obtained did not match Chris’s selfish personality at all.
Instead, Chris vaguely grasped a different theme.
‘Offering.’
He didn’t know why this theme came to mind. It wasn’t a clear enlightenment, either.
However, it became seared into his mind like a brand.
An incomplete enlightenment.
He would probably only know how this enlightenment would affect him in the future, after he had completely attained it.
‘It’s not time yet.’
It was just a gut feeling, but it seemed like some kind of trigger would be necessary to attain complete enlightenment.
‘In any case, this visit was full of nothing but unexpected events.’
As he prepared to leave, Chris sighed.
He had come to kill the Blood Drenched Demon King, but instead, he had saved her and was now leaving having only learned the Bloodline Arts.
‘What on earth is going on with the Blood Drenched Demon King? She’s so different from what I knew in my previous life.’
In fact, before leaving, he had secretly observed the Blood Drenched Demon King.
Idrinne was with Deborah and other members of her clan, and as expected, he didn’t feel any evil from her at all. On the contrary, he could only feel a deep sincerity in her concern for her people.
‘It’s frustrating.’
The image of the Blood Drenched Demon King he had seen in his previous life flashed by, and his thoughts became complicated once again.
But it was that moment. Was it because the memories of his previous life kept surfacing due to this unexpected side of the Blood Drenched Demon King?
Out of nowhere.
A single question occurred to Chris.
‘…But why did I regress in the first place?’
Suddenly, a chill ran all over Chris’s body.
Come to think of it, it was strange.
‘…There’s no way something like this happened by mere coincidence, is there?’
The regression had turned back the timeline of the entire world.
It was absurd that he had only thought of it as a simple miracle.
‘Nothing in the world happens without a cause and effect.’
Chris realized an even more chilling fact and swallowed hard.
‘…It’s strange. Why have I never thought of this question until now?’
He couldn’t understand it.
For the person he was, it was a question he should have thought of long ago.
Suddenly, a cold sweat began to form. The feeling right before opening a box that contained something horrific.
‘Who orchestrated this? And for what reason?’
And then.
The most important question arose.
‘Why me, of all people?’
Who?
Why?
Chose me?
“Kuhk!”
Suddenly, his head began to throb as if being stabbed.
Just then, the door was thrown open.
“It is I, your friend, Your Grace! Are you all ready to leave?!”
It was Lia, that is, Idrinne.
Chris stared blankly for a moment, then spoke haltingly.
“…Why are you here?”
“Of course I came to go with you. I will see you off to the barrier of the Dark Demonic House. Because we’re friends!”
Idrinne, who had raised her voice excitedly, blinked her eyes.
Chris’s atmosphere was strange.
“What’s with your face? Are you not feeling well?”
“…No?”
“No, it doesn’t seem like it. You’re breaking out in a cold sweat. Your face is pale, too.”
Chris had a blank expression for a moment.
‘What was I doing?’
It felt like he had been thinking about something, but he couldn’t remember. No, was he even thinking about something in the first place?
“Are you alright? Would you like to drink some of my blood?”
Idrinne could imbue her blood with strong life force, allowing it to be used as a powerful healing agent.
“…That’s enough. But did you say you’re coming with me?”
“Of course.”
“Forget it. You stay here.”
“Is it because of Marquis Langham?”
“!!”
Chris flinched.
“I also know the general situation of the Dark Demonic House. There’s a high chance you’ll have to fight Marquis Langham when you return, so you’re trying to keep me from getting involved, aren’t you?”
Chris didn’t deny it.
“My fight with Marquis Langham is an internal affair of my house, so there’s no need for you to get involved.”
But Idrinne gave an unexpected answer.
“I don’t think that’s right. Beyond our houses, are we not ‘true friends’?”
“……”
“Didn’t you teach me that true friends should help each other without thinking about this and that circumstance?”
Chris shut his mouth.
‘No, this idiot. There’s a limit, even for a passionate idiot pushover.’
But she showed no intention of backing down.
“Of course, I know it’s not right for me, a True Blood of the Blood Sword Demonic House, to interfere in the internal affairs of the Dark Demonic House. I won’t step in if you’re not in danger. But if you find yourself in a dangerous situation, I will save you without regard for such things. Because that’s what friends do.”
Chris shook his head as if he couldn’t help it.
For some reason, a smirk escaped him.
‘Well, I guess this trip wasn’t without its achievements.’
Since he did manage to create a passionate idiot pushover like her.
“Fine. Just don’t regret it later.”
“There’s no way I will. Because we’re true friends….”
“Do you know how childish you sound when you keep talking like that?”
“Ch-childish? ‘True friends.’ Isn’t it cool?”
“Not even an elementary school student at the Alliance’s academy would talk like that.”
Seeing the vampire of the highest lineage from a great magical house become rapidly sullen, Chris smirked.
“Let’s go.”
* * *
Fwoosh!
He used the Hall of Arches.
Due to the artifact’s range limit, he couldn’t teleport completely inside the barrier.
They arrived in a neutral zone outside the barrier, where he had set the coordinates in advance.
Idrinne, who had teleported with him using the Hall of Arches, tilted her head.
“But is this really okay?”
“What is?”
“If you set the coordinates in advance like this, couldn’t Marquis Langham, who is at the barrier, obtain the information and launch a surprise attack from an ambush?”
“That could happen. No, he definitely will. Because I’ve already leaked the information in advance.”
Idrinne’s eyes widened slightly.
“You, by any chance?”
“Yes. I’m going to execute Marquis Langham here.”
That was right.
This place was Marquis Langham’s grave.
He had already finished all the preparations.
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                    Idrinne looked around and, ah, let out a sound of admiration.
“A blockade formation of an incredible level is hidden here.”
“Can you see it?”
“If I hadn’t heard you talk about it, I wouldn’t have noticed.”
Chris had a slightly surprised expression.
This blockade formation was one he had set up using an artifact stored in the Dark Demonic House’s treasury, and it was difficult for anyone without a deep knowledge of dark magic to even notice its existence, yet she had seen it.
‘The plan was that when Marquis Langham revealed his evil intentions, we would unleash the blockade formation to tie him down, and then Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains would strike together.’
Idrinne nodded firmly.
“Thinking that I’m helping a friend in crisis makes my heart pound for some reason.”
“……”
“Ah, ahh. I’m sorry. For talking like an elementary school student from one of those Alliance academies again. I’m just excited because this is the first time I’m stepping up for a friend’s sake.”
As Chris was her first friend, it seemed everything was exciting and thrilling for her.
Chris shook his head back and forth and thought, ‘But why is it so quiet?’
It was about time for Marquis Langham to appear, but there was no sign of him.
An ominous silence.
As he was frowning, a loud noise was suddenly heard.
“G-Grand Duke!”
It was Sanin, the youngest of the Five Captains!
Chris’s eyes flew wide open in alarm.
He was covered in blood.
“What happened to you? Weren’t you supposed to wait at the barrier until I gave the signal?”
“W-while we were waiting, something went wrong.”
Sanin coughed, kul-leok, and spat out blood. He looked to be seriously injured.
“That bastard Langham attacked us at the barrier.”
“…What? There’s no way that bastard Langham would do something like that.”
Unexpected news.
Langham was still aiming for the Patriarch’s seat. If he committed an act like attacking the barrier, forget the Patriarch’s seat, he would become a public enemy of the Dark Demonic House, wouldn't he?
“He declared that he would kill all of us, and with his own power, even kill Patriarch Nordian of the main house and become the Patriarch himself.”
“!!”
“There’s something strange about that bastard Langham’s condition. He possesses a power incomparably greater than before, so even when His Excellency Marquis Shupen and we Five Captains combined our strength, we were pushed back helplessly.”
Chris’s face hardened.
He had an idea of what it was.
‘The secret arts of the Mystic Demonic House.’
The Mystic Demonic House was a Devil-worshipping group. It was possible for them to enhance one’s power by making a Devil’s power descend.
‘I set up the blockade formation to prepare for something like this.’
The blockade formation Chris had set up here used both a holy relic and a magical artifact, so it had the effect of weakening a Devil’s power.
But they had caught him off guard and attacked the barrier instead.
“My father is using his strength right now, but he won’t be able to hold out for long. Your Grace, at least you should bypass the barrier and escape.”
But Chris shook his head.
“I can’t do that.”
“Your Grace! Please don’t let my father’s death be in vain.”
“Who said I would let him die?”
Chris retorted coldly.
“Sanin, have you forgotten who I am?”
Sanin swallowed hard at the sheer force in Chris’s gaze.
“By any chance, do you have a clever trick up your sleeve this time, like when you fought the patera before?”
“I can’t use a method like that this time. We have no choice but to face him with force.”
Sanin’s expression darkened.
But Chris said in a firm tone, “Sanin, our Dark Demonic House is not weak.”
“!!”
“No matter what forbidden power that bastard Langham has accepted, if we combine our strength, we can face him.”
Sanin swallowed hard.
Thinking back on the power Langham had displayed earlier, it seemed utterly impossible for them to face him with their current strength, but.
‘If His Grace the Grand Duke is with us, a miracle might just happen.’
Chris glanced aside.
“Sister Yulian.”
Fwoosh!
Yulian, who had been hiding nearby with the power of the spirits, appeared.
Perhaps because she had heard the story about Langham, Yulian’s eyes lacked their usual gentle light and were incomparably cold.
“Things have gone awry, but nothing has changed. Today, we will take Langham’s head. Sister, please carry out the role I spoke of.”
Yulian gave a short nod.
“Ending Langham’s life will be my job.”
Yulian’s form disappeared again.
This time, Chris looked at Idrinne.
“You….”
Before Chris could say anything, Idrinne quickly cut him off.
“I’m going too. We are true frie… Ah, no, that’s not what’s important, but in any case, I will lend you the power of friendship!”
Chris nodded.
“Let’s go.”
* * *
They headed for the barrier with all their might, and upon arriving, Chris couldn’t help but swallow a curse.
‘Insane.’
The barrier, which had stood firm, was crumbling down.
Atop the collapsing wall, Marquis Shupen and the other captains were falling together.
“Keok!!”
“Father!!”
Marquis Shupen, who had fallen to the ground, had a surprised expression upon seeing Sanin and Chris.
“No, why have you come, Your Grace!!”
“Why else? I came to fight.”
Chris hurriedly checked the condition of Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains.
They had all suffered considerable injuries, but fortunately, no one was dead. It seemed they could still fight.
Just then, a figure appeared atop a still-intact spire of the barrier.
It was Langham.
The expressions of Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains hardened.
Chris’s was the same.
He could feel a completely different aura than before.
It was as if a giant were casting its shadow over them.
“Is that Christian? So you’ve come to your grave. Good. Now I don’t have to go through the trouble of chasing you down.”
A pitch-black energy surged up from Langham’s body.
It wasn’t Dark Demonic Energy.
It was the energy of a Devil.
“Christian, I won’t kill you right away here. I’ll leave you with just your life, drag you before our father, and cut off your head right in front of him. After watching his face fill with despair, I will cut off his head as well.”
Chris let out a hollow laugh.
“What are you talking about, you half-wit who’s accepted the power of a Devil?”
“!!”
“Even a pubescent brat would be more mature than you. Then again, since you’re such a half-wit, you lost everything you had and ended up in a position where you have to beg from a Devil.”
Langham’s gaze became even more chilling.
“Shut up.”
The Devil’s energy emanating from Langham raged like a storm, and the faces of Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains grew even paler.
“You should escape now, Your Grace.”
Marquis Shupen said with determination, but Chris shook his head firmly.
“This is an order, so do not say anything more that is unnecessary. As the Grand Duke, I will punish that disgrace to our house today.”
“…Is there a way to face him?”
Marquis Shupen asked the same question as Sanin had.
“I don’t have any particularly grand countermeasure. But we can win.”
Chris looked straight at Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains.
“However, keep this in mind. Everyone here must follow my words to the letter. As long as you follow my words, we can win.”
“…I don’t know what you are thinking, but I understand. We will follow the Grand Duke’s instructions.”
Leap.
Marquis Langham jumped down from the spire.
Dark spirits began to creep forth, being summoned.
The aura of the spirits was much stronger than when he had fought alongside Sherard.
To be precise, they were stained with the energy of a Devil.
“Wheel of Death. Die.”
The dark spirits rotated like a wheel around Langham.
It was a 7-Star miracle-level dark spirit magic where the legion of dark spirits descends upon the opponent like a vortex.
With the energy of a Devil imbued in it, it surged with a power as if it were being cast by a magus of the 8-Star absolute realm.
Just then, Chris quickly issued a command.
“Marquis Shupen, from the front! Unleash your guardian Dominion! Sir Leon and Sir Duke, the dark magic curse ‘Wail of Sorrow’ to disrupt the spirits! Sir Sanin and Sir Hamel, support Marquis Shupen! Count Hynkel, prepare a piercing-type destruction dark magic!”
Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains followed Chris’s orders, half in doubt.
Kwaaaang!!
The dark spirits collided with Marquis Shupen’s defensive barrier, and his face turned pale.
He was barely holding on with the help of Sanin and Hamel.
“Now! You two, cast the Wail of Sorrow curse!”
The Five Captains, Leon and Duke, tilted their heads in confusion but cast the Wail of Sorrow curse.
The Wail of Sorrow was a curse that shook the opponent’s mind with a sound filled with malice.
‘There’s no way this will work on dark spirits?’
But then, something surprising happened.
The dark spirits began to let out pained screams.
“What?”
“It’s because those dark spirits are not in a normal state right now. As their power was forcibly enhanced with a demonic aura, they’ve become unstable. Count Hynkel, the destruction dark magic at the coordinates I’ve designated!”
Chris designated the coordinates at the exact center of the Wheel of Death, and the Spear of Destruction that Hynkel launched pierced the core of the spirit legion!
[Kiaaaaaaaak!!!]
The dark spirits that had formed the legion scattered, and everyone had a surprised expression.
If it had just been them, they never would have been able to create such a result.
It was only because Chris had accurately seen through the strengths and weaknesses of the opponent’s attack that they were able to achieve this.
Langham frowned.
“Cheap tricks. It’s useless. How long do you think you can last?”
“Well, I think that’s a worry you should have for yourself.”
Chris curled his lips into a smirk.
“Surely you’re not thinking you can use the Devil’s power indefinitely, are you?”
“!!”
“Shall we make a bet? On whether your vessel will collapse from the demonic aura first, or if we will collapse first?”
Langham’s expression hardened.
That was right.
The power of a Devil was not something that could be used indefinitely.
The more one used it, the more strain it put on their mind, body, and soul, until they eventually could no longer bear it and would collapse.
‘Though it’s different for a true Devil contractor.’
Meaning contractors who didn’t just simply accept the power, but who receive the Devil’s favor.
They receive a special ‘blessing’ from the Devil and can wield even greater power with much lighter restrictions.
‘Of course, that doesn’t mean I can take him lightly.’
It was because his opponent was Langham.
Even though he had merely accepted a Devil’s power out of greed, he had originally possessed abilities on par with an 8-Star, so Marquis Langham’s power now was at a horrific level.
Although, since it was a level achieved through all sorts of wicked arts, it likely had several unstable aspects.
‘Still, I’m no pushover either.’
If they were to compete with just raw power, Chris’s side would be the one to lose.
However, Chris had watched the Hero’s party fight against the servants of Devils countless times in his previous life.
Therefore, Chris understood how to fight against those who wielded the power of Devils more perfectly than anyone else in this world.
“Come at me, you half-witted, pubescent, patricidal papa’s boy. This great one will make you realize just how insignificant you are.”
“I told you to shut up!”
The clash began again.
Langham poured out even more intense power than before.
But each time, Chris found the opening and blocked the attack.
‘It’s a good thing Marquis Shupen’s Dominion specializes in defense.’
In addition, the combination of the Five Captains was also good.
‘And everyone’s skills have improved since they fought the patera, thanks to my teachings.’
On top of that, there was an additional, powerful force.
‘Lia’.
No, it was Idrinne.
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                    “Hahp!”
Her sword flashed, a rain of blood spread out, and the dark spirits retreated, screaming.
It was an incomparably powerful display of the Bloodline Arts.
And that wasn’t all.
“Everyone, receive my blood and take strength!”
The blood Idrinne scattered spread to Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains.
“What are you doing?!”
He shouted, then abruptly shut his mouth.
As Idrinne’s blood seeped into their bodies, their vitality began to surge.
‘She imbued her blood with the energy of life. To think she can use it in actual combat like that.’
On top of that, there was another person playing an unexpectedly active role.
It was Mari.
[Ohoho, children? There are a lot of irritating flies here, won’t you tear their mouths apart?]
Originally, due to her contract, Mari could not directly help Chris with her own power.
Instead, she had the evil spirits she had subjugated from the Death Cube fight against Langham’s dark spirits.
‘She has used the ghosts under her command to help before.’
And these weren’t ordinary evil spirits, either.
[Under…stood, Lord.]
[We will… follow your command, Lord.]
Chris had a bewildered expression as he watched the evil spirits obeying Mari’s command.
‘Isn’t the level of the spirits she’s commanding too high? There’s even a 7th-circle evil spirit.’
A 6th-circle evil spirit, the Dullahan of the Four Swords; an Elder Death Knight; and even a highest-ranking 7th-circle evil spirit, a Death Lord, were all following Mari’s command.
And they were even afraid of her!
It was an utterly dumbfounding sight to see the highest-level evil spirits nervously watching a pure and innocent-looking beautiful banshee.
‘What on earth.’
Chris shook his head. This wasn’t the time to think about that.
‘My role is the most important.’
He wasn’t just barking orders from the rear.
The most crucial role, in the end, was Chris’s.
Fwoosh!
Chris watched Marquis Langham’s incoming attacks and unfolded his Blooming Realm.
Exploiting the gaps in a Devil’s power is no easy task.
Especially since Marquis Langham was a powerful, high-ranking magus to begin with.
It was on a completely different level from some pathetic magus just borrowing a Devil’s aura.
The gaps were also incredibly minute.
Even for Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains, it was impossible to strike those gaps every time.
‘But with the Blooming Realm, it’s possible.’
The Blooming Realm is a realm of infinite possibilities drawn in darkness. It made it possible to exert abilities tailored to the situation.
Healing Arts. Holy Radiance. Extreme Poison. The Bloodline Arts I obtained this time.
And with the authority of darkness that encompassed all of those, he created the right move for every situation and blocked Marquis Langham’s attacks.
“After begging a Devil, is this all you’ve got? A half-wit is still a half-wit even after selling his soul to a Devil.”
“I told you to shut up.”
“The only thing that’s going to be shut up is your soul when it falls into Gehenna. Instead of living like such a twisted papa’s boy, why didn’t you just cry and beg the Patriarch? Telling him, ‘I was born a cripple.’”
Marquis Shupen, who was listening, also added a cold remark.
“To be honest, Langham, I also thought you were a moron. A guy who doesn’t know his place and is only full of greed.”
“You bastards…!”
The moment Marquis Langham could finally take no more and raised his voice, something strange happened.
Trickle.
Black, dead blood flowed from his nose.
His body could no longer withstand the Devil’s energy, and his limit was starting to be reached!
“Hold on just a little longer! Victory is ours!”
As victory came into sight, the morale of his allies grew even fiercer, while on the other hand, Langham’s limbs began to feel heavy.
On top of that, Chris delivered the decisive command.
“Mari, block the dark spirits with your evil spirits! Lia, a binding spell with your Bloodline Arts! Marquis and the Five Captains, unleash the Demon-Slaying Blockade Formation with all your might to tie him down!”
“We won’t be able to hold it for long.”
“That’s fine! A moment is all we need!!”
The group used all their strength to bind Langham’s movements, and Chris raised his hand.
A giant magic circle began to be drawn in the surrounding area.
It was the blockade formation he had set up in another location to catch Langham in the first place!
Seeing Langham’s aura falter, he had seized the opportunity to deploy it anew.
Fwaaaaaah!
The holy relic and the magical artifact each spewed out a brilliant light and a pitch-black darkness, and the blockade formation that weakened the Devil’s energy was unleashed.
“!!”
Langham’s face turned white and he staggered.
Furthermore, the effect of this blockade formation did not end with simply weakening the Devil’s energy.
Through the magical artifact, it enhanced the power of pure demonic energy.
In other words, a magic circle created by magi to fight against Devils.
The group gained an even more intense aura and pressed Langham.
It was the moment the scales of the battle were tipping further and further toward Chris’s side.
“How dare you…! I’ll kill you all!!”
Fwaaaah!!!
The Devil’s energy fluctuated violently.
His intention was to pour out a powerful burst of energy all at once and reverse the tide of battle.
Perhaps because it was too much of a strain, black blood trickled from his nose, ears, and mouth, but Langham didn’t stop.
“I’ll turn you all into puddles of blood.”
It was the moment everyone’s expression hardened.
Suddenly, something strange happened.
Whoosh. Thwump!
A pitch-black spear suddenly shot up from Langham’s shadow and pierced straight through his chest.
“!!”
Langham’s eyes shot wide open.
“…What?”
Ssshh.
A figure emerged from the shadow.
It was Yulian!
She had used Spirit Assimilation, a secret art of the elves, to transform into a shadow spirit and had been waiting for an opportunity to launch a surprise attack.
“Die. You devil.”
Fwaaah!
The spear that pierced Langham’s chest was Yulian’s spirit, weaponized.
Fire, ice, and lightning energy raged inside Langham’s body all at once.
“Kuaaaaargh!!!”
Langham screamed, and in the next moment, Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains moved.
“Unleash the Fetter of Pitch-Black Darkness!!”
Fwoooosh!!!
It was another secret art of the Dark Demonic Legion, meant for facing an absolute enemy.
The demonic energies of the Five Captains formed a formation centered on Marquis Shupen’s, then descended upon Marquis Langham.
Marquis Langham, unable to recover from Yulian’s blow, was helplessly bound by the fetter.
“Y-you…!”
Marquis Langham belatedly tried to draw upon his demonic energy to escape the fetter, but it was too late.
“It’s over.”
Darkness settled upon Christian’s sword.
It wasn’t a simple Black Steel Aura.
It was a sword imbued with an Evil-Slaying Will.
In that moment, fear appeared in Marquis Langham’s eyes.
Fwoosh! Thwump!
Christian’s sword pierced Langham’s chest.
“Th-this can’t be….”
Was it a lingering attachment to his unfulfilled greed?
Langham’s eyes shot wide open, but it was too late.
The light slowly began to fade.
He was dead.
He was once a giant who had reigned as the second-in-command of the Dark Demonic House, but it was a death so futile it was unsightly.
‘It’s over.’
Chris sighed and looked at the group.
“Everyone, you’ve worked hard. Let’s first treat those who are injured….”
It was the moment he said that. Chris’s expression hardened.
A cold, ominous feeling flashed through him.
It was an instinctual gut feeling.
“What is it, Your Grace?”
Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains had puzzled expressions. It seemed they hadn’t noticed the strange turn of events yet.
It seemed that because the level of Chris’s soul was higher than the others, he alone felt the sense of crisis.
Following him, the face of Idrinne, who had the second-highest spiritual level, hardened.
“This is…?”
Chris’s and her eyes met.
The horrifying, ominous feeling grew as if it would engulf their very souls.
“Everyone, we have to get back…!”
But it was too late.
Flash.
The light returned to Langham’s dying eyes.
But it was a completely different light than before. His entire eyes, even the whites, were stained with an ominous darkness.
Chris realized the identity of the phenomenon occurring in Langham and was horrified.
‘Devil’s Corrosion!!’
It was the ultimate secret art of the Mystic Demonic House, one that went beyond simply accepting a Devil’s energy and allowed a Devil to devour a soul.
‘Did those bastards from the Mystic Demonic House have a hand in this?’
It seemed this had been the plan from the beginning. That when Langham lost his life, a Devil would devour his soul.
This was because the Devil’s Corrosion required the soul of a high-ranking magus capable of handling a Devil’s energy to be used as a vessel.
In the end, Langham had just been played as a sacrifice by those bastards from the Mystic Demonic House.
‘First, we have to escape.’
Of course, even if a Devil devoured a soul, it was subject to various restrictions, so it couldn’t properly exert its own true power.
One could think of the actual power it could exert as being at a level far inferior to the patera he had once faced.
‘But there’s still no chance of winning. With the patera, I could at least exploit its mental weaknesses, but in a case of being corroded by a Devil like this, that’s not possible.’
The only way was to hold out until the Devil could no longer withstand the restrictions of the Law of Causality and was reverse-summoned back to Gehenna.
But before he could take a step, Langham—no, the ‘Devil’—moved first.
Gwoooooooooh!!!
As it raised its hand, a ghostly wail that seemed to rise from the abyss echoed out.
As it turned its eyes, stained with darkness, toward them.
“!!”
Everyone’s body froze stiff.
Like mice meeting the eyes of a snake, they couldn’t even twitch a single finger.
Everyone gritted their teeth and tried to draw upon their demonic energy, but it was useless.
‘It’s not just suppressing the body with a powerful aura. It’s Spiritual Pressure.’
Chris swallowed grimly.
Not stopping there, the Devil manifested another power.
Kurururu.
With the sound of a rift opening somewhere, a pitch-black energy began to rise from the floor.
‘Crystallized demonic aura!’
The demonic aura that leaks out onto the surface world is of a relatively low purity.
The closer one gets to the center of Gehenna, the denser the concentration of the demonic aura becomes, to the point where it actually takes on a visible black light, and it had now summoned that horrific aura to this very spot.
“Everyone, protect your minds with your demonic energy!”
“Kuhk…!!”
Everyone let out pained groans at the horrific thoughts from the demonic aura that were piercing their mental barriers.
‘No. At this rate, everyone will die.’
Chris hurriedly checked on the group.
Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains were suppressed by the Spiritual Pressure and were in a state where they couldn't lend their strength.
‘Am I the only one who can move right now?’
The level of Chris’s soul was originally that of a half-demon. After absorbing the Venom Source, its level had risen even further, so it was relatively easier for him to withstand the Spiritual Pressure.
But it was impossible for Chris alone to defeat Langham, who had been corroded by the Devil.
But an unexpected voice was heard.
“I… am here too.”
“!!”
It was Lia—no, Idrinne.
The Devil that had corroded Langham was, at most, a low-ranking Devil of the Sixth Realm. Of course, no matter how low-ranking, a Devil was not a being that an ordinary mortal could face, but the Devil Idrinne had contracted with was a being equivalent to a ‘great being,’ so she was able to withstand the Spiritual Pressure.
Idrinne bit her lip hard.
‘If I use the authority I received from the Devil, I could probably defeat that Devil.’
But her contract restricted her to using the Devil’s power only to protect the Blood Sword Demonic House, so she could not use it now.
‘Still, I will lend my strength to Grand Duke Christian somehow. Because we’re friends!’
In addition to them, Yulian was also able to move.
Yulian’s current contractor was none other than Chris. It seemed she was influenced by the level of his soul.
However, she could only barely move; it seemed impossible for her to join the fight.
‘What should I do?’
Chris swallowed hard.
It was a life-or-death situation with no visible way out.
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                    ‘No, there is one thing. A method worth trying.’
In the past. As the Age of Ruin neared its end, the Hero’s party found themselves facing Devils more and more often.
They had faced situations similar to this one many times.
At those times, there was a method that the Hero, Evan, used to use.
‘The problem is, can I do it?’
At the time, Evan had used that method by utilizing all sorts of blessings from the Constellations.
Moreover, Chris’s current level of achievement was incomparably lacking compared to Evan’s at that time.
It was a long shot, but.
‘I have to do it. There is no other way.’
Having made his decision, Chris spoke to Yulian.
“Sister, please use your spirit arts to cast ‘Mental Repose’ on Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains.”
“But?”
It was a spirit art that protected the mind with the pure energy of spirits. However, as the name implied, it caused a temporary loss of consciousness, forcing everyone to withdraw from the battle.
“It’s fine. Please do as I say.”
‘Since I have to use the power of Holy Radiance, it’s better if they’re all unconscious.’ Yulian nodded her head, then unfolded her spirit art.
Marquis Shupen and the Five Captains, who had been barely withstanding the Spiritual Pressure and the high-purity demonic aura of Gehenna, could not resist Yulian’s spirit art and fell unconscious.
Next, Chris looked at Lia.
“Can you swear that you will not reveal what I am about to do to anyone?”
Lia—no, Idrinne—had a puzzled expression for a moment, then nodded.
“I understand. I swear on my soul. Because we’re friends.”
“Thank you. Can you help me? It might be dangerous.”
“Of course! Are we not friends? True friends help each other by giving their all! Entrust any task to me!”
Seeing her go on about friendship even in a situation like this, Chris let out a smirk.
“Cover me.”
To use the method he was thinking of, Chris would become momentarily defenseless, so her role was extremely important.
‘That’s why Rania had thoroughly protected Evan.’
In other words, Chris had entrusted her with Rania’s role.
Seeing her determined face as she uttered another childish mumble of “Because we’re friends!”, vowing to protect him, he felt he could trust her.
‘Let’s do this.’
Chris took a deep breath and moved forward.
The Devil that had devoured Langham shot out a blast of dark power, but Idrinne stood in its way.
Leaving the defense to Idrinne, Chris focused his mind.
Fwoosh!
A brilliantly bright and radiant energy rose up.
It was the energy of Holy Radiance, Radiant Mana.
“No, you…?”
Idrinne’s eyes widened in surprise, and Chris made a rough excuse.
“I got bored of learning only demonic energy, so I learned the power of Holy Radiance as well. Be sure to keep it a secret.”
Idrinne nodded.
A magus who used the power of Holy Radiance. It was an unbelievable thing, but for some reason, she felt that if it was Christian, it might just be possible.
After all, the medicine he had used to treat her had contained a brilliant light.
The power Chris was bringing forth did not stop there.
The power of the Healing Arts, the Heavenly Poison of the Venomous Demonic House, the power of blood containing life and death that he had recently learned from her.
On top of that, although their mastery was still low, there was the red of destruction, the yellow of demonic beasts, the ashen of curses, and so on.
All sorts of powers surged around Chris.
And finally, the Dark Demonic Energy that embraced them all.
A magnificent scene, much like when Nordian had once embraced all types of darkness in a single sword strike.
‘This isn’t enough.’
Chris narrowed his eyes.
‘I have to manifest the Soul-Slaying Sword.’
It meant a sword that could directly strike the soul.
Of course, a Devil possessed a soul of an incomparable level to a mortal, so even with the Soul-Slaying Sword, it was not easy to inflict a blow.
‘But the story is different in this case. It’s not a complete spiritual body of a Devil, but a case where it has corroded Langham’s soul.’
In other words, if he could cut away Langham’s soul, which had been devoured by the Devil, he could also reverse-summon the Devil.
The problem was the difficulty of the Soul-Slaying Sword.
‘Even the Hero Evan was only barely able to mimic the Soul-Slaying Sword after he had reached high 7-Star, where he could freely interfere with the laws. And even that was by using all sorts of blessings from the Constellations.’
Chris could not yet interfere with the laws. And it went without saying that he had no blessings from the Constellations.
He had to use a different method from Evan.
‘Instead, I possess a weapon that Evan did not.’
Fwoosh!
Chris’s Dark Demonic Energy surged violently.
The various powers of Holy Radiance and darkness he held within also fluctuated.
Within the waves of that turbulent power, Chris felt his own soul being sharpened to a fine point.
‘Dark Demonic Energy is not simply a power that embraces all types of darkness.’
It was a fact he had come to realize more clearly after obtaining the Venom Source from the Venomous Demonic House.
‘It is a power that elevates the level of one’s soul.’
Next, he also drew upon the energy of the Venom Source.
If Dark Demonic Energy raised the level of the soul, the Venom Source was a power that tempered the soul.
Chris’s sharply honed soul became as hard as an unbending will.
‘I have to imbue my sword with the elevated level of my soul.’
Originally, it was an impossible task. But Chris had a way.
Fwoosh!
The Blooming Realm unfolded.
Within the infinite possibilities of the darkness, Chris recalled the Spiritual Pressure that the Devil had just shot out.
Spiritual Pressure was also, in a broad sense, an ability that weaponized the soul.
The elevated level of Chris’s soul settled into the sword, just like Spiritual Pressure.
[Krrrrrk!!]
Did it sense the crisis? The Devil-corroded Langham howled like a beast and poured out his power, but Idrinne gritted her teeth and defended against it, and Chris raised his sword.
“I’m sick of this, so just get lost now.”
Fwoosh!
Chris’s sword pierced Langham’s chest.
To be precise, it cut his soul.
The level of Chris’s soul, imbued in the sword, tore apart Langham’s corrupted soul.
Not stopping there, the Radiant Mana and Heavenly Poison that had settled into his Dark Demonic Energy dealt additional blows to Langham, and he thrashed about, letting out a piercing scream.
As Langham’s soul suffered a fatal wound, the Devil that had corroded it was forcibly reverse-summoned back to Gehenna.
However, the Devil did not retreat alone. It dragged Langham’s soul along with it to Gehenna.
Only then did Langham, having regained his sanity, cry out in terror before finally falling into Gehenna.
“Ah… no…! Please…!!”
It was nothing but a hollow cry.
Langham’s body met its complete death, and now his soul would suffer an eternity of pain in Gehenna.
And so, the long battle ended, and it was the moment Chris let out a soft sigh.
Completely unexpected individuals had been watching their fight.
The magi of the Mystic Demonic House.
And.
The Demon King of Azure Flow.
* * *
From a distant mountain range, the strange figures of the Mystic Demonic House were watching Chris through a dark magic scrying mirror and conversing.
[What do you think?]
[We cannot rule out the possibility that Grand Duke Christian is truly the one from the prophecy.]
The strange figure who appeared to be the superior spoke in a low voice.
[The level of his soul has already surpassed that of a half-demon. It matches the passage from the prophecy exactly.]
An astonishing revelation.
[What will you do?]
[For now, we must watch.]
The strange figure continued in a chilling voice.
[Because he has not yet properly ‘ripened’.]
An ominous statement.
[In the future, Grand Duke Christian will face countless adversities. Those adversities will temper him into the perfect vessel.]
The other strange figure nodded.
[For now, I will report this to the Altar.]
It was the moment he took out a crystal ball to send the information they had gathered to the Mystic Demonic House in the north.
[The connection?]
Suddenly, the faces of the two hardened.
An immense energy had enveloped them.
[What? This energy is?]
The strange figure who recognized the identity of the energy had a bewildered expression.
[We must flee at once!]
An astonishing sight.
To think that magi of the great Mystic Demonic House would be made to tremble in fear? Just who was the owner of this energy?
The strange figures from the Mystic Demonic House turned pale and tried to flee the scene, but.
The energy pressed down on them.
Splat!
It crushed them, as if they were being trampled by a giant.
Behind the horrifying scene, an unexpected figure revealed herself.
A beautiful elven woman whose entire body was pierced by chains.
It was the Demon King of Azure Flow.
The Demon King of Azure Flow glanced at the corpses of the strange figures from the Mystic Demonic House, then turned her gaze.
Toward Christian’s location.
[This has become too troublesome.]
A cold voice.
[The time has come to swat the fly.]
Fwoosh.
Her figure disappeared.
* * *
“!!”
He was just about to handle the aftermath of the battle.
Christian’s expression hardened.
He had faintly felt an immense energy.
‘What was that?’
Idrinne, who seemed to have felt something similar, also hardened her expression.
“It seems it’s not over yet.”
“……”
“But an energy like this? Who on earth could it be?”
Idrinne, who had faced all sorts of powerhouses from the Four Kings’ Castle, had almost never encountered such an immense energy before.
It was the same for Chris.
‘An energy of this level is only possible for someone in the 9-Star transcendent realm?’
At a single thought that suddenly occurred to him, Chris swallowed hard.
‘Don’t tell me? It can’t be…?’
In that moment.
A soft voice was heard from the empty air.
[It has been a long time.]
“!!”
Chris’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
It was the Demon King of Azure Flow!
‘Why is the Demon King of Azure Flow here?’
The moment he saw the cold, sunken eyes of the Demon King of Azure Flow, Chris instinctively realized the reason for her appearance.
‘She came to kill me.’
Up until now, Chris had thwarted all of the Demon King of Azure Flow’s schemes.
Therefore, it was clear that she had judged that she could no longer leave him be and had come to kill him.
‘But even so, to think she would come to strike at me herself?’
Even for a Demon King, it was an unreasonable move.
It must mean that’s how much she could not tolerate Chris.
“Greetings, Your Majesty, the great Demon King.”
[…….]
“Have you come to kill me?”
The Demon King of Azure Flow looked down at Christian with an even colder gaze, then answered curtly.
[Yes. This King shall take your life today.]
“!!”
It was a voice that showed her mind was already firmly made up.
‘Damn it, what do I do.’
Naturally, there was no chance of victory whatsoever.
Beside him, Lia showed her fighting spirit with an expression as if she were ready to face death, and Yulian was the same, but even if they combined their strength, there was no way they could be her opponent.
‘There’s no way out.’
Chris tried to start a conversation to buy some time, somehow.
“Is it because I interfered with Your Majesty’s attempts to take the Three Primordial Wells?”
[…….]
“Before I die, I will ask just one thing. Your Majesty, why do you desire the Three Primordial Wells?”
Surprisingly, the Demon King of Azure Flow opened her mouth.
[Because only the Three Primordial Wells can save my soul.]
“…Save your soul?”
[There is no need for you to know the details. Because you will die today.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow shook her head.
[I will be frank. I do not dislike you. To be honest, I think quite highly of you for not being stained by evil and showing the qualities of a true magus. If not for this situation, this King would have favored you greatly.]
“……”
[But I am sorry. I have my own circumstances.]
Woooong!
An irresistible energy descended upon Christian’s group.
An energy of a different dimension, incomparable to any powerful enemy he had faced until now.
It was truly a power worthy of the name Demon King.
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                    ‘Damn it. I have to think of a way, somehow.’
In an instant, countless thoughts flashed through Chris’s mind.
He had planned to eventually defeat the Demon King of Azure Flow in order to establish the Dark Alliance.
He had a few methods to strike a blow against her, but they were all incomplete.
‘Still, I can’t go down like this.’
The moment his vision was growing dark from the tyranny of her overwhelming power.
Suddenly, a strange turn of events occurred.
“Stop it, Demon King.”
[!!]
Whoosh!
The pressure that had been crushing Christian vanished as if it had been washed away.
At the same time, a deep darkness surged in the surroundings.
It was a familiar darkness.
‘Reign of Darkness!’
It was Nordian’s Dominion!
He turned his gaze in surprise, and Nordian had appeared.
And not in his avatar, but in his own gaunt, withered body.
“Christian, stand back.”
“…Grandfather.”
“Hurry. I will handle this.”
Christian clenched his fists.
Nordian’s complexion was as pale as a corpse.
His body was trembling faintly, as if it were difficult to even stand properly, but was it because of his desire to protect Christian? The light in his eyes was incomparably brilliant.
“I don’t know what is going on here, Your Majesty the Demon King.”
[…Patriarch Nordian.]
“If my grandson has committed some great sin against you, Your Majesty, please tell me. As the Patriarch, this one will apologize on his behalf. However.”
Fwoosh.
A deep darkness erupted from Nordian’s body.
It was an intense energy that did not fall far short of the aura the Demon King of Azure Flow had just displayed.
A power befitting one who was counted among the top of the Patriarchs of the twelve great magical houses.
“If Your Majesty intends to unjustly persecute my grandson, then please understand that this one cannot simply stand by and watch.”
[!!]
A moment of silence passed.
The Demon King of Azure Flow could not take any action and just stared at Nordian.
‘Even the Demon King of Azure Flow cannot take Patriarch Nordian lightly.’
The fact that the justification was on his side was also surely a burden to the Demon King of Azure Flow.
In the end, the Demon King of Azure Flow withdrew her energy.
[Patriarch Nordian, since you’ve put it that way, I understand. I shall take my leave now.]
“……”
[However, keep this in mind.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow’s gaze turned to Christian.
[That I am always watching. The next time will not end like this.]
It was a threat.
However.
“Your Majesty the Demon King should also keep this in mind. That if there is anyone who harms my grandson, this old man will not let them be, no matter who they are.”
[!!]
Nordian’s and the Demon King of Azure Flow’s gazes crossed coldly.
The Demon King of Azure Flow turned her back in a flash, parted the space, and disappeared.
“Thank you, Patriarch.”
Chris approached Nordian, but his reaction was strange.
He stood rigidly, giving no answer.
“Kul-leok.”
He coughed up black blood!
“Grandfather!!”
“…Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine after a little rest.”
Nordian shook his head, his face pale, but he once again coughed up a gush of blood.
‘His condition is serious.’
His condition was already not good, but the backlash had come from drawing upon his power just now to drive away the Demon King of Azure Flow’s energy.
‘At this rate, he won’t last long and will meet his death.’
A few days, perhaps. It looked like he wouldn’t even last ten days at the longest.
Nordian also seemed to have sensed the shadow of death approaching him, and he suddenly grabbed Christian’s hand.
“*Keke*, still, I’m glad that you are here.”
“…Grandfather.”
“Do not forget. That you are the hope of our Dark Demonic House.”
As if his consciousness were growing heavy, the light in Nordian’s eyes began to dim.
If his consciousness were to fade like this, he would likely never wake up again.
“Still… in the end… I was happy thanks to you. I wanted to be your shield for longer, but I am sorry that I could not.”
Gradually, Nordian’s voice grew faint.
Christian bit his lip hard, then said something unexpected.
“You’re speaking too hastily.”
“…What?”
“I’m sorry, but I have no intention of letting you pass away like this, Grandfather.”
Nordian asked blankly, “What are you talking about? Even you cannot save me. It’s impossible for anyone in this world.”
“No, there is one way it’s possible.”
Christian continued.
“You just have to reach 9-Star, Grandfather.”
“!!”
Nordian’s eyes flew wide open.
That was right.
The reason Nordian was dying now was none other than the depletion of his lifespan.
Therefore, although he could not be saved by any other means, there was just one method.
It was to reach the Transcendent Realm.
‘Once you reach 9-Star, you transcend the shackles of a mortal and become no different from a semi-immortal. Naturally, you can also overcome the limits of your lifespan.’
But Nordian let out a small laugh and shook his head.
“It’s not that I haven’t thought of that myself. But it is an impossible task. The realm of 9-Star was not permitted to me.”
“No, it is possible. If I help you.”
“!!”
Christian continued with a serious gaze.
“Of course, it is not an easy task. No, to be frank, it is an event with a slim probability. More than anything, you must create the miracle yourself, Grandfather.”
“……”
A slim probability.
He was serious.
Because it was 9-Star, after all.
‘It’s completely different from simply giving a lesson.’
From beginning to end, it was something Nordian had to accomplish himself.
All Chris could give him was a small trigger.
However.
Chris suddenly grabbed Nordian’s hand.
“Still, I believe that you can do it, Grandfather.”
“Keke.”
Nordian let out a laugh.
‘Me, at 9-Star.’
Honestly, he didn’t feel at all that he could do it.
But why was that?
Looking at Christian’s firm gaze directed at him, a faint hope welled up.
‘If my grandson is going this far, I can’t just stand by and do nothing.’
More than anything.
‘I haven’t even seen that boy ascend to the Patriarch’s seat yet; I can’t die already.’
“Alright. I’ll do it.”
Nordian looked at Christian with a strong gaze.
“The time has come to show you the greatness of this old grandfather of yours.”
And so.
A reckless challenge that would shake the fate of the Dark Demonic House—no, beyond the Southern Magus Nation, the fate of the entire Magus Empire—had begun.
* * *
First, he returned to the main house of the Dark Demonic House with Nordian.
“No, Patriarch? Christian?”
Count Khazar, who was serving as the acting Patriarch, greeted them in surprise.
“We will be using the seclusion training grounds, so please do not let anyone approach until I come out.”
Count Khazar nodded firmly.
After entering the training grounds, Christian had Nordian take the True Blood Serum he had obtained from the Blood Sword Demonic House to restore his energy.
Although it was a temporary effect, his complexion had improved considerably.
“Next is the Elixir.”
“…You’ve prepared a lot.”
“Yes, after the Elixir, please take this poison.”
“!!”
Nordian frowned.
“A poison?”
“Yes, it is the miracle-level poison of the Venomous Demonic House, ‘Death of the Mind’.”
“…And you’re telling me to drink something like that?”
It was a famous miracle-level poison. A poison that, as its name suggested, shattered the mind.
One would enter a state no different from meeting a mental death.
“Of course, with my mental strength, I wouldn’t go that far.”
“No, please drink it after dismantling all your mental barriers. Your mind must be completely shattered.”
“…Are you serious?”
“Yes. You must.”
Nordian shut his mouth abruptly, but Chris did not retract his words.
‘It can’t be helped. What I’m trying to do now isn’t something that can be done through an indirect experience using an Illusion Stone.’
Realizing that Chris was serious, Nordian’s expression hardened.
“Is there a way to restore a shattered mind?”
“No, there is not. There is only one way. You have no choice but to reach 9-Star, Grandfather. Please, do your best so that I do not become an unfilial grandson.”
Nordian let out a chuckle as if finding the situation absurd.
“You insolent whelp. Fine. My life is forfeit one way or another anyway. I will show you that I can definitely succeed.”
Nordian downed the cup of poison Chris held out in one go. With his mental barriers dismantled.
Afterward, Nordian’s eyes became completely vacant.
‘His mind has been erased.’
Erased.
It was a horrifying expression.
In truth, the miracle-level poison ‘Death of the Mind’ possessed an effect that transcended the laws and annihilated the target’s mind.
To be precise, the surface ‘consciousness’ meets its death.
‘However, it’s not completely annihilated. Only the consciousness is erased; the deep subconscious remains intact.’
It was just as he had intended.
‘Thanks to the True Blood Serum and the Elixir, he still has physical reserves.’
Chris took a deep breath.
The real beginning was from now on.
‘Can he really succeed?’
A lack of confidence, unlike him. It couldn’t be helped.
Because it was truly a gamble.
‘9-Star is a realm that escapes the shackles of a mortal. Even I cannot artificially bestow that enlightenment.’
From beginning to end, Nordian had to obtain the achievement himself.
The only thing Chris could help with was one thing: a trigger.
‘I have to give him the perfect trigger.’
Chris placed his hand on Nordian’s head and made contact with his deep subconscious.
Fwoosh!
A space of deep, calm darkness. It was the world of Nordian’s subconscious.
There was no sign of movement, but Chris could feel Nordian’s subconscious watching him.
Chris opened his mouth as if to make sure Nordian could hear him.
“Watch carefully from now on. I will prepare a master to help you reach 9-Star, Grandfather.”
It was an absurd statement that, if Nordian’s consciousness had remained, would have made him say, “What is this nonsense?”
But Chris did not stop.
“The master who will help you, Grandfather… is me.”
Chris raised his hand.
“To be precise, it is the me of the future. In other words.”
Fwoosh!
Darkness unfolded from Chris.
It was the Blooming Realm.
However, it was not just any Blooming Realm.
This place was the world of the subconscious. Therefore, Chris was not limited by his own level of mastery and could truly unfold infinite possibilities.
‘So, something like this is also possible.’
Chris closed his eyes.
His deeply submerged consciousness ‘imagined’ within the thoughts of the Blooming Realm.
His own future self.
In other words.
The version of himself that had reached 7-Star, established his own microcosm, and toyed with the laws.
The version that had reached 8-Star and established his absolute authority.
He imagined it in as much detail as possible.
Even now, Chris was this powerful.
What would he really look like when he reached 7-Star and 8-Star?
And then.
When he reached 9-Star?
Flash.
Chris’s eyes opened.
From the depths of his pupils, a deep, deep darkness flickered in and out of existence.
A great and magnificent darkness that seemed to make the whole world feel fear and awe, a darkness that seemed to have subjugated even light itself.
That was right.
The existence that would become the trigger for Nordian’s enlightenment.
It was the image of Christian who had become a Demon King.
Chris’s plan was to reflect the image of his future self who had reached the transcendent realm onto Nordian’s subconscious and induce an enlightenment.
* * *
‘Because I will become a more perfect Demon King than anyone else.’
What kind of Demon King he would actually become was still unknown.
What was certain was that he would become a being closer to the ultimate ideal than any other Demon King in history, incomparable to all others.
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                    Just experiencing that aspect of him as a Demon King within his subconscious would become a powerful trigger for Nordian’s enlightenment.
‘Now, the rest is up to Grandfather.’
After imprinting the image of himself as a Demon King onto Nordian’s deep subconscious, Chris opened his eyes with a deep sigh.
“Is our father alright?”
“We’ll have to wait and see, but I believe he will do well.”
“What on earth happened?”
Chris briefly explained the recent events to Count Khazar, who had been waiting.
“Brother Langham joined hands with the Mystic Demonic House and did such a thing. And the Demon King of Azure Flow, as well? Hah.”
Count Khazar shook his head and lamented.
“If it hadn’t been for you, it would have been a real disaster. I’m glad you’re safe. You’ve been through a lot.”
Chris was silent for a moment.
‘I really did go through hell. Ugh. I want to rest.’
If he had his way, after suffering so much, he’d want to go wild and party like a scoundrel, but.
‘There’s no time for that.’
Moreover, it seemed something was going on with the house as well.
Count Khazar’s expression was not good.
“Has anything happened with the house?”
“…There has.”
“What is it?”
“A message came from the Destruction Demonic House because of the upcoming Dark Rite.”
Count Khazar continued in a hard voice.
“They told us to raise the white flag and surrender.”
“!!”
“And if we don’t, they said they won’t let any of those who participate in the struggle live peacefully.”
Count Khazar sighed.
“Grand Duke Vessian, the Patriarch of the Destruction Demonic House, seems to have had his pride deeply wounded by the fact that our Dark Demonic House challenged them to a struggle. If we don’t kneel to them even now, he looks ready to cause a truly great incident.”
Count Khazar’s eyes were full of worry.
‘The military power of the Destruction Demonic House is certainly incomparable to ours.’
The power of the Destruction Demonic House is counted among the top five of the twelve great magical houses.
The number of high-ranking magi of 7-Star and above was also incomparable to the Dark Demonic House.
‘No one would think that our Dark Demonic House could win.’
Count Khazar also seemed to be hoping inwardly that they would withdraw from the Dark Rite.
However.
“Would you mind replying like this? Tell them that on that day, they’ll be the ones kneeling miserably, so they should start thinking about how to serve our Dark Demonic House well from now on.”
“!!”
“And ask them, if they’re so confident, would they be alright with us setting the match-ups. Of course, add that if they’re scared of us, they can set the match-ups themselves.”
Count Khazar’s expression became even more worried.
“Do we really have a chance of winning?”
“Of course. However, there is a condition.”
“…What is it?”
“Father, and everyone else, will have to become stronger.”
“!!”
Chris said something that made their hearts sink.
“Please summon all of the house’s high-ranking magi. As the great teacher, I will be issuing additional special training starting today.”
It was a declaration that signaled the beginning of a hellish time for the high-ranking magi of the Dark Demonic House.
It was time to become strong once again.
* * *
Chris mercilessly bestowed his teachings upon the high-ranking magi, and the sounds of wailing echoed throughout the entire house.
‘I have to get stronger, too.’
And so, time flew by, and finally, right before the Dark Rite was just around the corner.
Chris left the house.
“Where are you trying to go?”
“I’m just going out for some fresh air. I will be back before the Rite.”
Afterward, he headed for the Rudolph Merchant Guild within the castle.
A surprising person was waiting for him.
It was Evan!
“Have you been well?”
Evan gave a slight nod.
‘He’s gotten stronger again.’
Chris whistled inwardly.
It hadn’t been long since he reached 6-Star, but he was already perfectly completing his world of thought.
Was it because he had started to seriously receive the blessings of the Constellations? His growth rate was terrifying.
‘Evan already had cheat-level talent, and now that he’s receiving the full support of the Constellations, he’ll continue to grow explosively in the future.’
Chris turned his gaze.
Next to Evan, Ruina was standing there with an expression like she’d chewed on something foul.
“It’s been a while for you too. Have you been well?”
“O… hoho. I-it’s been a while.”
“Why are you so frozen? It’s not like we’re going to a place where you’ll die.”
“N-not a place where I’ll die?!”
Ruina shrieked.
“How can I not be nervous when we’re going to the Fanatic Order?!”
An astonishing statement.
The Fanatic Order was an extremist faction of the Holy Empire.
A group of radicals who did not hesitate to shed blood, interpreting the will of the Constellations with violent doctrines.
‘They’re even crazier than most magi.’
They caused all sorts of incidents without even listening to the Holy Emperor, the monarch of the Holy Empire, to the point where it was said that the Holy Emperor’s greatest worry was not the Magus Empire, but the Fanatic Order.
“Don’t worry so much. If you’re this nervous already, how are you going to swindle the Fanatic Order?”
“What do I do if my head gets chopped off for doing something like that?”
“It’s fine. We just have to not get caught. So, are you not going to do it? An opportunity to win the favor of the Holy Emperor probably won’t come easily.”
“Uwaaah. To hell with his favor, it’s all over if I die! Are you sure we won’t get caught?!”
“That depends on you. Because I won’t be making any mistakes. Your role is important this time, so please try your best.”
It was the moment Ruina, with a frustrated expression, was about to beat her chest.
Evan, who had been silent beside them, casually poked at her sore spot.
“You seem to detest it too much. This task, too, is for the sake of the world.”
“…W-what did you say?”
“Dame Ruina, you should rather consider it an honor to be able to participate in Grand Duke Christian’s great work.”
At Evan’s absurd statement, Ruina moved her mouth as if she were speechless.
‘…I’m not exactly planning to swindle the Fanatic Order with such a grand intention.’
The purpose of this trip was to use the Fanatic Order to strike at the Destruction Demonic House.
‘Because there’s no way those bastards from the Destruction Demonic House will meekly submit just because they were defeated in the Rite. I have to use the Fanatic Order to drive them into a corner.’
On top of that, there was an additional objective.
‘I have to take the Flame of Ruin.’
It was one of the Three Primordial Wells, like the Sacred Black and the Venom Source.
No matter if he won the Rite, there was no way the Destruction Demonic House would hand over the Flame of Ruin, so Chris planned to use the chaos caused by the Fanatic Order to obtain it.
‘And while I’m at it, I’ll deal a blow to the Fanatic Order as well. Because those Fanatic Order bastards will become a great harm to the Alliance.’
They weren’t corrupt, but they were the kind of people who go mad in their own way and cause all sorts of harm.
It was necessary to break their spirit.
‘Well, in the end, it is something that will help the world, so I guess what Evan said isn’t wrong.’
Chris cleared his throat and held out his hand to Ruina.
“Now, enough chattering. Let’s depart for the Fanatic Order.”
Ruina took Chris’s hand with a look of disgust.
They were about to make a spatial leap using the power of the artifact.
“Uwaaah! But, why do we have to use my artifact to travel again? I told you this costs money!”
“Ahh, yes. Thank you. Consider this one a freebie. Think of all the grace I’ve bestowed upon you until now.”
“What?! What grace have you bestowed…!!”
Evan interjected again.
“Honestly, it seems true that Grand Duke Christian has bestowed much grace upon you. Dame Ruina, you should have a little more gratitude toward Grand Duke Christian….”
“Uwaaaah!! Everyone, shut up!”
Fwoosh!
With a noisy sound, the three of them disappeared.
* * *
Whoooosh.
A hot wind blew.
The sight of a vast desert.
It was the Flame Desert, where the Fanatic Order was based.
‘We’ve arrived safely.’
Chris spoke to Ruina, who was tearing at her hair, crying, “Uwaaah, the travel cost is too expensive. My money.”
“They’re coming. Get ready.”
“…A-are you sure this is really okay?”
“Well, didn’t I tell you? It all depends on you.”
Ruina had a tearful expression. But having come this far, there was no turning back.
She took out an artifact and, fwoosh, changed her appearance.
Into a beautiful woman with a noble and benevolent air.
“That look really doesn’t suit you.”
“I know that?! Is it any better than yours?”
Chris had also changed his appearance using the Insignia of the Constellation.
With brilliant blond hair and a gentle face, with no trace of his usual insufferable air.
In other words, he had the appearance of a saint.
It was the same for Evan.
“This is awkward.”
His usual cynical air, unbecoming of a Hero, had vanished, and Evan crossed his arms with the face of a holy knight filled with devotion to others.
“Do a good job. Your role is important too, Evan.”
“Of course. Don’t worry.”
Evan looked at Christian with an intense gaze.
“This task, too, is surely a great undertaking for the sake of the world. I will also do my best.”
“…Ah, yes.”
Seeing Evan, whose trust in him was skyrocketing more and more due to the side effects(?) of his Mind’s Eye, Chris had a bewildered expression.
Just then, a flashing light was seen in the distance.
A brilliant radiance.
Several figures were flying through the sky toward them.
‘The Holy Radiance mages of the Fanatic Order!’
As their name ‘Fanatic’ suggested, they all had an impressive appearance.
They had completely shaved not only their heads but also their eyebrows, and their entire faces were tattooed with symbols representing the Constellations.
There was no trace of the gentle air one would associate with a priest; only an intense fighting spirit could be felt.
“Who are you? Do you not know that this is the holy land of our Order? If you have no just reason, you will offer both your eyes to the great Constellations as penance for trespassing on holy ground and then leave.”
A chilling statement.
In fact, if those lost in the desert set foot on their holy land, the Fanatic Order would never let them leave peacefully.
The problem was that they considered these actions of theirs to be justice.
‘Anyway, they’re a real headache in many ways.’
Chris frowned inwardly and looked at Ruina.
According to the script, it was Ruina’s turn to step forward.
“A-ahem. Valiant brothers. I am Vivian, a friend of the brothers. Please check this token. It is a token of gratitude given to me by the Order.”
The priests of the Fanatic Order had slightly surprised expressions.
“Vivian? Isn’t she the friend who bestowed her grace upon our Order a short while ago?”
Following Chris’s instructions, Ruina had hidden her identity and established a connection with the Fanatic Order in advance.
“Ohoho, that’s right. I am glad that my small act of goodwill seems to have been of great help to the brothers.”
“Welcome. What brings you here?”
“I have come to introduce these individuals to the brothers.”
Ruina pointed to Chris and Evan.
“And who are they?”
Chris stepped forward.
“I am a prophet who has received the blessing of the Constellations.”
“!!”
“The Constellations have bestowed upon me a prophecy concerning you, and I have come to deliver that will.”
The priests of the Fanatic Order had bewildered expressions.
“…That is hard to believe. Do you have any proof to back up your words?”
Chris glanced at Evan.
Evan, with his disguised face full of devotion, raised his sword.
Fwoooosh!
Radiant Mana exploded brilliantly.
“That is? The Radiant Mana that is said to be bestowed only upon those chosen to save the world?!”
And that wasn’t all.
The blessings of the Constellations began to settle on Evan’s sword.
One, two, three… a total of five blessings.
“I-impossible? Such blessings from the Constellations?”
“There’s someone who receives that much favor from the Constellations?”
Evan glanced at the priests of the Fanatic Order, then pointed to Chris and said.
“The Prophet is a noble being, incomparable to the likes of me. All of you, show him your respect.”
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                    “!!”
“What are you doing? Surely, you’re not distrusting the blessing of the Constellations?”
The priests of the Fanatic Order hesitated for a moment, but soon they all knelt.
“Greetings, O Prophet!!”
“Please forgive our rudeness!”
However, although they showed respect, it didn’t seem as if they completely believed him.
It was only natural. It would be difficult to blindly believe someone who suddenly appeared claiming to be a prophet.
‘And it is a lie, in fact.’
Chris nonchalantly lifted his chin.
It was an arrogant gesture, a usual habit of his, but thanks to his disguise of a noble impression, it created a dignified atmosphere, truly like that of a prophet.
“I will convey the blessing of the Constellations to you, so guide me to the Archbishop.”
“…To the Archbishop?”
The priests flinched.
It meant the number one person in the Fanatic Order.
For reference, the Fanatic Order was originally an altar under the Holy Empire. It’s just that they don’t listen and act as they please.
As the priests hesitated, Evan stepped forward again.
“Disappointing. You claim to follow the will of the Constellations more fervently than anyone, yet you hesitate to escort the one who reveals that will.”
“!!”
Fwoosh!
Once again, the blessings of the Constellations flashed on Evan’s sword.
“I swear on the names of the Constellations that bless me that there is no falsehood in this one’s nobility.”
As Evan knew that Chris’s inner heart was more noble(?) than anyone’s, this oath was not a lie.
Ruina also swallowed hard and stepped forward.
“Ohoho, I-I will also swear an oath. In fact, the reason I was able to help you all before was thanks to the Prophet here.”
“…Is that true?”
“Yes, the Prophet gave me a revelation about what kind of predicament the members of the Order were in, so I was able to provide the perfect assistance.”
In the end, the priests nodded.
“Understood. We will guide you to the Archbishop. However, please keep one thing in mind.”
A chilling warning followed.
“The Archbishop is one who possesses an insightful eye that sees through the truth. If there is even the slightest falsehood in you, a harsh judgment will be brought down in the name of the Constellations.”
* * *
After passing through the desert, the holy temple of the Fanatic Order appeared.
‘It’s austere.’
Befitting their extremist doctrine that rejected all forms of greed, the atmosphere of the holy temple was bleak.
All around the temple, Holy Radiance mages and knights with intense auras could be seen.
‘Definitely a powerful force.’
Unlike the forces of the Alliance, which were generally standardized at a lower level, the priests of the Fanatic Order were comparable even to the magi of the Magus Empire.
‘The proportion of high-ranking priests is also high. If things go wrong, escaping won’t be easy.’
What was even more noticeable were the eyes of the priests.
Without exception, madness flowed from them.
‘They’re the only ones in the Alliance who practice human sacrifice.’
Surprisingly, the Fanatic Order was making human sacrifices to the Constellations.
However, it wasn’t an indiscriminate sacrifice of the innocent, like one would make to a Devil.
Their justification was that by offering those who had committed great sins to the Constellations, their souls would be cleansed of sin through death.
‘Well, it’s still an unforgivable act, though.’
The priests of the Fanatic Order even offered themselves up as human sacrifices.
He glanced at the plaza in front of the holy temple.
In the middle of the plaza, a blue flame was rising.
It was a sacred fire used for human sacrifice, and the priests of the Fanatic Order would sometimes throw themselves into those flames to prove their devotion to the Constellations.
‘I hear that to become a high-ranking priest, one has to pass a rite of walking through those sacred flames and surviving to prove their heart. In any case, it’s something they don’t even do in the Magus Empire.’
While he was marveling at their insanity, they arrived at their destination.
“This is the place.”
On the dais of a large chapel, a figure was standing.
A young, white-haired boy with eyes as empty as glass beads.
It was Asir, the Archbishop of the Fanatic Order.
‘This is the first time I’ve seen him. In my previous life, I had only heard of his infamy.’
Unlike his boyish appearance, he was in reality a monster nearly a hundred years old.
It is said that he received the blessing of the Constellations and was freed from aging.
‘No, to be precise, it wasn’t a blessing from the Constellations. Because when that bastard’s true identity was revealed, the Alliance was thrown into an uproar.’
Yes.
Among the goals Chris had for visiting the Fanatic Order today was that very Archbishop.
“Show your respect to the Archbishop.”
The middle-aged man standing beside them commanded sharply.
He was a famous figure as well.
The Butcher, Ektar, the strongest Holy Radiance knight of the Fanatic Order.
He was at the level of high 7-Star.
“Ohoho, greetings, Your Excellency the Archbishop. My name is Vivian. Loyalty, loyalty, loyalty!!”
Ruina, overwhelmed by the pressure, hurriedly paid her respects, but Evan and Chris didn’t budge.
They just stood steadfastly, looking at the Archbishop.
As the Holy Radiance knight, Ektar the Butcher, twitched an eyebrow, Ruina, with a pale face, shot them a look.
‘What are you doing? Do you want to be pickled in salt and die?’
But they still remained motionless.
“How dare you show such disrespect to the Archbishop. Do you want to die?”
“Amusing.”
“…What?”
“Is this not an order that serves the Constellations? And yet, looking at your attitude now, it seems as if the Archbishop is a Constellation himself. You claim to serve the Constellations more piously than anyone, but all I feel is arrogance.”
“!!”
Ektar’s expression hardened.
But because Chris’s point was true, he couldn’t refute it and could only grit his teeth.
Archbishop Asir, who had been standing silently, opened his mouth.
[It is alright. As you said, I am but a mere servant who attends to the Constellations, so there is no need to think of it as difficult. You said you came to deliver a revelation from the Constellations?]
“That’s right.”
His glass bead-like eyes turned toward Christian.
For an instant, a transparent radiance flashed and shimmered in his gaze.
It was the authority he was said to have received from the Constellations, the ‘Mirror of Judgment’.
[But this is strange.]
The boy tilted his head.
[Why is it that I cannot feel a trace of the Constellations from you?]
“!!”
In that moment, the atmosphere in the area froze.
[I can certainly feel a powerful blessing of the Constellations from the knight beside you, but from you, who calls yourself a prophet, I cannot feel even the slightest trace.]
The Archbishop continued coldly.
[Did you dare to impersonate the name of the Constellations?]
Shing!
Ektar the Butcher fiercely drew his sword.
“I will thoroughly interrogate these bastards and make them pay the price for the sin of insulting the name of the Constellations.”
[I’ll leave it to you.]
Thud.
As Ektar the Butcher took a step, an aura that made one’s skin tremble surged forth.
Ruina’s face trembled with fear, and it was in a moment of crisis that felt like it could explode at any second.
Suddenly, Chris opened his mouth.
“I am definitely a prophet who has received a revelation from the Constellations.”
[You are lying.]
“It is not a lie. I will show you the proof.”
[Proof, you say?]
“Yes.”
It was that moment.
Fwoosh!
Suddenly, Evan launched his sword at Ektar the Butcher.
“What?!”
Chaang!
Evan’s current level of achievement was high 6-Star.
Although it was lacking compared to Ektar, in terms of swordsmanship skill alone, he was second to none.
He unleashed a brilliant flurry of attacks, momentarily binding his hands and feet, and Ektar, caught off guard, shouted.
“What are you all doing?! Strike them down!”
The moment the other Holy Radiance knights rushed forward, another strange thing happened.
Chris suddenly snatched Ruina’s hand.
“Hurry!”
“Uwaaaah!! I don’t know anything! If I die, I’ll become a banshee and curse you for eternity!”
Fwoosh!
He activated a spatial teleportation through the artifact.
The location: directly in front of the Archbishop.
Chris, fwoosh, drew his sword and struck down.
“Your Excellency the Archbishop!!”
“Danger!!”
But the Archbishop did not show a single hint of agitation.
The Archbishop was one of the monsters hailed as possessing the greatest power in the entire Holy Empire.
He possessed a power on par with 8-Star.
The Archbishop’s white hand, wrapped in a brilliant radiance, reached out toward Chris’s sword.
It was the power of the Constellations.
Shatter!
Chris’s sword was instantly shattered to pieces.
But then Chris did something incomprehensible.
In a situation where even retreating would not have been enough, he reached his hand out to face the Archbishop’s energy.
“Uwaaah! Are you crazy?! We have to run, even now!!”
Ruina made a fuss, but he did not stop.
The very instant their hands were about to meet and be crushed.
Chris gave a wry smile.
“You’re caught.”
At the same time, the unbelievable happened.
Fwaaaaaah!!
The Archbishop’s hand, which had been wrapped in light, was suddenly stained with a black energy.
[W-what?]
The Archbishop, with a look of bewilderment, tried to withdraw his hand, but it was too late.
Everyone in the chapel witnessed that black energy.
Pitch-black and dark.
An energy like that of a Devil, incomparably evil.
“Y-Your Excellency the Archbishop, that energy just now…?”
Ektar the Butcher asked in a trembling voice.
The Archbishop shook his head with a hardened expression.
[All of you, pay it no mind. This is a trick by that villain….]
“My trick, my ass. Don’t spout such nonsense while reeking of a Devil’s energy. You servant of a Devil.”
[!!]
Chris shouted toward the Holy Radiance knights.
“I will tell you what revelation I received from the Constellations. It is that that Archbishop over there is the agent of a horrific Devil.”
“!!”
That was it.
This was the true identity of the Archbishop who led the Fanatic Order.
To be precise, he was a high-ranking priest of the Mystic Demonic House.
‘He was switched out midway. A scheme by the Mystic Demonic House.’
The Archbishop had not been an agent of a Devil from the very beginning.
The Mystic Demonic House, in order to wield the extremist faction, the Fanatic Order, as they pleased, had secretly dealt with the original Archbishop and replaced him with a fake.
‘With the power of a Devil, it’s more than possible to disguise a fake as the real thing.’
With the authority of a Devil, it was also possible to mimic the energy of the Constellations.
After all, it was said that the most villainous Devils disguise themselves with light.
Chris had used the dominating power of his Dark Demonic Energy to reveal the Archbishop’s devilish essence.
“Look. That demonic aura is the proof.”
The Holy Radiance knights of the Fanatic Order murmured amongst themselves.
A scene of being unable to easily accept the truth.
[What are you doing?! That bastard, right now…!]
But the Holy Radiance knights did not move.
Although it was difficult to accept, the demonic aura they had just witnessed was not a lie.
Unable to do either this or that, they just stared blankly at the Archbishop and Chris.
Chris, with a deliberately noble expression, spread his hands out exaggeratedly to his sides.
“The Constellations are revealing their will to me even now. They say to execute that devil. Everyone, raise your swords of light!”
[You bastard, how dare you pull such a trick…!]
His initial composure gone, the Archbishop stretched out his power in a rage.
Fwoooosh!
An intense radiance of light spread out into the surroundings. He had unleashed his Dominion.
The magnificent energy of the Constellations covered the area.
It was a life-or-death crisis, but Chris, on the contrary, thought with confidence.
‘If he spreads his power out wide like this, the openings will increase.’
Naturally, this Dominion was not a proper one. Because from the beginning, it had only been mimicking the energy of the Constellations.
Of course, if that bastard had used his true power, his demonic energy, to unfold his Dominion, it would have been a different story, but all sorts of openings were visible.
Chris secretly exerted the dominating power of his Dark Demonic Energy.
Crack. Crack.
Fissures appeared in the Dominion that had been filled with light.
From within the cracked world of light, a repulsive black energy surged.
A horrific sight.
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                    “Th-this can’t be?”
“Was it really the Archbishop?”
The priests of the Fanatic Order, who could no longer deny it, had horrified expressions.
Chris seized the momentum and raised his voice majestically.
“The Constellations have revealed it to me: the original Archbishop was struck down by that Devil’s servant!”
“!!”
“What are you doing?! Not executing that Devil’s servant! Can you still call yourselves servants who attend to the Constellations after this?!”
Fwoosh!
Radiant Mana extended from Chris’s hand.
On top of that, there was also the energy of the Healing Arts mixed in with the Radiant Mana.
He projected the image of a holy saint for all to see, shaking the hearts of the Fanatic Order’s priests.
In the end, Ektar the Butcher stood at the forefront and aimed his sword.
“All of you, raise your swords! We will execute that devil.”
“Understood! In the name of the Constellations!”
As the battle began in earnest, Chris retreated with Evan.
“Is it alright if we don’t join in?”
“Why should we?”
“Well…”
“Those guys will take care of the cleanup themselves. There’s no need for us to get involved unnecessarily.”
Not just the Archbishop, but the fanatics under him were also a headache.
‘Because the guys under him are also extremists who have caused all sorts of harm to the world.’
His plan was to use this opportunity to make them fight each other and wear down their strength through internecine conflict.
[You bastards, come to your senses! This is all that villain’s trick!]
As the Archbishop shouted that, some of them hesitated, but Chris intervened each time.
‘Oh no you don’t!’
With the dominating power of his Dark Demonic Energy, he continuously exposed the man’s devilish aura.
Not stopping there, Chris mixed his Radiant Mana with the will of the Healing Arts, scattering a holy aura as he continued to shout.
“That fiend is the enemy of your Archbishop! The Constellations are weeping in the Celestial Realm! Everyone, avenge your Archbishop!”
At his shouts, the priests’ fighting spirit was bolstered, and a fierce battle unfolded.
In the end, the man could not endure it and revealed his true colors.
[You… bastard…! How dare you!!]
Fwaaaah!
He withdrew the energy of the Constellations he had been faking and began to emit his complete devilish aura.
As expected of a high-ranking priest of the Mystic Demonic House.
An incomparably intense energy compared to before dominated the area.
“…What a horrific demonic aura. Is there a chance of victory?”
To Evan’s question, Chris nodded.
“Of course.”
Chris looked around at the Fanatic Order.
“Because the guys here are just as crazy.”
Crazier than magi.
That was the reputation of the Fanatic Order.
When their opponent completely revealed his devilish true nature, the priests began to emit an entirely different aura than before.
“Everyone, prepare for martyrdom!!”
“Annihilate the devil!!”
They charged at him as one body.
It was the same as jumping into a blazing fire, and countless people died in an instant, but no one hesitated.
Even he could not help but flinch at their ferocious momentum, born from sacrificing their lives.
[You bastards…!]
The performance of Ektar the Butcher was particularly dazzling.
He already had an extreme personality, one that would annihilate anything root and stem if there was even a suspicion of a connection to a Devil, and now that was combined with the fury of having been deceived, so he fought like a berserker.
“Kuaaaah!!! No one stop! O Constellations, look down upon us!!”
“O Constellations!!”
At the end of the Fanatic Order’s ferocious assault, where they did not spare their own lives, he finally could not hold on and began to stagger.
On top of that, Chris stealthily intervened in the fight without being noticed.
‘It’s not as if the Fanatic Order is made up entirely of crazy bastards that are impossible to deal with.’
There were some decent people among them who, rarely, possessed common sense.
They were the minority ‘dove faction’ within the Fanatic Order, and he had obtained a list of their names in advance through Ruina. When they were in danger, he would stealthily intervene and help them escape the crisis.
‘It seems the time has come.’
“Evan, it’s about time to get ready.”
It was the same moment he said that.
Fwoosh!
The devilish aura that had been shimmering around him began to blaze like a flame.
He shouted to the sky, his eyes bloodshot.
[O Great One! I offer these people to you as a sacrifice, please accept them along with my soul!]
The Mystic Demonic House were fanatics no less than the Fanatic Order.
His plan was to sacrifice his own soul to make his enemies an offering to the Devil.
Woooong.
A thick, ominous fog began to settle in his Dominion, then it rotated like a vortex.
It was a horrific vortex that snatched the souls of its opponents and dragged them to Gehenna.
Sensing the extraordinary crisis, Ektar shouted with a pale face.
“Everyone, draw upon the blessings of the Constellations!!”
Fwoooosh!
A noble light enveloped the priests.
But it was not enough to withstand the raging devilish aura, and at this rate, there would be horrific sacrifices.
“We must abandon the holy temple and flee at once!!”
“Shut up! To think you would turn your back with the Devil’s servant right in front of us! The Constellations will be with us!”
“But…!”
“Silence!”
Thwack!
Some of the sane-minded ones belatedly shouted for a retreat, but there was no way it would work.
Chris shook his head back and forth and took a step forward.
‘It would also be troublesome if the Fanatic Order were to be completely destroyed.’
Chris glanced at the remaining forces on the Fanatic Order’s side.
Thanks to their ferocious charge where they did not spare their own lives, the damage they had already accumulated was enormous.
Now that their strength had been drastically reduced, it would be difficult for them to cause harm to the Alliance in the future.
‘This level is just right for me to exploit them in the future.’
The time had come to end the battle.
“Ruina. It’s our turn.”
“Uwaaaaaah. I can’t do it. I told you, I can’t!”
“Why are you such a coward? Ten million rupees if you do a good job on this?”
“What do you need me to do? Should I bark like a dog? Just give the order… wait, that’s not right!”
Ruina, who had unconsciously taken the posture of a puppy at the words ‘ten million rupees,’ screamed again.
“Dame Ruina, stop going on about money and come to your senses. Do you feel no shame before Christian, who is striving for the sake of the world?”
“Uwaaah!! Sir Evan, I hate you the most!!”
And yet, she was still Ruina, who steadfastly did what she had to do.
She took out the holy relic, the ‘Shield of Agios’.
For a brief moment, it protects its owner from the energy of Gehenna.
The problem was that Ruina had to stand at the forefront and face the energy of Gehenna.
“Uwaaah! This is an artifact with a limited number of uses, so its value depreciates a ton if I use it once!! My money!!”
“…So in the end, it was about the money. I’ll really give you ten million rupees when this is over.”
“Really? You mean it?! Ujaja! Let’s do this!!”
Under the protection of the artifact, Chris and Evan entered the area where the demonic aura was raging.
“Evan, you have to finish this. You get one chance. I’ll support you, so you can do it, right?”
Evan glanced at Chris, then nodded.
“I will do it.”
“Good.”
Chris placed his hand on Evan’s back.
“Now, it’s time for your debut as a Hero.”
Starting with this incident, Chris planned to make Evan a hero of the Alliance.
‘Because I have to unite the Alliance before the Age of Ruin comes. I’ll make this Evan kid a hero and start working him to the bone!’
The more he made Evan suffer, the more comfortable Chris’s own life would be.
Meanwhile, Evan, unaware of Chris’s inner thoughts, closed his eyes.
‘To think he trusts me this much.’
When he had first heard about this plan from Christian, the thought that had entered Evan’s mind was that it was ‘impossible.’
But.
-Evan, you can do it.
The moment he heard those words full of trust, the desire to succeed surged within him.
‘I must succeed, no matter what. I can’t hold Christian back.’
The image of the Christian he had seen until now flashed through Evan’s mind.
A person who, though a magus, hides a nobility deeper than anyone else’s, silently fighting a desperate battle for the world all alone.
‘The true Hero is not me, but Christian.’
Fwoosh!
Evan drew upon his Radiant Mana.
Originally, in Chris’s previous life, Evan’s Will Construct was the ‘Sword of Death and Darkness’.
A Will Construct that dealt a powerful blow to beings of evil.
But this time, Evan’s Will Construct had changed.
This was thanks to the influence of Christian, who was walking the path for the sake of the world all alone and steadfast.
The Sword of the Solitary Sea.
The uprightness and nobility of Christian, which were engraved in Evan’s mind, blended into the sword of light.
…It was something that would have dumbfounded Christian if he knew the inner story, but thanks to this misunderstanding, Evan’s Will Construct went beyond simply exerting a powerful effect on evil and came to hold an unbending will.
“Blessings of the Constellations upon my Will Construct.”
Woooong.
The blessings of the Constellations that protected Evan settled into his Will Construct.
The priests of the Fanatic Order let out sounds of admiration at the supremely noble light that wreathed Evan’s sword.
‘But it’s not enough.’
Evan gritted his teeth and looked at the swirling energy of Gehenna.
He had to annihilate that energy with his power of light, but it was insufficient.
Just then, Christian moved.
Christian closed his eyes and felt Evan’s energy.
For reference, Evan and Christian were in a master-servant relationship. The subordinate relationship they had formed before was still in effect.
Therefore, it was possible for him to feel and grasp Evan’s energy as if it were his own.
‘And on top of that, something like this is also possible.’
He unfolded his Blooming Realm and, within his thoughts, unfolded his Will Construct.
It was the Sword of Annihilating Light, the light that destroys evil.
Within his thoughts, Christian’s Will Construct merged with Evan’s Will Construct.
Fwaaaaaaaah!!
Evan’s sword was stained with a supremely noble light.
On top of that, Christian transformed his own will.
‘To drive out that energy from Gehenna, simply strengthening his power isn’t enough. A nobility that can wash away evil is the key.’
The fortunate thing was that Chris could artificially imbue his own will with nobility.
Chris recalled the images of the various saints he had witnessed in the past.
The noble hearts they had shown artificially blossomed within his own chest.
It was a shortcut made possible because his talent for handling his will was exceptional.
It was a shortcut, but it was effective. The nobility that settled into the Sword of Annihilating Light shone even more brilliantly.
And this shortcut of Chris’s produced an unexpected effect.
It unexpectedly spurred Evan on.
‘This brilliance contained in Christian’s will. As expected, it’s incomparable to the likes of me.’
Evan squeezed his eyes shut.
He had once again mistaken the nobility that Christian had embraced through a shortcut for the real thing.
‘And here I am, only wishing for mere revenge.’
In truth, Evan’s greatest motivation was revenge against the people of the great swordsmanship house who had cast him out.
The reason he had accepted the fate of a Hero from the Constellations was also to take revenge on his family with the Hero’s power.
But why was that?
Every time he saw that upright and brilliant nobility of Christian, he became ashamed of himself.
‘I don’t like it.’
Yes.
That incomprehensible nobility of Christian.
It was so dazzling that he felt a surge of emotion.
A single thought arose.
‘I won’t be outdone.’
Evan’s will as a Hero awakened one step further.
As Evan’s nobility deepened, the blessings of the Constellations that had settled on his sword were also amplified.
Finally, slice.
Evan’s sword cut through the energy of Gehenna.
Fwaaaaaaaah!
A brilliantly radiant light covered the world.
It was the moment Evan was first revealed to the world as a Hero.
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                    And so, after the battle concluded, it was time to clean up.
Chris was active even after the fight.
He used the power of the prestigious House of the Medical Saint to treat the wounded.
‘If I want to turn the Fanatic Order into puppets that move according to my will, I have to win their favor first.’
Dealing with the Archbishop was, in the end, just an intermediate step.
His goal was to use the Fanatic Order.
‘These guys have a simple side to them, so they’ll be easy to exploit. Let’s do our best, thinking of it as one step toward wealth and glory!’
Meanwhile, Evan watched Chris with a strange gaze.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
“…No. It’s just that the thought of me being a Hero… I feel it’s undeserved.”
The priests of the Fanatic Order, having seen Evan’s sword, were hailing him as the second coming of the Hero.
‘The real Hero isn’t me, but Christian.’
Look.
At the sight of Christian tending to the wounded even now.
When Evan looked with his Mind’s Eye, it seemed that Christian didn’t particularly think well of the Fanatic Order’s priests.
But despite that, he was still so devotedly administering treatment for the sake of the world.
‘As expected of Christian.’
…It was a misunderstanding that came from his Mind’s Eye not being perfect and only being able to see the ‘general’ inner thoughts of his opponent, but Evan was once again filled with admiration for Christian.
Just then, a heavy voice was heard.
“We offer our thanks to you, O Prophet.”
It was Ektar the Butcher!
He bowed his head to Chris, his face drenched in blood.
“Thanks to you, Prophet, we were able to execute the devil. If it weren’t for you, who knows how long we would have been toyed with by that devil’s servant.”
Ektar’s bloodshot eyes shone menacingly.
“It is surely a conspiracy of the evil Magus Empire. As soon as we’ve gathered our strength, we will immediately take our bloody revenge.”
Chris was appalled.
If they did something like that, a war would break out between the Holy Empire and the Magus Empire.
The problem was that, if left alone, they were the kind of people who would more than likely do just that.
‘From now on is what’s important.’
Chris lifted his chin and put on a deliberately noble expression.
“Foolish. Do you think such actions of yours will truly please the Constellations?”
“!!”
“As it happens, I have received a revelation from the Constellations concerning you.”
The priests, including Ektar, flinched.
They were already in a state of having completely acknowledged Chris as a prophet.
They knelt and shouted.
“What is it? We will heed the words of the Constellations!”
Chris observed the priests for a moment.
‘First, I’ll have to lay the groundwork.’
He had revealed the Archbishop’s true identity, but he had not yet properly shown his aspect as a representative of the Constellations.
He had to completely bewitch the priests of the Fanatic Order.
“First, from now on, human sacrifice is forbidden. Whether it is to cleanse the sins of the wicked or to prove your devotion to the Constellations, all of it is disallowed.”
“!!”
The priests of the Fanatic Order showed a vehement reaction.
“That cannot be!”
“Our devotion to the Constellations…!!”
Chris cut them off coldly.
“Did I not make myself clear? What I am saying now is a revelation bestowed upon me by the Constellations.”
“…It is difficult to accept. The reason the Constellations bestowed that Sacred Fire upon us must surely be for us to prove our hearts through sacrifice.”
The Sacred Fire was a flame that contained Holy Power and burned endlessly on its own.
It was a mysterious natural phenomenon, but for some reason, the priests of the Fanatic Order had interpreted it as a sign to perform human sacrifice and had been continuing the evil custom.
Of course, it was an absurd idea.
‘I wonder what bastard first thought of such a thing. It’s not like I can break the legs of the long-dead fool who started it.’
As it was a tradition that had been carried on for a long time, the atmosphere was one of not easily accepting it.
It was fine.
“I will prove that this revelation is the will of the Constellations. Watch.”
Chris walked toward the Sacred Fire.
While everyone had puzzled expressions, something surprising happened.
Fwoooosh!!!
A brilliant radiance burst forth from Chris’s hand.
“Th-that light? Radiant Mana?”
“No, it’s different. Don’t tell me… Holy Power?!”
Just like demonic energy, there are many types of light-based mana.
Among them, the strongest and highest-tier is the Radiant Mana used by the Hero.
The power used by the priests of the Holy Empire is also mana. They used a noble, pure white mana.
On the other hand, Holy Power was of a completely different lineage from mana.
‘Holy Power refers to the power received directly from the Constellations.’
There were only two types of people who could use Holy Power.
Cases where a blood relative who inherited the blood of a Constellation awakens their power. This was the case with Chris’s younger sister, Olivia.
Or, cases where one has received a special blessing from the Constellations.
One who has received Holy Power is considered a true saint who acts as a representative of the Constellations’ will.
So how could Chris, a magus, wield Holy Power?
‘Naturally, it’s a trick.’
It was an absurd notion. To fake Holy Power?
But Chris had several tools he could use to pull off such a trick.
‘I mixed Radiant Mana with the will of the Healing Arts, and then used the Insignia of the Constellation.’
The mana with attributes closest to Holy Power is Radiant Mana.
If you combine the will of the Healing Arts with Radiant Mana, you can display a nobility that is no less than that of Holy Power.
On top of that, he secretly mixed the Holy Power dwelling in the Insignia of the Constellation into the radiance.
‘The Insignia of the Constellation is a concealment-type artifact, so it’s possible to bestow Holy Power in this way. It should look similar at a glance.’
Of course, this alone was not enough to deceive the priests.
Because even though it looked similar, it was still distinctly different from true Holy Power.
Chris’s decisive trick was this.
‘I cast an illusion dark magic along with it.’
In other words.
It was like a sleight-of-hand magic trick.
If he had openly cast the illusion dark magic, they would have noticed, of course.
But Chris first created a performance similar to Holy Power using his Radiant Mana, the will of the Healing Arts, and the Insignia of the Constellation, and then just added a slight finishing touch with illusion magic.
To make it indistinguishable from true Holy Power.
‘Someone with a deep knowledge of magic might have noticed, but fortunately, they all died or were seriously injured while fighting that bastard from the Mystic Demonic House earlier, so they aren’t here.’
The person with the highest level of mastery here was Ektar, and as a knight, it was impossible for him to notice Chris’s elaborate trick.
Of course, if they looked closely, they might have noticed it was a trick, but Chris had no intention of showing the ‘Holy Power’ for long.
“Watch carefully.”
Chris poured the Holy Power he had produced toward the Sacred Fire.
Then, something surprising happened.
Fssshhhk.
The Sacred Fire lost its power as if it had been drenched in rain, and then, it was completely extinguished.
“I-impossible?”
“How could the Sacred Fire?”
The priests of the Fanatic Order muttered in bewilderment, and Chris spoke sternly.
“It is the will of the Constellations.”
“!!”
Of course, it was a lie.
‘In truth, this is also a trick.’
Originally, to extinguish the Sacred Fire, one would have to pour an immense amount of true Holy Power onto it. An impossible task for Chris.
But there was another, easier way.
‘I just have to make two opposing powers clash.’
It was demonic energy.
In particular, Dark Demonic Energy was the most ultimate of all demonic energies. Naturally, it was fatal to the Sacred Fire.
‘It was a close call, though.’
He had to hide his Dark Demonic Energy behind the brilliant Holy Power and precisely annihilate the core of the Sacred Fire.
He had to control it so that the aura of the Dark Demonic Energy and the aftereffects of the clash did not leak past the Holy Power that was acting as a veil. It was an extremely difficult task, but Chris succeeded with his ultimate control over demonic energy.
“Did you see it well, the will of the Constellations?”
The priests of the Fanatic Order hesitated, looked at each other, and then knelt before Chris.
“We accept the will of the Constellations!”
“O great saint!!”
Their voices had changed from before.
They had completely acknowledged Chris as a representative of the Constellations.
‘Good. I fooled them well.’
Meanwhile, the priests weren’t the only ones who were deceived. Evan was, too.
‘As expected of Christian. To think he would go to such lengths to abolish human sacrifice.’
Evan knew that Chris did not possess Holy Power.
Even for Chris, faking something like that couldn’t have been easy.
The reason he did it anyway must have been because he felt pity for the lives being sacrificed in human offerings.
Because when they first came to the Fanatic Order, he had clearly seen with his Mind’s Eye how Christian had frowned at the Sacred Fire, displeased.
‘He’s not a fake. Christian is the true saint.’
And so, another trivial incident that deepened Evan’s misunderstanding occurred, and Christian continued with his business.
“I will now speak the next revelation from the Constellations.”
“Just speak your word, O great saint!!”
The priests shouted as they bowed their heads to the ground, and Chris said something unexpected.
“The next Archbishop is you, Raphael.”
“!!”
The hall stirred.
The designated priest, Raphael, also had a bewildered expression.
‘Because he’s the only one in the Fanatic Order who’s at least halfway sane.’
He was the representative of the dove faction.
“M-me?”
Chris said in a resolute tone.
“It is a revelation from the Constellations. Surely, you do not intend to disobey?”
“That is not it! I will obey!”
“The Constellations wish for your Order to change. Do you understand my meaning?”
The designated Raphael’s gaze changed.
He was one who had believed the actions of the Fanatic Order were not right. He understood Chris’s words at once.
“I will keep it in mind. I will do my best so that we can become an Order that correctly carries out the will of the Constellations.”
Chris nodded.
With this, the Fanatic Order would no longer cause harm to the Alliance as it had before.
“And there is an even more important revelation.”
“What is it?”
“Before the revelation, I ask you. No matter what revelation is given, can you swear as servants of the Constellations that you will follow it?”
At the unusual atmosphere, the priests had puzzled expressions for a moment.
“Of course. If it is the command of the Constellations, these servants will simply obey.”
“Good.”
Chris looked at the priests of the Fanatic Order, including Ektar.
“From this moment on, you, Ektar, and all personnel of the rank of high priest of the altar and above will be excommunicated from the Order.”
“What does that mean?!”
“The charge is that not only did you fail to recognize the Devil’s servant right before your eyes, but you also willingly served him.”
Ektar and the others were rendered speechless.
Chris raised his voice a notch to hammer in their guilt.
“Reflect on your actions. You surely had opportunities to realize that the fake Archbishop was wrong. But you closed your eyes and pretended not to know.”
“……”
“The Constellations also surely warned you many times. But to have ignored all of this is your clear sin. By the will of the great Constellations, you are all sentenced to excommunication.”
The hall fell silent in shock.
But because there was nothing wrong with his words, no one could refute him.
“…You are right. Having served a devil, we no longer have the worth to live. We will offer our lives to the Constellations right now.”
In the Fanatic Order, excommunication meant death. Taking one’s own life was the rule.
Shing!
It was the moment Ektar and the other high-ranking priests raised their swords.
Suddenly, Chris opened his mouth.
“However, the Constellations have revealed to me that you are to be given a chance to wash away your sins.”
“!!”
“Before that, I will ask. Are you prepared for martyrdom to wash away your sins?”
“Of course! Our lives are already offered to the Constellations! If it means we can wash away our sins, we will do anything!”
Ektar and the others dropped to their knees.
“A great evil is gestating in the Magus Empire. Can you offer your lives to uproot that evil?”
“Yes, just tell us what evil we must uproot!!”
Chris nodded.
“The Destruction Demonic House.”

                
Chapter 265

                    “…The Destruction Demonic House, you say?”
“Yes.”
Everyone had a surprised expression at the unexpected name.
Chris turned his gaze.
To the east.
Toward the place where the Destruction Demonic House was located.
“The Constellations have revealed that a horrific evil is stirring within the Destruction Demonic House. Offer your lives to uproot the evil of the Destruction Demonic House.”
“!!”
An absurd demand.
Why was Chris saying such a preposterous thing?
Moreover, he did not stop there.
“Of course, I know that your strength alone is not enough. That is why the Constellations have revealed a specific method to me.”
“What is it?”
“The Flame of Ruin.”
In that moment, everyone in the hall flinched.
The source of the Destruction Demonic House.
At the same time, it was a place where the Demon King of Azure Flow’s hidden dagger was concealed, though no one knew it at present.
Chris twisted his lips and continued.
“Make the Flame of Ruin explode and incinerate the Destruction Demonic House.”
And so.
The operation to screw over both the Destruction Demonic House and the Demon King of Azure Flow at the same time had begun.
* * *
The Flame of Ruin.
It was one of the Three Primordial Wells and the holy land of the Destruction Demonic House.
However, the peculiar thing was that the Flame of Ruin was a giant volcano.
‘The Destruction Demonic House is situated on top of that volcano.’
In other words, making the Flame of Ruin explode meant making that volcano erupt.
‘Of course, it’s a task that borders on impossible.’
But Chris had a way.
‘I just have to reverse-engineer the scheme that the Demon King of Azure Flow has set in motion.’
The Demon King of Azure Flow had also extended her demonic clutches to the Destruction Demonic House.
And it was a horrific scheme, incomparable to what she had done to the Dark and Venomous Demonic Houses.
‘If I just leave it be, the Destruction Demonic House will suffer a blow close to annihilation.’
The problem was that the conspiracy had already progressed to an irreversible state.
There was only one way.
A drastic prescription was needed.
He had to cause an even bigger incident, one large enough to overwhelm the Demon King of Azure Flow’s conspiracy.
‘After this is over, the Destruction Demonic House will also kneel before our Dark Demonic House.’
The Destruction Demonic House was essential for the completion of the Dark Alliance.
There was another important reason why he had to succeed in this plan.
‘I have to obtain the Flame of Ruin.’
There was absolutely no chance that the prideful Destruction Demonic House would grant him the Flame of Ruin.
That’s why Chris planned to take the Flame of Ruin by taking advantage of the moment the Destruction Demonic House was in chaos.
‘With the priests of the Fanatic Order, who will stop at nothing, my plan should succeed.’
Chris recalled the reaction of the Fanatic Order’s priests.
-Our souls are stained with sin. We will offer our lives to carry out the command of the Constellations!
-We will be martyred for the Constellations!
The priests of the Fanatic Order, including Ektar, would carry out Chris’s operation at the cost of their lives.
‘That side is taken care of. Now I have to crush the Destruction Demonic House at the Dark Rite.’
Just then, a call came through the communication sphere. It was Count Khazar.
-Christian, where are you now?
“Just getting some fresh air. What is it?”
Count Khazar’s expression was dark. It seemed something else had happened.
-The Destruction Demonic House says they’re going to invite all the other great magical houses to the Dark Rite. They’re going to crush us in front of everyone.
It seemed they were really grinding their teeth for this.
But Chris just let out a smirk.
“That’s great. The more spectators, the better.”
At that confident answer, Count Khazar let out a soft sigh on the other side of the communication sphere.
-Are you going to be alright? Rumors are spreading that the Grand Duke of the Destruction Demonic House, Schwar, has it in for you.
He was a famous figure.
‘He was one of the Five New Stars of the Magus Empire.’
It refers to the five next-generation heirs of the great magical houses who are not lacking when compared to the existing powerhouses.
They were also called the Little Demons, and for reference, Idrinne of the Blood Sword Demonic House was also one of them.
‘Schwar was at the level of low 7-Star, wasn’t he? He is certainly a powerful enemy that would be difficult for me to face with my outwardly revealed achievements.’
Outwardly revealed. A meaningful expression.
“You don’t have to worry, Father.”
-…….
“And please keep this in mind.”
Chris said in a heavy voice.
“The fact that our Dark Demonic House is no longer as weak as it used to be.”
-!!
Yes.
Over the past few months, the magi of the Dark Demonic House had achieved enormous growth under Chris’s guidance.
It was such rapid growth that even they themselves were not fully aware of it.
‘Of course, they were still no match for the Destruction Demonic House, which belonged to the Five Powers.’
Chris continued his thoughts.
‘Still, the outcome of a battle isn’t necessarily decided by superiority in power alone.’
Depending on the strategy, it is more than possible to win against a stronger opponent.
Chris decided to lay some bait.
“Would you mind relaying this message to Grand Duke Schwar of the Destruction Demonic House? Tell him that it will be difficult for him to face me alone, so I would understand if he joins forces with other magi to attack me together.”
-…Are you serious?
“And that’s not all. Our Dark Demonic House is planning to send only five people to the deciding match, but it doesn’t matter if the Destruction Demonic House sends a few more.”
The Dark Rite, a struggle between houses, was traditionally held like this.
A duel between the Patriarchs.
A duel between the heirs, the Grand Dukes.
A series of duels between the house’s strongest magi, also called the Flagbearer Duels.
And finally, a group battle between mid-level magi.
For reference, the duel between Patriarchs accounted for over 40 percent of the weight, and since there was no guarantee that Nordian would recover by the time of the Rite, the Dark Demonic House had to win all the other duels to seize victory.
Count Khazar was silent for a moment, then asked again.
-Are you sure you want me to relay it like that?
“Yes, you must relay it exactly as I said. Ah, and please add that if they’re not confident, we will accept their surrender in advance. Tell them to make a wise decision if they don’t want to be humiliated in front of the other houses. That’s all, I’m busy so I’m hanging up.”
-…You? You?
With Count Khazar left gaping, Chris cut off the communication.
It wasn’t a lie that he was busy.
‘I have to loot the Fanatic Order’s treasury.’
The place he was standing now was, surprisingly, the treasury of the Fanatic Order.
How did he get in?
‘I snuck in.’
Chris spoke to Ruina, who was standing beside him with her mouth agape.
“I promised you ten million rupees when the fight was over, didn’t I? Here, take ten million rupees’ worth of whatever you want.”
“Uwaaah. Why are you talking like it’s your own stuff? Looting the Fanatic Order’s treasury, are you sane?”
“You were excited enough to follow me here, and now you’re playing coy.”
Chris shrugged.
Ruina was trembling, but her greed seemed to get the better of her as she swallowed hard and surveyed the treasures in the treasury.
“Anyway, these guys are in such a mess right now, they won’t even notice if we loot the treasury.”
“Th-that’s true, isn’t it?”
“Yes, yes. The treasury here is managed only by the Archbishop, so besides the fake one who just died, no one knows exactly what treasures are here. It won’t be a problem if you just swap them out with some of the low-level artifacts you have and take them.”
“Ohoho, as expected of the Grand Duke I so admire. Loyalty, loyalty, loyalty!”
Only then did Ruina excitedly begin to rummage through the treasury, and Chris also shifted his gaze here and there.
There was an item he absolutely needed.
‘Not this one, not that one.’
Finally.
Chris’s steps halted in front of a single item.
‘Here it is.’
It was an old amulet from which he could feel no energy.
It was the accessory that the fake Archbishop who had recently died had been wearing.
“Why that? It seems it was moved to the treasury because the fake Archbishop was wearing it, but from my expert artifact appraiser’s point of view, it doesn’t seem to have any particular use?”
“No.”
Chris shook his head.
“Its function is just concealed.”
Chris channeled his demonic energy into the amulet.
There was no reaction, but he didn’t stop and moved the demonic energy in various directions as if manipulating a code, and a change occurred.
Ssshhh.
The amulet began to glow faintly.
“Is it an artifact with a concealment effect?”
“It’s a little different. Watch.”
Chris manifested his demonic energy from his hand while holding the amulet.
Then, the unbelievable happened.
Fwoooosh!
His demonic energy was converted and manifested as white Holy Radiance mana!
“Don’t tell me?”
“Yes.”
The name of this artifact is the Hypocrisy of Black and White.
It was an artifact that disguised the nature of the manifested energy as its opposite.
In other words, it disguised dark demonic energy as light-based mana, and conversely, light-based mana as dark demonic energy. The reason he had sought out this artifact was simple.
‘Because I have to use the power of light during the Dark Rite duel.’
Chris’s opponent in the duel, the Grand Duke of the Destruction Demonic House, Schwar, was a low 7-Star.
A powerful foe who would be difficult to face with Chris’s current achievement as a magus, which was 6-Star.
But there was something that no one knew.
Chris had currently reached 7-Star in his mastery of Holy Radiance.
* * *
The news of the house duel between the Dark Demonic House and the Destruction Demonic House spread throughout the Magus Empire.
“The Dark Demonic House has gone mad. How dare they, when they’re a disgrace to the name of a great magical house, challenge the Destruction Demonic House?”
“The face they’ve barely managed to maintain will be completely trampled this time.”
There was no one who predicted that the Dark Demonic House would win.
The only point of interest for the other great houses was this:
“How much blood do you think the Dark Demonic House will shed this time?”
“Since the Destruction Demonic House is grinding its teeth for this, it seems none of those who enter the duel will come out unscathed. Perhaps this will be the time they finally lose their qualification as a great magical house.”
In the long history of the Magus Empire, it was not a rare occurrence for a great magical house to disappear.
The majority of the Magus Empire believed that this duel would be the starting point of the Dark Demonic House’s fall.
However, there were those who thought differently.
It was the Four Kings’ Castle.
The Council of Elders.
[I don’t know what they’re plotting this time, the Dark Demonic House.]
[To be precise, it would be Grand Duke Christian. The intelligence reports say this is all his plan.]
[I wonder if he really calculates that he can win against the Destruction Demonic House.]
The Four Kings’ Castle had witnessed countless times what kind of miracles Christian had brought about.
Therefore, they could not dismiss this instance lightly either.
[It seems we need to be wary. It seems unlikely, but if the Dark Alliance that Grand Duke Christian spoke of is actually formed, it will have a great negative impact on the great work of our castle.]
The general atmosphere was one of agreement.
In fact, Christian had ruined the Four Kings’ Castle’s events on several occasions.
Especially recently, saving Idrinne was a critical blow.
Thanks to that, the Anax faction of the Four Kings’ Castle had failed to subjugate the Blood Sword Demonic House.
‘And that’s not all. Our progress in taking control of the Karn Empire’s royal family is also sluggish, and there are stories that this is also a scheme by Grand Duke Christian.’
The elders of the Four Kings’ Castle discussed seriously.
“We cannot just stand by and watch.”
“But is there any way for us to interfere in the affairs of the Dark and Destruction Demonic Houses?”
That was the problem.
Whatever scheme Christian was plotting, the Four Kings’ Castle had no choice but to stand by with their hands tied.
The gazes of the Four Kings’ Castle’s elders, who had reached a dead end, turned one by one toward the top of the dais.
At the highest seat of honor was a figure with a complexion as pale as a corpse.
An aura as if it contained death itself.
It was the Lord of the Four Kings’ Castle, ‘Plitnon, the Ruler of Death’.
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                    Pliton was at the level of entering 9-Star, possessing a power comparable to a Demon King.
‘In fact, he is the absolute being who reigns as the Demon King of this Eastern Magus Nation.’
The place where the Four Kings’ Castle was situated was the Eastern Magus Nation, and like the other magus nations, it had a Demon King dispatched by the Demon Emperor.
It was the 6th-ranked ‘Demon King of Silver Snow’, but as she was in poor health, she had been in seclusion for a long time, and so the Eastern Magus Nation was ruled by Pliton, the Lord of the Four Kings’ Castle.
An immortal who had conquered death as a lich and regained life.
[You say they have formed a Dark Alliance?]
A calm voice.
But those who heard it had to feel a ghastliness, as if death itself was touching them.
The elders of the Four Kings’ Castle swallowed hard and answered.
[That is correct, my Lord.]
Pliton slowly nodded his head.
It felt as if a lifeless corpse was moving, and it seemed as if death was thickly settling in the surroundings.
[Prepare for war.]
Everyone in the meeting hall widened their eyes.
[But the preparations are not yet?]
[It matters not.]
[!!]
Pliton smiled.
It was a smile like that of the grim reaper.
[Rather, we have dragged this on for far too long. So very boringly.]
The elders took a sharp breath.
But no one objected.
‘Our power is sufficient.’
That was right. The reason the Four Kings’ Castle had been lying in wait until now was only to achieve perfection, not because they lacked power.
On the contrary, if they were to simply stand by and watch, it would be as if they were waiting for their enemy to grow.
[It is time to begin the festival.]
And so.
The clock of war began to tick faster than in Christian’s previous life.
***
The high-ranking magi of the Dark Demonic House who were to participate in the flagbearer duel with the Destruction Demonic House were as follows:
Marquis Shupen.
Count Khazar.
His aunt, Merian.
Count Berkel of the Black Lion Knights.
And Count Hynkel, the head of the Five Captains.
All five of them had achieved astonishing results thanks to Chris’s personalized guidance.
Marquis Shupen was a complete low 8-Star.
Count Khazar and Merian had reached mid 7-Star.
Count Berkel and Count Hynkel had reached low 7-Star.
They were unbelievable achievements, to the point where it was difficult to say that the Dark Demonic House lacked highest-ranking magi anymore.
But despite having obtained such great achievements, none of them were yet confident of victory.
That was how formidable the power of the Destruction Demonic House was.
All five of them, without exception, would have to face opponents stronger than themselves in the duel.
“It’s alright. We can win. We just have to use a good strategy.”
“…Do you have a stratagem?”
Marquis Shupen wore a puzzled expression.
“Your role and mine are important. Lend me your ear for a moment….”
Marquis Shupen’s eyes widened after hearing Chris’s whisper.
“Are you being serious? Is such a thing possible?”
“Of course.”
“What… you’re mad.”
Marquis Shupen swallowed a curse.
That was how absurd Chris’s plan had sounded.
“Did you know?”
But Chris just smirked and said.
“You all weren’t the only ones who got stronger. The same goes for me.”
“!!”
In the time that was left, Chris had conducted a special hell training.
“Why in the world are we doing this kind of training?”
“It is all for victory.”
“But why are the training methods so crappy…? Don’t tell me you’re deliberately trying to mess with us?”
The training was so bizarre and arduous that it made them think such thoughts.
In any case, time flew by, and the day of the long-awaited duel arrived.
“Let us depart.”
The promised duel location was a neutral area between the territories of the Destruction and Dark Demonic Houses.
They passed through a warp gate connected near their destination.
Finally, they arrived at the duel site, but.
“Why is there no one?”
The place was deserted and desolate.
They stood there and waited, but even when the appointed time came, no one appeared.
“Don’t tell me?”
“Yes, it seems they are being deliberately late. To make us feel insulted.”
Marquis Shupen, Count Khazar, and all the others’ faces flushed bright red.
No matter how outmatched they were, it was an unacceptable discourtesy between two houses.
‘Well, it’s not a bad thing for them to act so childishly like this.’
After waiting for a long while, a presence could be heard from the distance.
Bwoooooo!
The high-pitched sound of a horn ringing out.
The magnificent banner of Destruction.
The aura of the magi, as if it would pierce the heavens.
It was the appearance of the Destruction Demonic House.
Furthermore, members of other houses who were to attend as spectators were accompanying them.
The atmosphere was as if everyone had come to watch how the Destruction Demonic House would trample the Dark Demonic House.
Finally, the procession of the Destruction Demonic House arrived before the Dark Demonic House, and the patriarch, Grand Duke Vessian, glanced over the Dark Demonic House’s side.
“Hm?”
Was he surprised by the unexpectedly great achievements of the Dark Demonic House’s magi?
Though a flicker of interest showed in his eyes.
“It seems you’ve struggled a bit, but you’re still just rats.”
“!!”
“And stupid rats who don’t even know their place, at that.”
The faces of the members of the Dark Demonic House hardened.
But no one could easily open their mouths.
Their opponent was the Demonic Lord, Grand Duke Vessian.
He was a highest-ranking magus of high 8-Star, one of the strongest in the Magus Empire who could match his strength with Nordian.
It was the moment the Destruction Demonic House, as well as the members of the other houses who had come as spectators, were about to sneer at the sight of the Dark Demonic House.
“Then I suppose that means the Destruction Demonic House will be trampled by rats today.”
“!!”
“Because sometimes, there are big cats that are even more pathetic than rats.”
It was Christian.
Everyone took a sharp breath.
‘That reckless fool?’
‘Is he mad?’
But Christian did not stop.
“I had heard so much about the Destruction Demonic House that I, too, had my expectations.”
He lifted his chin and looked over the members of the Destruction Demonic House. Just as Grand Duke Vessian had done.
And then, with his trademark inufferable expression, he opened his mouth.
“You don’t seem to live up to the expectations.”
“!!”
At the successive rash remarks, the faces of the members of the Destruction Demonic House hardened to a chill.
A dangerous aura, as if the flames characteristic of the Destruction Demonic House would erupt, flared threateningly.
“It seems you truly wish to die. You, who are like vermin that would have collapsed and fallen long ago if not for Patriarch Nordian.”
“I don’t think that’s something to be said by a man who spent his entire life being wary of Patriarch Nordian.”
“!!”
As if a nerve had been struck, Grand Duke Vessian’s face contorted.
“As it happens, the Patriarch told us this. That for the likes of the Destruction Demonic House, he wouldn’t be needed, and that we alone should be enough to make you kneel.”
“…You bastard. Do not expect to leave this place with your body intact.”
The air held its breath at Grand Duke Vessian’s fury.
If it weren’t for the fact that a duel between the houses was about to take place, he would have immediately turned Christian into a handful of blood.
Christian, having judged that he had provoked him enough, brought up the main topic.
“By the way, there is something else I am worried about.”
“…What?”
“I am worried that the Destruction Demonic House will not concede to the terms after you have been defeated.”
At that absurd story, the members of the Destruction Demonic House wore dumbfounded expressions.
“Will you not promise here, in front of everyone? That upon your defeat, you will offer your loyalty to our Dark Demonic House as promised.”
“Hahaha!!”
Grand Duke Vessian burst into laughter.
It was a laugh filled with a ghastly fury.
“Fine. Do not worry. Instead, you had better be prepared to pay the price for running your mouth so carelessly. Schwar!”
A man with sharp features stepped forward.
It was Grand Duke Schwar of the Destruction Demonic House.
He was in his early to mid-40s, and an already perfected energy flowed from him.
“So you’re Christian. Today, I will teach you how high the sky is. I will put you in a state where you can never run your mouth so carelessly again.”
Fwaaaaaak!
A crimson energy bloomed.
It was an intense energy, not lacking for his reputation as one of the Five Stars.
But Christian just made an indifferent expression and made another rash remark.
“Are you going to take me on by yourself?”
“…What?”
“Didn’t I tell you? You alone won’t be enough to handle me, so it’s fine to team up with someone else. You wouldn’t want to regret it after getting beaten to a pulp, would you?”
“Hah.”
Schwar let out a scoff.
“I’ll have to cut out your tongue to shut that nonsense up….”
It was the moment he had spoken that far.
Schwar’s face hardened.
He had felt a sense of unease.
It was the moment the onlookers were making puzzled faces.
Fwaat!
Blood splattered from his hand.
“Kraaagh?!”
“!!”
Everyone’s eyes widened, unable to grasp the situation.
The shock did not end there.
Again, fwaat, blood splattered.
It was his shoulder.
A location where he could have received a fatal wound if Schwar, having sensed the danger, had not hastily twisted his body.
Only then did the people notice that Christian had his sword drawn.
“You bastard! What kind of cheap trick is this?!”
Fwaat!
Crimson magical energy enveloped Schwar’s body.
It was a solid shield.
All the spectators assumed that Schwar had simply been flustered by an unexpected surprise attack and that no further strange incidents would occur.
However.
Again, fwaat!
Blood splattered.
“!!”
The onlookers who were watching jumped to their feet.
Only then did they properly realize what Christian had accomplished.
This was not a strange incident achieved through a surprise attack that caught him off guard.
Christian’s last attack had ‘ignored’ Schwar’s shield and inflicted damage.
An impossible feat.
In other words, it was a wondrous feat that transcended principles.
It was the moment it was first revealed that Christian had reached the 7-Star Dominant Class.
***
“Impossible!”
“7-Star? That can’t be?!”
Everyone reacted with disbelief.
Christian was not yet twenty, not even the adult standard of eighteen.
And yet he was 7-Star?
Among the Five Stars, who were called the greatest geniuses of the next generation of successors, not a single one had reached 7-Star in their teens.
Even reaching 6-Star in one’s teens was an achievement for which it was hard to find a precedent.
“No matter how much of a genius he is, it’s absolutely impossible.”
“There must be some kind of trick, right?”
Everyone forced themselves to think that way.
However.
Fwaat! Pssh!
The strange incidents did not end.
Every time the tip of Chris’s sword moved, blood continued to splatter from Schwar’s body.
“What?!”
Schwar, with a pale complexion, tried to defend himself, but it was useless.
Whatever defensive means he used, Chris inflicted a wound as if he were ignoring the laws of physics.
The people could no longer deny that Christian’s attacks were ‘wondrous feats’.
Moreover, there was another, even more astonishing point.
“Is he toying with Grand Duke Schwar?”
Wounds were continuously appearing on Schwar in similar spots.
In other words, it meant that even though he could inflict a fatal wound at any moment, he was deliberately only inflicting light injuries.
“You bastard!!”
Schwar, enraged, tried to unleash destruction magic, but at that moment, another unbelievable incident occurred.
Fwaat!
Suddenly, the manifestation of his magic was cut off, and his magical energy backfired.
“Keogh?!”
He coughed up blood and stumbled back, and the battle fell into a brief lull.
Chris had deliberately given Schwar a chance to compose himself.
“Are you okay? You’re not crying, are you?”
“!!”
“Didn’t I tell you it would be too much for you alone? How about asking for help now? You’ve always been good at hiding behind others’ skirts, right?”
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                    It was a sarcastic remark aimed at Schwar, who, as a Grand Duke, had often relied on the strength of other magi rather than bravely stepping forward himself.
Schwar ground his teeth, but he could not move as easily as he had at first.
He watched Christian, full of wariness.
It was the same for all the others watching the duel.
‘That’s no ordinary miracle.’
‘It seems to be a sword technique-type. What on earth kind of miracle is it?’
Miracles also have different classes.
The deeper the thought and enlightenment one obtains, the more powerful the miracle one acquires.
In that respect, the miracle Christian was now displaying was incomparable to any other they had ever seen.
Meanwhile, Chris smirked and nodded at their thoughts.
‘Of course. Because among sword technique-types, it can be called the most ultimate miracle.’
Among the miracles obtained by knights or martial artists, those specialized in offense are usually divided as follows.
Miracles that enhance the method of attack. Specifically, miracles that can grant speed or irregularities that transcend physical laws; these are the simplest and lowest class.
Next are miracles that enhance the destructive power of the attack itself. These are harder to obtain and more fatal.
Going one step further from there, one can wield miracles that ‘ignore’ the opponent’s defense, transcending the laws.
The miracle that Count Khazar had obtained, ‘Annihilation,’ was that kind of miracle.
Then what about the miracle Chris obtained at 7-Star with his Holy Radiance?
‘‘One Point.’ It is a miracle that allows me to cut my intended target, transcending the laws.’
To be precise, he could cut where his will was directed.
It was a story that others would deny as impossible if they heard it. But it was true.
‘Because it was based on the Mind Sword that Evan used in the past after reaching 9-Star.’
Of course, it was incomparable to the actual Mind Sword.
It was merely able to exhibit an effect similar to the Mind Sword, but that alone was incomparably fatal.
‘And it’s especially lethal to a hothouse flower like that one.’
Chris’s miracle, ‘One Point,’ was not invincible. There were several ways to counter it.
First, a high-ranking magus who could handle the laws more skillfully than him could nullify the miracle, and there was also a method of detecting the subtle incongruity as the miracle was being activated and reacting in that instant.
‘Failing that, one could just defend their vital spots somehow, ignore the minor damage, and push forward with an offensive.’
But Schwar was not properly doing any of them.
This was because, as the Grand Duke of a great house, he lacked the experience of actually crossing the line between life and death.
‘And it’s also a miracle that is optimized for fighting against the Destruction Demonic House.’
Just then, Schwar tried to unleash his destruction dark magic again.
But again, right before it could manifest, the magic was nullified.
Chris had cut down the core of the magic with his ‘One Point’ miracle.
It was a feat made possible because Chris possessed the insight to see through the structure of a magic formula and discern the location of its core.
In particular, due to the nature of its formula, destruction dark magic always had a core, so it was inevitably vulnerable to this kind of attack from Chris.
“I told you to just give up. Ah, you’re not crying, are you? Your eyes are bloodshot. I don’t want to see an old man’s tears, so could you hold them back?”
“Shut up!!!”
Schwar lost his reason and shouted.
Fwoosh!
He withdrew his shield and concentrated his demonic energy on his vital spots.
Since unfolding a shield couldn’t block the miracle, he intended to at least defend his fatal vital spots.
At the same time, he manifested a ferocious energy.
Crackle. Crackle!!
With a horrifying sound, his vision began to distort as if a heat haze were rising.
It was Schwar’s miracle magic, Destruction.
A horrific magic that, true to its name, transcended the laws to destroy the opponent.
‘He came up with a decent countermeasure in his own way.’
It was obvious he would be defeated if the fight dragged on, so he was trying to settle it in one blow.
But there was something Schwar hadn’t calculated.
“You’re an idiot, aren’t you?”
“!!”
Schwar’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
Christian’s voice had come from behind him.
‘When?’
At the same time, the image of Christian that had been in front of him disappeared like scattering mist.
He had bewitched his vision with illusion magic and secretly moved behind him!
“Did you forget that I’m from the Dark Demonic House? My specialty isn’t just the sword.”
Normally, he wouldn’t have been fooled by such an illusion, but his mind had been so focused on Chris’s attacks that he had made a basic mistake.
Schwar hurriedly tried to respond, but it was too late.
THWACK!
Chris’s fist landed on Schwar’s face.
As he had dismantled his shield to prepare for ‘One Point,’ he was completely helpless against it.
“Keok!!”
He belatedly tried to react by raising his shield, but it was useless.
Once a dark magician was allowed to get in close, one’s fate was no different from that of a mouse in a cat’s paws.
Thwack! Thwack!!
Everyone in the arena turned pale at the brutal pummeling.
Not just a simple defeat, but for the Grand Duke of the great Destruction Demonic House to be in such a miserable state.
Finally, thud! Schwar collapsed to the floor.
Not stopping there, Chris raised his foot and took a stance to stomp on Schwar’s neck.
At this rate, Schwar’s neck would be broken, and he would be crippled.
The instant fear filled Schwar’s eyes, there was finally someone who could not bear it and stepped in.
“Stop it!!”
Crackle!
A black lightning bolt shot up beside Chris as a warning.
A thunderbolt with no prior sign.
It was a ‘miracle’ that transcended physical laws.
He turned his gaze and saw a woman glaring at Christian with eyes full of fury.
It was the Vice-Patriarch of the Destruction Demonic House, Yesika of the Black Thunder.
Although she maintained a youthful appearance with her powerful demonic energy, she was over seventy years old.
When she, a high-ranking magus at the level of mid 8-Star, stepped forward, the arena fell silent.
‘As expected, she’s coming out. Vice-Patriarch Yesika was always famous for doting on her nephew, Schwar.’
Chris nodded inwardly.
In truth, Chris had deliberately tormented Schwar, hoping she would intervene.
In other words, a part of the plan.
“We’re in the middle of a sacred duel, what are you telling me to stop?”
“…The match has already been decided.”
Schwar, his face a bloody mess, quickly refuted.
“Aunt! I haven’t lost yet!”
“Shut your mouth! How much more will you tarnish the honor of our house before you’re satisfied?! Withdraw at once!”
Schwar clenched his fists tightly. But soon, he lowered his head in shame and disappeared.
Everyone from the Destruction Demonic House looked at Christian with fury.
Vice-Patriarch Yesika, in particular, who had stepped forward for Schwar, snarled with a look in her eyes as if she wanted to tear Christian to pieces right then and there.
“You’re quite something. But that’s as far as you go. Your Dark Demonic House will eventually kneel miserably before us.”
“Is that so? It’s not very scary hearing that from the losing side.”
“What?”
Chris picked his ear, then spoke with an incomparably insolent attitude.
“Are you perhaps all talk? Shouldn’t you be called the Demonic House of Teeth instead of the Demonic House of Destruction?”
“You bastard!!”
It was when everyone from the Destruction Demonic House, without exception, was enraged.
Chris pointed at Vice-Patriarch Yesika and spouted some crazy nonsense.
“If you’re so confident, why don’t you show me your skills?”
“…What?”
“You already interfered in the duel earlier, so you’re not going to say no now, are you?”
The arena fell silent. Everyone looked at Christian as if they were looking at a madman.
‘I knew he was a madman, but this guy is completely insane, isn’t he?’
‘Does he really want to kill himself?’
The members of the Dark Demonic House had a similar reaction.
‘Your Grace, why are you making such an unreasonable move again?’
‘We have to stop him now.’
Some of them.
Count Khazar and Marquis Shupen knew Christian’s plan, but they felt just as anxious.
‘This crazy son of mine. Is he really going to execute that insane plan just like this?’
But Christian did not stop.
“Because it’s too bland to end the duel like this. Why don’t you show me the harsh lesson of the Destruction Demonic House yourself.”
“Ahahaha!!”
Yesika burst into a high-pitched laugh.
“Since you’ve put it that way, fine. I will be back in a moment, Patriarch.”
Grand Duke Vessian frowned, then nodded.
“Do not kill him. It is beneath the Vice-Patriarch’s station to take his life personally.”
He added one more thing.
“Instead, it will be necessary to give him a proper lesson. Teach him a sufficient lesson so that he can never act so arrogantly again.”
It meant that instead of taking his life, she was to cripple him.
Yesika nodded.
Flash.
With an afterimage like a striking thunderbolt, Yesika’s form appeared on the dais.
“Brat. If you kneel before everyone even now and apologize for your arrogance, I will forgive you.”
“As expected of the Vice-Patriarch of the Demonic House of Teeth. You talk a lot.”
“Ha.”
Yesika let out a hollow laugh at Chris, who was getting on her nerves until the very end.
“Just once. If you can withstand my destruction magic safely, I will consider it your victory.”
It was a voice confident that he would not be able to properly withstand even a single one of her attacks.
But.
“That doesn’t seem right.”
“What?”
“Shouldn’t we exchange one blow each? After you attack once, and I attack once, we shall decide the victor.”
Yesika let out a dumbfounded laugh.
“Fine. We’ll do as you say.”
A light began to flash in her eyes. It was the light of a black thunderbolt.
“However, that’s only if you can withstand my attack.”
Fwoooosh!
The surrounding scenery changed.
The area grew dark, as if filled with storm clouds. A feeling like being submerged in a sea of darkness.
The air grew heavy, and sparks began to crackle here and there in the empty space.
It was Yesika’s Dominion, the ‘Black Sea of the Thunder Dragon’.
A Dominion that maximized the power of her specialty, lightning-type destruction dark magic.
“I won’t kill you. Instead, you will become unable to hear or see for eternity, unable to even twitch a finger, and you will regret today’s mistake.”
Yesika’s specialty had long been to burn away all the nerves in her opponent’s body with lightning.
The enemies she had defeated would often end up with their bodies completely ruined, able to do nothing but breathe.
“If you kneel and apologize even now….”
“Stop repeating yourself and let me ask you one thing.”
“What?”
“Is Lady Presia doing well? I heard she is a niece you cherish.”
“!!”
She was the mother of the third young master, Mysak, who had been defeated by Chris before. She had tried to harm Chris, but instead lost Mysak and left for her family home, the Destruction Demonic House.
Afterward, she had been living like a madwoman with a grudge against Chris, and he had mentioned it as if to mock her.
“She got punished for living so wickedly. Isn’t the family education of the Destruction Demonic House at fault? Please tell her to live a little more kindly from now on.”
“You bastard!!”
The extremely enraged Yesika drew upon her power.
Crackle-crackle-crackle!!
A wave of electricity began to rage from within her Dominion.
The faces of the members of the Dark Demonic House who were watching turned white.
“No!! You have to stop him!!”
It was the moment Count Khazar, seeing his son in peril, lost his reason and was about to jump in.
Marquis Shupen grabbed his shoulder.
“Wait a moment.”
“But that’s impossible, even for Christian…!!”
“Look at the Grand Duke’s eyes.”
There was no fear in Christian’s eyes. On the contrary, they were filled only with a powerful will.
As if to say he could do it.
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                    “Don’t you know? The Grand Duke is not a being that can be predicted with common sense.”
But even as he said that, Marquis Shupen was just as anxious.
He had heard the plan, but it just didn’t seem possible.
‘If it seems impossible, I’ll have to intervene, even if it’s midway through.’
Finally.
The lightning began to approach Christian.
In the life-or-death moment, Christian took out an unexpected weapon.
It was Andril.
But Andril’s appearance was strange.
It had shed its previous form of an ordinary, old iron sword and now held a heavy, black light.
It was because Chris had dismantled a part of its seal.
‘Besides Perfection, I’ve become able to use another authority.’
That was right.
The hidden card Chris had been concealing was Andril’s new authority.
‘Of course, it won’t be easy even with Andril’s authority.’
Yesika let out a sneer.
“Were you just trusting in the authority of a mere artifact? How foolish. The power of an artifact can never surpass the capabilities of its owner.”
It was an accurate point.
In truth, the authority Chris was about to use was not something grand.
Unlike Perfection, it was an authority that wasn’t particularly amazing even when compared to other ordinary magic swords.
However.
“On the contrary, if the owner has the capability, an artifact can sometimes produce unbelievable effects.”
Yes.
Even with the same authority, the results could vary wildly depending on who used it.
Chris planned to create a miracle with his own abilities.
“You’re all talk until the very end. That will be your last piece of nonsense, so prepare yourself!”
The torrent of lightning rushed toward him.
But Christian once again showed an incomprehensible reaction.
He didn’t put up a shield, nor did he dodge. And it wasn’t as if he swung Andril around in a desperate struggle, either.
On the contrary, he planted Andril into the floor, then closed his eyes, defenseless. As if he had given up.
The moment puzzlement appeared in the eyes of the onlookers, the unbelievable happened.
The lightning covered Christian’s body, but.
“W-what?”
“What is this?!”
It hadn’t inflicted any damage at all!
He hadn’t blocked it with demonic energy.
The lightning was clearly tearing through his body, yet he was taking no damage.
As if he were ignoring the lightning itself.
‘Mutability.’
It was Andril’s second authority.
Andril, the supreme magic sword, could contain the countless attributes of the world and bestow those attributes upon its owner.
That’s why Chris bestowed the attribute of lightning upon himself.
After all, lightning cannot harm lightning.
‘Of course, that alone isn’t enough to be safe from a thunderbolt like that.’
Naturally, being granted an attribute didn’t mean his body actually turned into lightning.
It merely took on some of its properties, an effect that only increased his resistance to a certain degree.
But the reason for this incomprehensible effect was none other than Chris’s insane talent.
First, he didn’t apply the bestowed lightning attribute to his entire body, but concentrated it in a narrow area.
So that he could take on the lightning attribute as strongly as possible.
Not stopping there, he manifested the power of his will.
‘The form of one’s existence is, in the end, influenced by will and mental image.’
With the power of his will and mental image, he made the part of him that was granted the lightning attribute actually possess the exact same properties as real lightning.
Of course, even for Chris, the part of his body he could do this with was extremely small.
So, Chris changed the properties of the part of his body where the thunderbolt was raging.
Lightning was different in nature from fire, earth, or wind.
It runs through the inside of the body like a sword, creating destruction.
He had manipulated the path of that rushing lightning, in that very instant, to continuously possess the same properties as lightning.
The power of will to change the properties of his body.
The computational power to calculate the direction of the surging lightning in real time.
An extreme feat, possible only with the sense to instantly manipulate the attributes according to those calculations.
And it wasn’t just for a brief moment.
He had to continue this insane feat until the attack was over.
Every single instant was a life-threatening crisis, but Chris continued the unbelievable miracle with extreme concentration.
“What kind of nonsense is this?!”
Yesika, realizing what Chris was accomplishing, cried out in astonishment.
“Do you think it will end like this?”
Crackle.
The properties of the lightning changed. It began to take on an even more intense attribute of ‘destruction’.
She hadn’t intended to take his life, but her pride had been wounded, causing her to cross the line.
But Chris once again showed an incomprehensible reaction.
“It’s over.”
“…What?”
“Surely you didn’t think I was just meekly taking the lightning all this time, did you? Now, it’s my turn to attack.”
He lifted Andril, which had been planted in the floor.
Fwoosh.
A fiercely blazing dark energy.
“What? The amount of energy?”
Everyone’s eyes widened in surprise.
It was because the energy Chris had manifested had far surpassed the level of 7-Star.
‘It’s thanks to using the Vampiric Ring.’
Just as he had used it during the duel at the Venomous Demonic House, the Vampiric Ring allowed him to utilize the energy that entered his body as his own.
While deflecting Yesika’s lightning, he had been continuously gathering its energy.
‘Of course, it doesn’t mean you can damage a magus of the absolute realm just because the amount of energy is large.’
Instead, Chris had a weapon.
Andril.
And the newly obtained miracle technique, One Point.
Ssshhh.
The radiance of Andril settled heavily.
It had begun to exert its Perfection.
Originally, it was an authority that was difficult to handle properly with Chris’s current abilities, but now it was different.
He used the power of the lightning absorbed from Yesika as fuel and manifested it through One Point.
One Point was a miracle technique modeled after the Mind Sword.
The Perfection of Andril clashed with Yesika’s will of destruction.
“!!”
Yesika’s complexion turned pale.
It was a stalemate.
No, to be precise, Yesika’s energy was still superior.
Still, the mere fact that he had stood evenly against her destruction dealt a great shock to Yesika.
But it was too early to be surprised.
Chris moved the power of his will.
He stacked One Point.
Once, twice, three times.
With all his might.
The result.
“Keoheok!!”
“Your Grace!!”
Chris suddenly coughed up blood.
A sight of having suffered serious internal injuries.
However, compared to the miracle he had achieved, merely coughing up blood was nothing.
The arena fell silent.
Yesika’s lightning had died down.
“W-what?”
“He blocked an attack from the absolute realm?”
Strictly speaking, he hadn’t blocked it perfectly.
Because he had suffered serious internal injuries.
But who here could say that Christian had been defeated?
Yesika was frozen in shock and couldn’t say a word.
Chris wiped the blood with his sleeve, then bowed his head.
“Thank you for the good duel. I will accept this as my loss.”
“……”
“I won’t lose next time. Well then, I’ll be leaving.”
He won’t lose.
It was an insane declaration, but no one could take it lightly.
To the point where some even felt a sense of fear, wondering what kind of monster he would have grown into the next time they saw him.
Just then, a heavy voice that broke the silence was heard.
“There is no need to worry about the next time, Vice-Patriach.”
“!!”
“You will be defeated by me today.”
It was Marquis Shupen!
Since Yesika’s original opponent was Marquis Shupen, he had come up to the stage for the scheduled duel.
“It’s been a long time, Marquis. But did you say you would defeat me?”
“That is correct.”
“It seems you’ve made a great achievement in the time we haven’t seen each other, but it doesn’t seem like enough to be confident against me. Or have you also lost your mind, following that absurd Grand Duke?”
Yesika shook her head.
In truth, Marquis Shupen was still a low 8-Star.
He was no match for her.
“Marquis Shupen, I have always respected your devotion to your house. I will not give you a great humiliation. Let’s finish this quickly.”
Fwoooosh.
Yesika unfolded her Dominion again.
Unlike before, when she had held back to some extent, it seemed she was using her full power, as a much more powerful domain of lightning unfolded.
But it was as she was raising her aura.
Yesika’s expression suddenly hardened.
She had felt a sense of incongruity.
‘What is this?’
Just then, Marquis Shupen took a step forward.
Fwoosh!
At the same time, his guardian Dominion unfolded.
A scene as if trapped in a world of crystal glass began to push back the domain of lightning.
“No, how?”
Everyone reacted with incomprehension.
When those of the 8-Star absolute realm compete, the Dominion of the weaker one is suppressed by the Dominion of the stronger one and cannot exert its full power.
But the exact opposite phenomenon was occurring.
It was the moment Yesika tried to draw upon her power even more to crush Marquis Shupen’s Dominion.
Trickle.
Blood flowed from Yesika’s nose.
“!!”
Only then did Yesika realize the identity of the incongruity she had felt just now.
Something was wrong with her condition.
It wasn’t a problem with her core or her body.
It was a mental issue.
To be precise, a fine crack had formed in the ‘mental image’ that manifests dark magic.
‘Why?’
The manifestation of magic is a complex interaction of various factors.
The most basic elements are the combination of demonic energy and the magic formula.
As one rises to a higher level of mastery from there, the mental image that imbues the magic with a True Essence becomes more important.
Shouldn’t an outstanding magician possess a firm mental image and rarely suffer a blow to it?
“By any chance?”
Her eyes widened as she realized the reason, and Marquis Shupen nodded.
“You are mistaken in what you just said.”
Crackle.
His Dominion, gathering even more momentum.
“Did you call him an absurd Grand Duke? You are mistaken. The Grand Duke I know is a madman. One who can accomplish any impossible feat.”
“!!”
That was right.
The reason for the wound on Yesika’s mental image.
It was because of Christian.
‘I continuously struck her with Andril’s Perfection.’
Destruction dark magic is the crystallization of imperfection.
Given the nature of ‘destruction,’ that was only natural.
While withstanding Yesika’s lightning, Chris had delved into her mental image with Andril’s Perfection.
Stealthily.
Without her noticing, as if quietly dripping water onto a rock.
His miracle technique, One Point, had made it possible.
Chris had used One Point to continuously dig into one part of her mental image, and in the end, just as concentrated water drills through rock, he had succeeded in dealing a blow.
Fwoosh!
Marquis Shupen’s Dominion strengthened its momentum even further.
“!!”
Yesika’s face turned white.
Of course, the blow she had taken was not a large one. Just the level of a scratch.
But her opponent was not a good matchup.
Thanks to Chris’s help, Marquis Shupen had reached the peak of low 8-Star.
Although he was inferior to Yesika, who was a mid 8-Star, he was not an opponent she could easily defeat either. An uphill battle was expected even at her full strength, but now she had a wound on her mental image?
Furthermore, the matchup was also not in her favor.
Marquis Shupen’s Dominion was that of a guardian.
It possessed the properties of absolute defense.
Could Yesika’s wounded spear pierce that absolute defense?
“The Grand Duke has done this much for me; if I lose, I’ll have to abandon my family name in the Dark Demonic House.”
Yesika bit her lip hard, and the duel between the two absolute magi began, and once again, a strange turn of events started to unfold.
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                    The hall fell silent.
A series of strange events were occurring one after another.
First, the duel between the Grand Dukes.
Who here could have predicted that Christian would win? And so overwhelmingly at that.
Christian had always been famous for being a madman, but this was the moment he was engraved in everyone's minds as a different kind of madman.
And that wasn't all. Things that made them endlessly doubt their own eyes kept happening.
Vice-Patriarch Yesika knelt before Marquis Shupen.
This, too, was something no one had expected.
While everyone was bewildered, unable to understand the results, Marquis Shupen said something that would shock them all.
“It was a good match. If it weren't for the damage you took from Grand Duke Christian, it would have been my defeat.”
Although it was a statement meant to be considerate of Yesika’s pride, people fell into a great confusion upon learning that Christian had even dealt a blow to Yesika during the earlier duel.
‘How on earth?’
‘Is Grand Duke Christian really a madman?’
And the astonishment did not end there.
The duels of the other high-ranking magi followed, and the magi of the Dark Demonic House won one after another.
First was Count Khazar and Marquis Felpes of the Destruction Demonic House.
In terms of mastery alone, Count Khazar, at mid 7-Star, was inferior to Marquis Felpes, who was a high 7-Star.
But surprisingly, the result was Count Khazar’s victory.
If one looked closely at the contents of the duel, it was even more surprising.
It wasn't even a narrow margin. He had won with room to spare.
“H-how?”
“It is not because you were lacking.”
To the disbelieving reaction of Marquis Felpes, Count Khazar casually gave the answer.
“It is simply because I have a good son.”
“!!”
Grand Duke Christian again?
Everyone looked at Christian with such gazes, and Christian shrugged his shoulders.
‘It’s thanks to planning a good strategy.’
It is common sense that a lower level of mastery finds it difficult to defeat a higher level of mastery.
Generally speaking, that is correct.
Especially as the level of mastery gets higher, the gap widens, so upsets don't happen often.
‘But that’s too simplistic a way of thinking.’
The factors that influence the outcome of a battle are more complex.
In particular, there is something that Chris considers important.
Matchups.
‘Even with the same level of achievement, depending on an individual’s characteristics, they can show strong and weak sides against certain people.’
So, Chris used a trick.
He arranged the matchups to be advantageous to the magi of the Dark Demonic House.
‘That’s why I deliberately provoked the pride of the Destruction Demonic House. So that we could designate the duel opponents as we wished.’
Of course, that alone did not secure victory.
‘I put them through special training so they could exploit their opponents’ weaknesses.’
What does it mean exactly to have a favorable matchup?
It means that one’s own strengths work to the disadvantage of the opponent.
In particular, Chris had identified all the weaknesses of the Destruction Demonic House’s magi who would be participating in the duels and had made it so they could be exploited with focus.
‘As for identifying their weaknesses, my pushover Kashmir in the Destruction Demonic House was a great help.’
In the meantime, the duels continued.
The results were astonishing.
Although there were many close calls in between, in the end, they all ended in a complete victory for the Dark Demonic House.
A heavy silence, beyond mere shock, fell at the result that no one could have ever imagined.
‘Impossible.’
‘Then what happens now? Does the Destruction Demonic House really pledge loyalty to the Dark Demonic House?’
‘No, it’s not over yet. The group battle of the regular magi is still left.’
The very last event of the Dark Rite was a 50 vs 50 group battle between the house’s core, executive-level magi.
It was a group duel where they would fight while wearing shield artifacts, and would be eliminated once the artifact’s defensive power was depleted.
The Dark Demonic House, which was scheduled to lose the duel between the Patriarchs—the one with the largest weight—by default due to Nordian’s absence, had to win this group battle to achieve final victory.
‘They’ve managed to create an upset until now, but there’s no way the Dark Demonic House can win the group battle.’
But there was something people had overlooked.
The reason the Dark Demonic House had been looked down upon was due to the absence of high-ranking magi of 7-Star and above.
On the other hand, they were not lacking in high-ranking magi of the 5-Star and 6-Star levels, who served as the backbone of the house.
No, if anything, they were on the more solid side. This was because the 5-Star and 6-Star magi at the bottom had shouldered the burden of the absence of the highest-ranking magi.
‘And they have the advantage in terms of matchups, too.’
In the first place, the Dark Demonic House was strong in group battles.
As a house of magic swordsmen, they were well-balanced, making it advantageous for them to deal with any situation, and they were specialized in group battles.
‘On top of that, the 5-Star and 6-Star magi have also grown stronger under my teachings.’
The morale of the Dark Demonic House’s magi who were entering the group battle was incomparable to before.
Everyone had grown by at least one level, and some by as many as two or three.
Their will to win was also fierce.
This was because of the resentment that had built up from being looked down upon until now.
“Those bastards from the Destruction Demonic House. They must have looked down on us so much. We’ll relieve them of the resentment they’ve built up.”
“The time has come to show them the greatness of our Dark Demonic House.”
On top of that, there was another factor that was the worst possible for the Destruction Demonic House.
It was Christian.
Chris would also be participating in the group battle.
And as the commander, at that.
‘Because the Grand Duke is the one who commands the group battle.’
Although Chris was internally injured, it was not a problem for him to just command.
The difference in capability between him and the commander on the Destruction Demonic House’s side, Schwar, was incomparable. Even with his internal injuries.
“Unfold the battle formation!”
Finally, the group battle began, and the result was a landslide victory for the Dark Demonic House.
The magi of the Dark Demonic House showed a ferocious performance, as if to release all the contempt they had suffered until now.
The performance of Jupien, who had recently become a 5-Star, was also remarkable.
“You’re weaker than I thought. This is no fun.”
And on top of that, there was Chris’s command, which crushed the enemy’s battle lines as if toying with them.
The Destruction Demonic House crumbled with almost futile ease.
‘Of course, if this had been a real war using the full capabilities of our houses, it would have been our defeat.’
The reason the Dark Demonic House won was because of the 50 vs 50 personnel limit rule in this duel.
If it were a matter of the entire house’s military strength, the Destruction Demonic House’s victory would have been overwhelming, and they would not have won.
‘Well, a win is a win. We won.’
As the victory of the Dark Demonic House was confirmed, silence once again fell over the arena.
It was a heavy silence, incomparable to before.
The members of the Dark Demonic House were silent as well.
Even though they had won, the magi of the Dark Demonic House could not easily cheer.
It was because of the reaction the Destruction Demonic House would show.
To be precise, it was because they didn’t know how the Patriarch, Grand Duke Vessian, would react.
‘Will Grand Duke Vessian really concede?’
People carefully observed Grand Duke Vessian’s expression.
Grand Duke Vessian’s face was flushed bright red.
He looked furious, as if he could explode at any moment.
The atmosphere was not at all one of acknowledging defeat.
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“It seems it is our victory. Will you admit defeat?”
“…No, I cannot accept it.”
Grand Duke Vessian rose from his seat.
Ssshhh.
A rough aura flowed out, as if in a threat.
Everyone in the arena held their breath at the intense pressure, as if a giant were crushing their windpipes.
“What meaning does a childish duel like this have?”
“……”
“If anyone from the Dark Demonic House can defeat me, I will admit defeat. If not, it is our Destruction Demonic House’s victory. You vermin from the Dark Demonic House will have to kneel before us.”
An absurd insistence.
But no one could refute him.
Because there was no one in this place who could break Grand Duke Vessian’s will.
‘He’s reacting just as I expected.’
Chris frowned.
‘Well, I never thought I could make the Destruction Demonic House submit with just this duel anyway.’
An expected reaction.
He had a plan.
But then, something Christian had not anticipated happened.
“You impudent brat. What did you say to our house? That we are like vermin?”
A voice that came out of nowhere.
Those who turned their gazes had a puzzled look for a moment.
A young boy was standing there.
Was he perhaps just ten years old?
He had the characteristic black hair and red eyes of the Dark Demonic House’s bloodline.
‘Who?’
‘What’s with the kid?’
But Grand Duke Vessian’s reaction was strange.
He stared wide-eyed at the very young child.
Only then did people tilt their heads.
Then, one by one, people’s eyes began to widen.
It wasn't because they recognized who the child was.
‘What is this energy?’
At a glance, no energy could be felt.
But some.
The highest-ranking magi belatedly recognized the energy the child held.
A deep and distant energy was coiled within him.
Surprisingly, the depth of that energy far surpassed even that of Grand Duke Vessian.
‘Who on earth?’
Finally.
The child’s identity was revealed.
It was thanks to Christian, Count Khazar, and Merian, the only ones in this place who recognized the child’s face, bowing their heads and shouting thus.
“We greet the Patriarch!”
That was right.
The child’s identity was Nordian.
“H-how is he in the body of a child like that?”
“An avatar? No. That’s his real body. Rejuvenation?”
It meant a state beyond mere physical reformation, where the body completely reverts to a young form.
A level that could only be achieved through ultimate enlightenment.
“Don’t tell me?”
A single fact flashed through everyone’s mind, and everyone’s eyes widened.
Nordian had originally reached the peak of 8-Star. What would it mean for him to gain further enlightenment from there?
Just then, Nordian slowly opened his mouth.
“Why is there no answer? Did you not call our Dark Demonic House vermin?”
“……”
Grand Duke Vessian shut his mouth abruptly.
He could not give any answer.
He had no choice.
It was because he had seen the darkness that had begun to spread around Nordian.
It was not a simple manifestation of demonic energy.
A Dominion? It was different from that, too.
It was as if he were looking at another world made of darkness.
Fwoooosh!
The world of darkness covered the magi of the Destruction Demonic House.
The magi of the Destruction Demonic House were unable to move, as if crushed by the darkness, and it was the same for even Grand Duke Vessian.
As if he had been completely overwhelmed, he staggered backward with a pale face.
An unbelievable sight.
Someone uttered, as if in a sigh.
“Genesis Advent.”
It seemed incomplete, but it was certain.
The authority of the 9-Star transcendent realm, which goes beyond simply dominating the surroundings with one’s will and manipulates reality to turn the surroundings into one’s own complete world.
That was right.
Nordian had finally reached the level of entering 9-Star.
It was the moment the birth of a new Demon King-class magus was announced to the Magus Empire.
* * *
Grand Duke Vessian admitted defeat.
He had no choice but to admit it.
The moment he faced Nordian, he realized.
That Nordian had become an extraordinary existence that he could not face.
As Grand Duke Vessian surrendered without even a fight, the defeat of the Destruction Demonic House was confirmed.
The Destruction Demonic House, counted among the top five in the Magus Empire, had knelt before the Dark Demonic House.
It was an incident that was more than enough to overturn the Magus Empire, but people could not pay attention to that fact.
It was because of Nordian.
“Entering 9-Star, you say?”
“It’s the birth of a new Little Demon King.”
Entering 9-Star is classified separately with the title of Little Demon King.
Plitnon, the Ruler of Death, who was the Lord of the Four Kings’ Castle and the Patriarch of the Necromancy Demonic House, was that very Little Demon King.
It was a task as difficult as becoming a Demon King, and now, excluding the eight Demon Kings, Nordian had become the undisputed strongest in the Magus Empire.
“And this isn’t the end. Now that he has become a Little Demon King, will he not one day ascend to the rank of a Demon King?”
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                    Those who reached the stage of ‘entering’ a realm would eventually reach that realm, it was only a matter of time.
The 9-Star transcendent realm was the same.
Now that he had set foot in it, he would one day ascend to the full realm of a Demon King.
“A new Demon King born from the Dark Demonic House. How many years has it been?”
“…But I heard that Patriarch Nordian becoming a Demon King was also thanks to Grand Duke Christian?”
“What? What kind of nonsense is that?”
“They say it’s true. Not only Patriarch Nordian, but the fact that the magi of the Dark Demonic House grew so rapidly this time was all thanks to Grand Duke Christian.”
“…Insane.”
The assessment of those who heard the news was unanimous.
It was the moment Christian’s nickname was solidified as the ‘Mad Grand Duke’.
Originally, it meant his conduct was crazy, but now it had a completely different meaning.
A mad Grand Duke who transcends whatever you can imagine.
“…But at this rate, aren’t two Demon Kings going to come out of the Dark Demonic House?”
“What do you mean by that?”
“I’m talking about Grand Duke Christian. Isn’t he not even eighteen yet? And yet he’s already 7-Star?”
People were silent for a moment.
A Demon King.
It wasn’t something to be spoken of lightly, but no one could easily deny the speculation.
If Christian continued at his current pace, the story of him becoming a Demon King was more than possible.
‘If that really happens, the power dynamics of the Magus Empire will be shaken to its very core.’
‘We need to keep an eye on the Dark Demonic House.’
And so, the eyes of the entire Magus Empire were fixed on the Dark Demonic House.
* * *
Meanwhile, at the Dark Demonic House, a drinking party was underway.
“All hail Patriarch Nordian!!”
“All hail Grand Duke Christian!!”
“All hail the Dark Demonic House!!”
By winning against the Destruction Demonic House, they had shed their stigma as a weak house, and Patriarch Nordian, who had been hovering between life and death, had been dramatically revived and reached the level of entering 9-Star.
At this joyous occasion, the magi of the Dark Demonic House let loose and drank.
Completely drunk, they shouted the names of the heroes of the day, Nordian and Christian.
However, two people. There were two people at the banquet who had expressions like they’d just chewed on something foul.
Unexpectedly, it was Christian and Nordian.
‘Damn it, ginger ale again today.’
He would soon be eighteen, so the prohibition on underage drinking was lifted, but what good was that?
Jupien, Alros, and the others would just tease him, telling him to have a drink.
Even Teren said with wide eyes, “What, King Emperor Majesty Brother? You can’t drink?”
“…You can’t either.”
“But I can drink just fine?”
“What? How can you drink? You’ve only gotten bigger; you’re still a minor, aren’t you?”
For reference, Teren had turned sixteen and was now bigger in build than Chris, boasting a handsome appearance.
With his relatively small build and the air of a handsome young master, Christian looked less manly and less like a magus than Teren.
“I just tried drinking, and I didn’t get drunk at all. I’m not interested in alcohol; my only goal is to follow your example, Brother!”
Teren spoke in a voice full of respect, but Christian could only sigh.
‘Damn it, we’re of the same bloodline, so why am I the only one who’s a lightweight?’
Even Yulian spoke as if in pity.
“Oh my, you still can’t drink? Should I make you some delicious cocoa instead, little brother?”
‘I don’t need any of it!’
He was in the middle of drinking his ginger ale of fury.
Chris glanced to the side.
“…Grandfather, why do you have that expression?”
Nordian was frowning.
When he frowned with his old man’s face, he overflowed with an intimidating presence, but now that he was doing it with the face of a ten-year-old boy, he just looked sulky.
…In other words, he was cute.
“Aish. It’s good that I’m alive, but why did my body turn out like this.”
“Isn’t it because you’ve undergone Rejuvenation? It looks… good.”
He had been about to say ‘cute’ but quickly changed his words.
It was because his father, Count Khazar, had thoughtlessly said that to Nordian and gotten a huge scolding.
“I mean, it would have been nice to get moderately younger, but why did I have to end up in the body of a little kid! Aish, damn it.”
“…Since you’ve become youn… no, rejuvenated, please think positively and enjoy it a little. You can even drink now, which you couldn’t before because of your health, right?”
But Nordian said something unexpected.
“I can’t drink.”
“Pardon?”
“I have a Non-Alcoholic Constitution by nature. I can’t drink.”
Chris’s mouth fell open.
To think the reason this body couldn’t drink was all inherited from Nordian!
“N-no, but now that you’ve become 9-Star, wouldn’t your constitution have changed?”
“It’s the same. Even with Rejuvenation, one’s alcohol tolerance doesn’t increase.”
It was a despairing story.
He had thought things might change if he became a 9-Star Demon King.
‘No, what kind of curse from the heavens is this? Why is drinking a single glass of alcohol so difficult?!’
He was letting out heavy sighs.
Nordian suddenly asked, “What are you going to do now? With Vessian’s arrogant personality, there’s no way he has truly knelt before us. He’ll be harboring a deep grudge.”
“That’s likely.”
Chris nodded as if in agreement.
“It doesn’t matter. I’m not hoping for true loyalty. I just need to make it so I can order them around as I please.”
Yes.
The reason Chris was going to such great lengths to create the Dark Alliance wasn’t because of a desire for conquest.
It was to increase his military power to command during the coming wars.
‘Since it has come to this, the Destruction Demonic House is now in a position where they have to fight under the banner of our Dark Demonic House, whether they like it or not.’
Of course, there was no way they would obey meekly.
It was fine.
There was a way to make them obey.
‘Because the plan to make the Destruction Demonic House submit isn't over yet.’
The real operation hadn’t even begun.
“Soon, the Destruction Demonic House will have no choice but to be on their hands and knees, begging us.”
To be precise, they would be begging ‘Christian’.
The Destruction Demonic House would soon face a great crisis. And only Christian could resolve the catastrophe they were about to face.
“What do you mean? Don’t tell me you're plotting something again?”
Chris just gave a smirk, and Nordian shook his head.
“What will you do about the Demon King of Azure Flow? She won’t just stand by and watch.”
Nordian’s voice grew heavy.
“Even though I have reached the level of entering 9-Star, my power is still lacking compared to the Demon King of Azure Flow’s.”
The Demon King of Azure Flow was a low 9-Star magus. It was known that she had reached the very peak of that low level.
“Please don’t worry. I have a plan for that as well.”
“…Really?”
“Yes, but for now, Grandfather, please focus a little more on your recovery. Your body hasn’t fully healed yet, has it?”
“Understood. I’ll be counting on you.”
Before he left, Nordian opened his mouth as if a thought had suddenly occurred to him.
“Come to think of it, did you say the Demon King of Azure Flow is after the Three Primordial Wells?”
“Yes, but I don’t know why the Demon King of Azure Flow is after the Three Primordial Wells. Do you have any idea why?”
“I don’t know for sure either. However, there is one thing I suspect.”
Nordian said something unexpected.
“…The Demon King of Azure Flow is afraid of something.”
“Afraid, you say?”
Chris looked bewildered.
“Yes. It’s an open secret in the Demon King’s castle that she fears something every night and cannot sleep properly. However, I don’t know what exactly she is afraid of. For some reason, I get the feeling that her aim for the Three Primordial Wells might be related to the fear that torments her.”
It was an unexpected clue.
Chris nodded.
“Yes, I will look into it.”
Chris stepped out of the banquet hall for a moment.
It was because he found it unsightly to watch others happily drinking while he could only sip on ginger ale.
Also, he had things to think about.
‘What could the Demon King of Azure Flow be afraid of?’
Chris had a gut feeling. Just as Nordian said, the identity of her fear was closely related to her goal.
‘I have to find out why the Demon King of Azure Flow is after the Three Primoridal Wells. It could become a crucial clue in figuring out how to defeat her.’
The Demon King of Azure Flow was a formidable enemy.
A low 9-Star at that.
Low-rank was nothing to scoff at.
To put it in perspective, of the Alliance's seven 9-Star superhumans, more than half—four of them—were merely at the level of entering 9-Star. In other words, by Alliance standards, a low 9-Star was a transcendent powerhouse who would rank within the top three.
‘It’s just that the standards of the Magus Empire are exceptionally high.’
For reference, the power of the Magus Empire's Demon Kings was as follows:
The 4th ranked Demon King of Red Heaven was a high 9-Star.
The 5th ranked Demonic Dragon King and the 6th ranked Demon King of Silver Snow were mid 9-Star.
The 7th ranked Demon King of Azure Flow and the 8th ranked Demon King of Lamentation were low 9-Star.
‘The exact power of the 1st to 3rd ranked Demon Kings isn’t even known.’
Chris shook his head.
In any case, although he had a plan, he couldn't let his guard down, given who his opponent was.
‘I have to find another way to break through her defenses.’
If he could find out why the Demon King of Azure Flow desired the Three Primordial Wells, he would be able to exploit her weakness.
As he was lost in thought, Chris flinched.
“……”
He felt something touch his senses.
‘What is it?’
A subtle, yet incomparably chilling sensation.
Gulp. He swallowed unconsciously.
Suddenly, a cold sweat began to run down his back. His body was reacting with instinctive fear.
‘What in the world?’
Chris had a look of incomprehension on his face. There was no visible threat, yet he was overcome with terror.
‘No, it’s not that there isn’t a threat.’
Far away. It felt as if something transcendent was watching him from a distant, unknown place. His soul was feeling an instinctual fear due to the overwhelming difference in their level of power.
‘Who?’
Suddenly, Chris’s vision went dark.
In the blacking-out world, he saw a single eye staring at him, and the moment their gazes met, Chris lost consciousness.
* * *
“!!”
Chris snapped back to his senses.
‘What happened to me?’
He quickly opened his eyes and surveyed his surroundings, only to be surprised again.
‘Darkness?’
It was a space of utter, pitch-black darkness.
“The Shadow Dimension?”
It was a place similar to the Shadow Dimension he had once stepped into when he obtained the Sacred Black.
‘No, that’s not it. This endless despair.’
Chris’s eyes trembled at the abyssal, hopeless darkness. It was a horrific darkness, enough to shake even Chris’s mind, which was protected by powerful barriers.
‘What in the world happened?’
Just then, a voice was heard. It was a lighthearted voice that didn't fit the situation at all.
“Ah, sorry, sorry. Was that too sudden? Did I surprise you?”
A figure suddenly popped out of the darkness.
He was a dapper-looking young man in a suit. His black hair and reddish-black eyes looked somehow familiar.
“…Who are you?”
Chris’s face was filled with wariness.
“You don’t have to be so scared. I’m not your enemy. In a way, you could say we’re close, right? Seeing as we're connected by blood.”
“…Connected by blood?”
“Yep. You're my descendant. You see, I'm the founder of the Dark Demonic House.”
The man smiled brightly.
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                    He lifted the black fedora from his head and began to speak, as if introducing himself.
“This is our first time meeting, isn’t it? I’m called the Magus Chancellor. A pleasure to meet you.”
“!!”
“I used to be called the Demon King of Annihilation. I was quite famous back in the day. I wonder if the kids these days still know of me?”
“!!”
Chris’s eyes widened as if they would tear apart.
The Demon King of Annihilation, the founder of the Dark Demonic House. The Magus Chancellor, currently the 3rd ranked power in the Magus Empire, had appeared before him!
He was the most powerful figure on the continent, the one who effectively ruled the Magus Empire on behalf of the Demon Emperor.
“I greet Your Excellency, the great Chancellor.”
“Ah, there’s no need to be so formal. I don’t like that sort of thing.”
The Magus Chancellor snapped his fingers.
From the empty darkness, a table, chairs, and a tea set appeared with a flourish. The Magus Chancellor leaned back in his chair with a relaxed posture and spoke as if addressing a guest.
“You’ve been so famous lately that I wanted to come see you for myself. Care to take a seat?”
“……”
“What should I serve you? It seems you only ever drink ginger ale. Will that be alright?”
Chris stood frozen, his mouth shut tight.
Despite the Chancellor's casual demeanor, Chris's pounding heart would not calm down.
‘I can't see his limits.’
In his previous life, Chris had met several 9-Star superhumans. He had even seen a number of high 9-Star superhumans. The Demon King of Bloodletting, the head of the Mystic Demonic House whose full power was not known to the public, and even the Hero Evan, who eventually broke through all his barriers at the very end—they had all been high 9-Star superhumans.
Because of that, he had a rough idea of the depth of the realm a high 9-Star superhuman possessed.
‘But he's different from the high 9-Star superhumans I've faced before. He's deeper. So deep that I can't even begin to fathom his limits.’
Just a casual glance from him felt like sinking into a bottomless abyss.
‘It’s as if I’m facing a Great Being.’
A Great Being. It referred to a transcendent existence of the 3rd or 4th Realm.
It was an unbelievable thought.
It is said that upon reaching 9-Star, one gains power comparable to that of a Devil or a Constellation. However, that only referred to the mid-to-low-ranking beings of the 5th or 6th Realm. No matter how strong a 9-Star was, they should be no match for a transcendent being of the 4th Realm or higher.
‘…Don’t tell me, 10-Star?’
Chris sucked in a breath.
‘It’s possible. They say the Magus Chancellor was already a high 9-Star when he left the Dark Demonic House. Hundreds of years have passed since then.’
He couldn’t help but be shocked.
It was known that the Demon Emperor was the only one on the entire continent to have reached 10-Star. And yet, the Magus Chancellor had also reached the realm of 10-Star.
‘…This is not good.’
For a moment, Chris felt his chest tighten.
The Central power was not yet his enemy.
But there was a high probability that he would have to face them.
If the 3rd ranked Magus Chancellor was this powerful, then what about the Demon Empress and the Demon Emperor above him?
“Hmm? What will you drink? If nothing particular strikes your fancy, shall I just give you some ginger ale? Or perhaps, black tea? I actually can’t handle alcohol, so I enjoy tea instead. It’s not bad. How about it?”
…It seemed the Magus Chancellor also couldn't handle alcohol. In other words, Chris’s inability to drink was a trait inherited from his distant founder.
In any case, his voice was leisurely, as if he truly intended to have a tea party.
Every time the Magus Chancellor moved his fingers, various pitchers and bottles filled with drinks would appear and disappear in the empty space.
Chris swallowed a sigh and opened his mouth.
“May I really sit down?”
“Of course.”
“Then, if you’ll excuse me.”
Plop. As Chris sat down in front of him, the Magus Chancellor’s eyes briefly glinted with interest.
‘There’s nothing to be gained from being frozen in fear.’
The Magus Chancellor didn’t seem to have any intention of treating him as an enemy right now, either.
‘I have to use this chance to get a glimpse of the Central power’s true intentions.’
He already had many questions. Why was the Central power just standing by and watching the chaos in the Magus Empire? Even in his previous life, the Central power hadn’t interfered at all, right up until the Demon King of Bloodletting destroyed the continent.
What on earth was the Central power—no, the Demon Emperor—thinking?
“Heh heh.”
“What is it?”
“Oh, it’s just been a while since I’ve seen someone look so composed in front of me. Everyone else just freezes up and trembles. Really, it hurts my feelings; I'm a nice guy, you know? As expected of my descendant. I like you.”
Chris scoffed inwardly.
‘Nice guy, my ass.’
A subtle, oppressive pressure was still radiating from the Magus Chancellor.
It was Spiritual Pressure.
‘If my soul hadn’t surpassed the level of a half-demon, it might have already suffered a fatal wound.’
The Magus Chancellor gave an inscrutable smile and asked.
“So, what will you drink? For the record, I recommend the black tea. My tea is so elegant that it even moved the Demonic Dragon King to tears of emotion.”
“No tea for me. It’s not really to my taste.”
“Then how about your beloved ginger ale? Or strawberry juice?”
“…I hate ginger ale.”
“Oh? Then tell me what you want. I'll give you anything.”
“Can you really give me anything?”
“Of course. I may not look it, but I’m the most powerful man on the continent. This is a secret, but I have plenty of treasures that I’ve skimmed from behind His Majesty the Demon Emperor’s back, you know?”
The Magus Chancellor chuckled like a mischievous boy confessing to a prank.
Chris shrugged his shoulders and made an unexpected request.
“Do you have any alcohol that doesn’t get you drunk? And I don’t mean non-alcoholic. I mean something legendary.”
“!!”
The Magus Chancellor looked slightly surprised.
It was a legendary alcohol, said to let one experience the supreme taste and buzz of liquor without actually causing intoxication.
He had said it as a bluff, but the Magus Chancellor gave an unexpected reply.
“Of course, I have some.”
With a casual flick of his finger, a small, finger-sized bottle appeared in the empty space.
“This is something His Majesty the Demon Emperor cherishes. I’m secretly taking it from the Imperial Treasury to commemorate meeting my descendant, so you’d better be grateful to me, okay?”
Drip, drip.
Looking at the cup held out before him, Chris gulped and took a sip.
‘It’s real.’
For the first time since his regression, he felt the buzz he had been craving! A pleasant, warm feeling filled him, yet at the same time, his mind remained perfectly clear. It was a strange sensation.
If the Magus Chancellor hadn’t been right in front of him, he might have danced and wept with emotion at the fantastic taste.
‘...If I reach the pinnacle of the Magus Empire, will I be able to obtain this alcohol?’
In that moment, the spirit that had been crushed by the Magus Chancellor’s immense power vanished without a trace, and a fiery will ignited within him.
So what if he’s 10-Star? Even if the Central power becomes an enemy, what is there to fear?
If the Magus Chancellor could achieve it, so could he.
Of course, for now, it was still a daunting prospect.
“So, do you have any idea why I came to see you?”
“Yes. You’re here to decide whether or not to kill me, aren’t you?”
The smile on the Magus Chancellor’s lips deepened.
“And why do you think that?”
“Because my actions must have displeased the Central power. The Central power likely wished for chaos in the Southern Magus Nation to be brought about by the Demon King of Azure Flow, but since I interfered with all of it, haven’t I become a problem for you?”
It was a bold statement, one that would have made anyone listening gasp.
This was a calculated move. A probe, meant to gauge the intentions of the Magus Chancellor, and more precisely, the Demon Emperor beyond him.
The Magus Chancellor was silent for a moment. He was still smiling, but the atmosphere was different than before.
“You say some interesting things.”
Chris didn’t answer. He simply gave him a look that said, ‘Am I not right?’
In the end, the Magus Chancellor shook his head.
“Alright, it’s true that we at the Central have only been watching what’s happening in the Southern Magus Nation. But that’s just because of certain circumstances; we weren’t particularly hoping for chaos. As you can see, I’m an intellectual who loves peace.”
That was a lie.
The Magus Chancellor said it nonchalantly, but Chris saw through to his true intentions.
“So, if I were to stop the Demon King of Azure Flow, the Central power wouldn’t mind?”
“That’s right. But there’s a condition.”
The Magus Chancellor raised a single finger and said with a grin.
“After you stop the Demon King of Azure Flow, you are to come to the Central.”
“!!”
Chris flinched. It was something he hadn’t expected at all.
“What do you mean by that?”
“It’s a scouting offer. You should consider it an honor. You will become a Magus of the Central, and you will receive my teachings. This isn’t an offer I make to just anyone, you know?”
It was, in fact, an incredible offer.
To be invited by the Central power was the greatest honor for a Magus. Moreover, teachings from the Demon King of Annihilation himself? Any other Magus would have been moved to their knees.
Of course, Chris was not just any other Magus.
“…Pardon my impudence, but what exactly is the reason the Central power is calling for me?”
“Because of your talent, of course. It’s about time we started thinking about His Majesty the Demon Emperor’s succession. We intend to make you a candidate for the position of Magus Crown Prince.”
“!!”
“You would become the third most supreme being in the Magus Empire, after Their Majesties the Demon Emperor and Demon Empress. Oh my, come to think of it, you’d be a higher rank than me. Should I start trying to get on your good side now?”
The Magus Crown Prince.
It was a shocking story he had never even imagined. But Chris’s heart sank.
‘Is he serious?’
As if sensing his doubt, the Magus Chancellor spoke.
“You’re stunned, aren’t you? I understand. But it’s not a lie. The position of Magus Crown Prince has been vacant for a long time, after all. I’m making this offer because I believe you are the most suitable. Of course, this is just to be a candidate, so it’s not set in stone.”
Chris shook his head at those words.
‘I can’t believe it.’
In the first place, the term ‘candidate’ was itself ambiguous. An offer with no guarantees.
More importantly, why would the Magus Empire even need a Magus Crown Prince? The Demon Emperor was an immortal being.
‘This can’t be an offer for my benefit.’
There was only one reason he could guess.
‘In the end, their goal must be to get rid of me.’
Even if the Demon King of Azure Flow was eliminated, the chaos wouldn’t end. On the contrary, the truly terrifying calamities were only just beginning. The Four Kings’ Castle would soon start a war. They must be trying to remove him in advance, lest he become a variable in the various events yet to come.
“…Can I refuse?”
“Refuse?” The Magus Chancellor tilted his head. “You dare?”
“!!”
Shudder. A horrifying chill ran down his spine. It felt as if Death’s scythe was looming over his soul. If he refused the offer here, he would meet his end.
‘What do I do?’ Chris bit his lip hard.
This was not an opponent he could face with force. But he couldn’t just nod his head, either. If he rashly agreed just to get out of the situation, he could be bound by something like a forced, magical Pact.
“Think it over carefully. It’s not a bad offer. I’m talking about the Magus Crown Prince! The third-highest position in the Magus Empire! You’ll be able to enjoy the greatest wealth and glory, and you’ll even get to drink your fill of that alcohol you just had.”
The Magus Chancellor said coaxingly.
But why was it? Hearing that voice, he felt his mind suddenly clear.
An instinctual gut feeling flashed through him.
It was just an uncertain guess, but Chris decided to take the gamble.
“Even so, I refuse.”
“!!”
The Magus Chancellor’s eyes narrowed.
“Are you serious?”
Chris’s heart pounded. With just a flick of the Magus Chancellor’s finger, he could be scattered into dust and disappear from this place.
But he did not back down.
Instead, he looked straight into the Magus Chancellor's eyes—at the true intentions hidden behind those narrowed, blood-red pupils.
And he opened his mouth.
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                    “It is because of my loyalty to His Majesty the Demon Emperor.”
“Hmm?”
“As Your Excellency the Chancellor knows, there are many groups in the Magus Empire today that dishonor His Majesty the Demon Emperor. Namely, the Four Kings’ Castle and the Mystic Demonic House.”
“…”
“As a member of the Dark Demonic House, I wish to punish them. That is what I consider to be loyalty to His Majesty the Demon Emperor. I will think about becoming the Magus Crown Prince only after all of this is finished.”
Silence fell upon the space.
The Magus Chancellor remained quiet, a faint smile on his lips as if he was displeased with something.
An indescribable pressure washed over Chris, as if to break his will.
Chris gritted his teeth and endured it.
After a moment, the Magus Chancellor’s expression twisted subtly for an instant, and then he showed an unexpected reaction.
The corners of his mouth lifted into a grin, and he suddenly spoke in a lighthearted tone.
“You’ve got some real backbone, don’t you? I like it. As expected of my descendant.”
Poof. The pressure crushing Chris vanished as if it had been washed away.
Chris let out the breath he had been holding and cautiously observed the Magus Chancellor.
‘Did I pass the test?’
That was it. Although he couldn’t guess his true intentions, the Magus Chancellor had not been serious about harming Chris just now.
“You’re going to take down the Four Kings’ Castle and the Mystic Demonic House? Are you serious?”
“Yes, I am.”
Chris gave a firm nod and continued.
“Because that is the path for the sake of His Majesty the Demon Emperor and the Magus Empire.”
“Hmm. The path for His Majesty the Demon Emperor and the Magus Empire, you say. Well, it’s true that it’s for the sake of the Magus Empire, but…”
It was a strange mumble.
The Magus Chancellor tapped his fingers on the table, as if pondering something.
“Fine. Then do your best to stop the Four Kings’ Castle and the Mystic Demonic House. We’ll think about you becoming the Magus Crown Prince after that.”
Chris looked at him with suspicion.
“Is it really alright for me to take down the Four Kings’ Castle and the Mystic Demonic House?”
“What? Haha! You’re brimming with confidence, aren’t you? You do know that with your current strength, your side doesn’t even have a one percent chance of winning, right?”
“I know they are strong. Still, I can win.”
“Haha! Even we at the Central have a headache dealing with the Mystic Demonic House, and you say you’ll win? Your confidence is something else. Do people tell you you’re crazy often?”
The Magus Chancellor burst out laughing.
“Well, it’s not bad, though. That attitude. Since I’ve taken a liking to you, how about I do you a special favor and honestly tell you what you’re curious about?”
“……”
“Listen closely, because this isn’t a lie. We at the Central truly do not care.”
The smile vanished from the Magus Chancellor’s lips. The surrounding air grew heavy.
“The bloody calamity that Azure Flow is trying to cause in the Southern Magus Nation, the Four Kings’ Castle’s attempt to overthrow the Magus Empire, the crazy schemes the Mystic Demonic House is plotting—we couldn’t care less how any of it turns out. It doesn’t matter whether you stop it or not.”
It was the truth.
Chris instantly realized it wasn’t a lie. But he couldn’t understand.
‘Should I ask?’
Chris studied the Magus Chancellor’s face. Fortunately, the Chancellor seemed to have taken a liking to him—though, in truth, he couldn’t readily believe that either.
Still, he mustered his courage, thinking that if not today, he might never get another chance.
“What is the reason?”
“The reason?” The Magus Chancellor crossed his arms.
“Because whether you win, or the Four Kings’ Castle and the Mystic Demonic House win, it will all ultimately turn out as His Majesty the Demon Emperor desires.”
“!!”
“The path and the outcome might differ slightly, but those too are under the will of His Majesty the Demon Emperor.”
Even his stopping the Four Kings’ Castle and the Mystic Demonic House was under the Emperor’s will? The explanation was becoming more and more difficult to understand.
What on earth could the Demon Emperor possibly want?
In that moment, Chris realized one thing.
Behind everything that was currently happening were the Central power and the Demon Emperor.
He had hoped that wasn’t the case.
‘Damn it.’
The Magus Chancellor rose from his seat.
“Shall I get going now? Ah, and the offer to be a candidate for Magus Crown Prince wasn’t just a casual remark. We are actually planning to appoint one. Think it over seriously.”
He snapped his fingers, and Chris’s consciousness began to fade. He was being expelled from the space.
“W-wait…!” Chris cried out urgently, but it was no use.
His vision darkened rapidly, and Chris’s figure vanished from the dark space.
* * *
After Chris left, the Magus Chancellor remained immersed in silence for a moment within the dark space.
What could he be thinking?
As he took out a tobacco pipe from thin air and began to smoke, an unexpected figure appeared in the space.
He had blazing red hair and a purple glint in his eyes. He looked to be a boy in his mid-to-late teens, but strangely, six wings extended from his back. The wings were membranous and held a bewitching, captivating magic.
“Oh, Ryong-ryong.”
[…Didn’t I tell you not to call me that?]
“Then should I call you the glorious and noble Your Highness, the Demonic Dragon King Ashtarte?”
[…Never mind.]
Surprisingly, the boy’s identity was the human form of the Demonic Dragon King, Ashtarte.
A powerful mid 9-Star Demon King and the ruler of the Northern Magus Nation. He was also the Magus Chancellor’s closest and most trusted confidant.
“So, what’s your report?”
[The Four Kings’ Castle is preparing for war. It seems they will raise their army in the near future and invade the territory of the Dark Demonic House.]
The Magus Chancellor languidly puffed on his tobacco pipe, as if he wasn't particularly interested.
“Let them be.”
[What should we do about ‘Silver Snow’? Given her personality, it’s highly likely she won’t just stand by and watch the war. We have her sealed, but we don’t know when she might break out.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow.
She was the 6th ranked Demon King and the ruler of the Eastern Magus Nation, where the Four Kings’ Castle is located. Originally, she played the role of reining in the rampaging Four Kings’ Castle, but at some point, she became a recluse, citing her poor health as the reason.
But sealed? Her health wasn’t bad; she had been detained.
“I have a use for her, so killing her would be a problem. Hmm, what to do.”
The Magus Chancellor stroked his chin and made a mischievous expression.
“Hand her over to the Four Kings’ Castle while she’s still sealed.”
[…To the Four Kings’ Castle?]
“Yes. Tell them they can use her however they see fit, as long as they don’t kill her. They can even break her if they want.”
‘Use.’
It was a chilling word.
In reality, the members of the Four Kings’ Castle, especially those who specialized in Curses and Necromancy, were masters at treating living beings as ‘tools’. Human experimentation, puppetry, necromancy, turning living beings into magical artifacts while still alive, and so on—there were countless ways the Four Kings’ Castle used living beings as tools.
In particular, the Demon King of Silver Snow was already on bad terms with the Four Kings’ Castle, as she had found fault with every single thing they did. It was impossible to imagine what would become of her if she was handed over to them with her power sealed.
[…Won’t the Four Kings’ Castle become too powerful?]
“Well, that’s true, but…” The Magus Chancellor gave a playful grin. “Doesn’t this seem more fun?”
[…]
The Demonic Dragon King was silent for a moment.
He had served the Magus Chancellor for a long time, so he could vaguely guess the Chancellor’s true intentions.
It was definitely not just for ‘fun’. 
There had to be some other motive.
He couldn’t be sure, but there was one thing he could surmise: the Magus Chancellor desired even greater chaos. And that was not merely the will of the Magus Chancellor, but the will of the Demon Emperor above him.
‘Terrifying.’ The Demonic Dragon King shook his head.
In any case, he was ‘bound’. He could only obey, even if he had his own questions.
[The movements of the Mystic Demonic House are also unusual. They have mobilized the Magus-Artisan House and are preparing a large altar.]
“Hmm.”
[Also, there are signs they are targeting Grand Duchess Idrinne of the Blood Sword Demonic House. It seems their intention is to use the Grand Duchess to perform some kind of grand devil ritual.]
The Magus Chancellor stroked his chin.
“I see. You may leave now.”
The Magus Chancellor shook his head, dismissing him. The Demonic Dragon King looked as though he had more questions, but he couldn't ask and disappeared.
“Hmph.”
The Magus Chancellor took a long drag from his tobacco pipe as if frustrated by something.
“In any case, everything is under the will of the great Demon Emperor.”
Yes.
The unilateral actions of the Demon King of Azure Flow, the ambitions of the Four Kings’ Castle, the activities of the Mystic Demonic House.
Even Christian’s unexpected, impulsive actions.
Everything was under the will of the Demon Emperor.
However.
“There is one thing His Majesty might not have calculated.”
The Magus Chancellor recalled the image of Christian he had just seen. He was still weak, but the Chancellor could see through to the absurd potential hidden within him.
“Of course, for now, he is nothing more than a faint seed.”
The corners of the Magus Chancellor’s lips lifted slowly.
“I wonder if Christian will truly find his own answer and create an upheaval that transcends both the defiance of destiny and world-ending destruction.”
His cryptic words continued.
“And whether he can become the one who overturns all fate—the ‘Shatterer of Heavens’.”
* * *
When he came to his senses, he was back at the Dark Demonic House.
Without a thought of rejoining the banquet, Chris returned to his room.
‘Damn it.’
He felt horrible. To be precise, he felt suffocated.
‘I was hoping I wouldn’t have to confront the Central power.’
Chris knew his own talent well. He was certain that he could eventually become an absolute Demon King who surpassed the Blood Drenched Demon King from his past. That is, he was confident he could reach high 9-Star—an even more perfect version than the Blood Drenched Demon King.
But even a man like Chris couldn’t help but feel helpless against the Demon Emperor.
Because he was 10-Star.
The 9-Star realm is said to be a state that transcends the limits of a human. That is why it was named the Transcendent Realm. One gains the power to stand against Devils and Constellations, though this is limited to those of the mid-to-low ranks.
Then what about 10-Star?
No one knew.
Because until now, only one person, the Demon Emperor, had ever reached it.
But today, Chris had caught a glimpse of the 10-Star realm.
‘It’s a realm where a human can peek at the Throne of a Great Being.’
In the past, when he had seen the Blood Drenched Demon King or the Hero Evan who had reached high 9-Star, he had never felt this way.
But today, he had felt the despair of falling into a bottomless abyss.
It was the first time.
This feeling.
‘If the Magus Chancellor is already like this, what about the Demon Emperor?’
The worst part was that the Magus Chancellor wasn't even the strongest. There was the Demon Emperor, and the Demon Empress whose true nature had never been revealed. And it wasn't just the three of them; there were surely all sorts of monsters teeming below them.
‘…Ah, damn it, why do I have to go through all this trouble! All I ever wanted was wealth and glory!’
Chris flopped onto his bed.
‘I want to quit everything and just drink every day. Damn it all, this body can’t even handle alcohol. Is there nowhere I can get some more of it?’
As he was frowning, a transparent body slipped through the wall.
It was the pure and beautiful ghost girl, Mari.
[Young Master, Young Master? What’s wrong? Oh my, your melancholic look is so alluring. It makes me want to just snatch you away… Ohoho…?]
“……”
When Chris, unlike his usual self, let out a deep sigh, Mari tilted her head.
[Oh my, this is a rare sight, seeing the Young Master looking so down. It makes my heart flutter to see it for the first time, but… are you alright?]
Her tone was filled with concern.
[Ohoho. My dear Young Master. It’s true, you’ve been through a lot until now. At times like this, it’s up to me, your partner, to give you strength. Here, I’ll give you some supportive headpats.]
She moved to the head of the bed where Chris was lying and slid her ghostly knees under his head.
[Here, a lap pillow! And next up is a Mari-style pat-pat!]
She stroked his head with her ghostly hand. Every time Mari’s hand touched him, a chill crept up his spine.
‘…Isn’t this a poltergeist phenomenon? You’re giving me the creeps.’
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                    Chris looked bewildered.
Though the headpats were far from warm, the absurdity of it all seemed to lift his spirits a little.
Was it because he felt more at ease?
Chris suddenly voiced a question.
“Mari, why did you become a ghost?”
[!!]
Oops.
That was a mistake.
‘Asking a ghost for the reason they became one is a taboo.’
He quickly tried to take back his words, but Mari unexpectedly opened her mouth.
[I don’t remember well.]
“…You don’t remember?”
It didn’t seem like a simple evasion.
Mari tilted her innocent-looking face.
[It’s not that the memories are completely gone, but my past is hazy, as if it were a dream.]
“……”
[Just the fact that I suffered countless pains for a very, very long time faintly comes to me, like the edge of a dream. I don’t clearly remember exactly what kind of pain it was. Ohoho, isn’t that strange?]
Mari laughed like she usually did, but Chris couldn’t laugh along with her.
A very, very long time; countless.
Those words bothered him.
Mari cutely placed a finger on her tilted cheek and spoke as if trying to recall a memory.
[Ah, there is one thing I remember. Back then, while suffering immeasurable pain in a time that never seemed to end, I think I had this thought: that I would definitely become happy. Maybe that’s why I became a ghost? To find happiness, even in death.]
Chris’s heart sank.
He couldn’t begin to imagine what she had gone through, but one thing was certain. The pain Mari had suffered was no less than any pain suffered by anyone else in this world.
“…You will be happy.”
[Hohoho, really?]
“Yes. As your master, I promise you. You will definitely be happy.”
Mari smiled brightly and wrapped her arms around Chris’s neck, making him feel an unsettlingly realistic, spooky sensation through the poltergeist phenomenon.
[Actually, I’m already halfway there.]
“Huh?”
[The wish I dreamed of was to meet a good person, hold his hand, kiss him, make love with him, and marry him. They say the beginning is half the journey, and since I’ve already met my fated partner, the Young Master, now all that’s left is for us to be all lovey-dovey.]
Chris looked bewildered.
“Wait, that’s…”
[You just promised, didn’t you? That you would make me happy?]
“…I meant that I’d help you meet a nice bachelor ghost.”
[But becoming one with you is my happiness. Ohoho, since we’re on the subject, shall we start now? With a kiss?]
“Forget it!”
Mari let out a high-pitched laugh.
[But, please do one thing for me.]
“…What is it?”
[I don’t know what happened, but cheer up.]
“……”
Mari floated in the air, a mischievous smile playing on her lips.
[Young Master, your usual insufferable look is much sexier, you know. Of course, your melancholic expression has its own charm that makes me want to pounce on you… but if you keep looking so down, I really will pounce, you know?]
Whoosh. Mari disappeared through the wall.
Chris stared blankly for a moment, then chuckled and shook his head.
‘Honestly. I made her worry.’
He got up from the bed.
“Right, I can’t just stay here feeling helpless.”
So what if it’s the Central power?
Whether it’s the Demon Emperor, the Demon Empress, or the Magus Chancellor, what does it matter?
‘10-Star? If they could do it, then so can I.’
Chris made a firm resolution.
Right. It seemed daunting, but in the end, it was possible. They must have become 10-Star because it was possible. Chris didn’t think that the Demon Emperor or the Demon King of Annihilation were any more talented than he was.
‘After I defeat even the Demon Emperor, I will definitely enjoy the greatest wealth and glory.’
Furthermore, he now had another reason to try harder.
‘I’m going to get my hands on tons of Bulmongju and drink it all!’
He had finally found a hope that could grant his wish. If he couldn't overcome his body's constitution, he would just have to find and drink Bulmongju.
‘I’ll drink straight from the bottle every single night!’
As he was steeling his resolve, the door suddenly burst open.
It was Merian, who hadn't appeared in a long time.
“Your Grace!! Urgent news!”
Her expression was stiff, indicating that something unusual had happened.
Chris had a gut feeling that the news he had been waiting for had finally arrived.
And indeed.
“A disaster has occurred at the Destruction Demonic House! They say the Flame of Ruin is about to erupt!”
The volcano of death, situated beneath the Destruction Demonic House. The Flame of Ruin had begun to run rampant.
Everything was going according to Chris’s plan.
* * *
The eruption of the Flame of Ruin!
The news was enough to turn the Magus Empire upside down. It was a supervolcano, and if it erupted, the entire Southern Magus Nation would be in its blast radius.
‘The Destruction Demonic House, in particular, will suffer irreparable damage.’
As this was no ordinary incident, an emergency meeting was immediately convened.
“Why the Flame of Ruin?”
“Is there a problem with the ‘Fallen Ruin’ that was sealed within the Flame of Ruin?”
The vassals who had been urgently gathered chattered in panic.
“Brother, what is the ‘Fallen Ruin’?”
Before the meeting began, Teren asked from his side.
For reference, Teren was attending as the representative of Count Khazar’s house. With Chris becoming the Grand Duke and his father, Count Khazar, becoming the Acting Head of the House, Teren was now in the position of leading the Count’s branch family at a young age.
He was said to be performing his duties surprisingly well.
“It’s a Constellation.”
“Pardon?”
“To be precise, a Fallen Star that was corrupted by evil. When the Flame of Ruin kept causing problems, the ‘Demon King of Red Heaven’, who was from the Destruction Demonic House, captured the Fallen Star and offered it as a sacrifice to calm the rampaging volcano. The Fallen Star is still sealed in the deepest part of the Flame of Ruin, serving to prevent it from erupting.”
“Then why is the Flame of Ruin suddenly erupting? Is there really a problem with the seal? But why?”
“Who knows.”
Chris thought to himself.
‘Why, you ask? Because I made it that way.’
Chris had instructed the priests of the Fanatic Order to dismantle the seal on the Fallen Ruin.
‘Of course, it wasn't an easy task, even for the madmen of the Fanatic Order.’
No, it should have been impossible. The Flame of Ruin was the most sacred site of the Destruction Demonic House, guarded with their full strength. No matter what trickery Chris employed, he shouldn't have been able to breach their defenses.
‘It was only possible because I reverse-engineered the scheme that the Demon King of Azure Flow had already set in place.’
Chris thought to himself with determination.
‘I will use this incident to bring about the complete downfall of the Demon King of Azure Flow.’
While the vassals were chattering in a panic, Count Khazar and Nordian appeared. Everyone had an awkward expression at Nordian’s cute appearance, so different from his old form, but the moment he opened his mouth, a heavy pressure descended.
“Let’s begin the meeting. The Flame of Ruin has begun to erupt?”
Count Khazar replied.
“Yes, that is correct, Lord of the House. According to our intelligence, there seems to be a problem with the seal on the Fallen Ruin.”
“Does it seem like the Destruction Demonic House can contain it?”
“…Grand Duke Vessian is confident, but other reports suggest the situation is not good. In the worst-case scenario, we may have to consider the complete incineration of the Destruction Demonic House.”
This meant the annihilation of their house.
The hall began to murmur.
“Surely the Destruction Demonic House won’t end up like that?”
“No, it’s possible. They’ve been suppressing the Flame of Ruin’s explosion for hundreds of years. If that power erupts all at once, the entire surrounding area will become a living hell.”
If the Destruction Demonic House were to evacuate their family members now, they might be able to avoid the worst-case scenario, but there was no way the prideful house would do so.
‘They’ll lose their chance to escape while trying to resolve the situation on their own.’
The vassals raised their voices.
“How did a situation like this even happen?”
“What on earth was the Destruction Demonic House doing, not even managing the seal properly?”
From the Destruction Demonic House’s perspective, it was an unfair accusation. After all, the culprit behind this incident was Christian.
“We don’t know how far the fallout will reach. It seems our Dark Demonic House must also prepare in advance. First, I will issue an evacuation order for the people in our territories adjacent to the Destruction Demonic House.”
Nordian nodded. That seemed to be the best course of action.
But then, Christian said something unexpected.
“Shouldn’t we also dispatch personnel to help the Destruction Demonic House?”
“!!”
“The Destruction Demonic House is now under our Dark Demonic House, after all. Since they are facing a calamity, we, as their seniors, should lend them a hand.”
Everyone had a bewildered look on their face.
“That may be so, but I doubt the Destruction Demonic House would want our help?”
In the first place, the fact that the Destruction Demonic House had submitted was a situation that still hadn’t fully sunk in. The Destruction Demonic House themselves were surely not thinking that they had submitted to the Dark Demonic House at all.
“If I go in person, they won’t dare to refuse the help.”
“You will go yourself, Your Grace? It’s dangerous!”
“You don’t have to worry. I’m only planning to help with evacuating the people.”
The vassals looked at him with suspicion.
Nordian also narrowed his eyes.
“Really?”
“Yes. I, too, know the value of my own life.”
“You really do?”
“…Of course.”
Nordian’s eyes grew sharper, and a bead of cold sweat trickled down Christian’s back.
“All of you, leave us. I have something to discuss with the Grand Duke separately.”
Once the two of them were alone, Nordian frowned.
“What kind of ridiculous idea are you cooking up now?”
“It’s nothing much. I really am just trying to help the Destruction Demonic House.”
“How, exactly?”
Chris shut his mouth. Even he thought it was too absurd a plan, so he couldn’t bring himself to explain the details to Nordian.
‘What should I say?’
As he was contemplating, Nordian shook his head.
“Alright. It’s not like this is the first time you’ve done something crazy.”
“……”
“You’re going to go anyway, even if I try to stop you, aren’t you?”
“…That’s true.”
Nordian sighed.
“But, just remember one thing. You are my hope. You must return safely. Do you understand?”
For a moment, Chris’s heart felt full.
“Of course. Please don’t worry.”
He lifted the corners of his mouth into his typical insufferable smirk, as if to reassure him.
“I will be sure to teach those bastards from the Destruction Demonic House about the greatness of our Dark Demonic House. This time, for sure, they will properly kneel before us.”
* * *
Time was short, so he set off in a hurry.
His traveling companions, however, were unexpected.
Leaving behind the renowned powerhouses of the house, he was accompanied by Jupien, Alos, Merian, and Teren.
‘Well, I’m not going there to fight, so there’s no need to go with the strongest members.’
On the contrary, the senior members of the house had a separate task to perform.
‘Because taming the Flame of Ruin isn’t the end.’
From now on, a chaotic political situation would unfold.
Chris had given Count Khazar a heads-up in advance.
“While I am at the Destruction Demonic House, please prepare to raise our army.”
“…An army? What are you talking about? Why all of a sudden?”
Chris said with a hardened gaze.
“It’s because of the Demon King of Azure Flow.”
“!!”
Yes.
The time had come to settle things with the Demon King of Azure Flow. Starting with the incident at the Destruction Demonic House, Chris planned to strike at her.
‘Of course, the possibility of defeating the Demon King of Azure Flow will only arise if I achieve my objective at the Flame of Ruin.’
No matter that Nordian had reached the level of entering 9-Star, he was no match for the Demon King of Azure Flow.
Chris’s role was crucial. Only if he obtained the power he sought from the Flame of Ruin could he bring her down.
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                    ‘My future will also change greatly depending on what I achieve at the Flame of Ruin.’
This event would determine whether he could even harbor the seed that might allow him to reach the level of the Demon Emperor.
That's how important this undertaking was.
Chris also gave Yulian a mission.
“Sister, you had a point of contact with the Demon King of Azure Flow in the past, didn’t you?”
“…I did. Foolishly.”
Yulian’s face hardened. The Demon King of Azure Flow was the enemy who had destroyed her village back when she was an elf. And yet, the Demon King had hidden that truth completely and used Yulian.
“I will give you a chance to land a blow on the Demon King of Azure Flow. Please follow my instructions carefully.”
Chris explained the plan, and Yulian’s eyes gleamed coldly.
“Now, let’s get going.”
“Yes, Your Grace. I will assist you with my life. If those bastards from the Destruction Demonic House start trouble again without knowing their place, I will be the one to draw blood this time.”
“I’ll do my best, too. Helping with the evacuation will be good for strength training.”
“It is an honor, Brother! I will do my best to be a younger brother who is worthy of my King Emperor Majesty Brother!”
“Uwaaah, I don’t want to go! Why in the world are you taking me?! I’m insignificant, so you don’t need me, right?!”
Merian, Jupien, Teren, and Alros spoke as they usually did. No, Alros was struggling a little more than usual.
“Uwaaah!! You’re not going to make me do something again, are you? We’re just going to help with the evacuation for a bit and then quickly run away, right?”
“No, you have a separate job to do.”
“Wha-what? Don't tell me. Are you going to use me for my artifacts again?”
“Why are you acting so surprised? It’s not dangerous this time. Of course, you might suffer to death… no, you might suffer a little.”
“Uwaaah. You devil!!”
“Shut up, Alros. How dare you speak to the Grand Duke like that.”
“Alros, you’ve seemed to lack grit for a while now. Want to do 1,000 push-ups with me?”
“You should be ashamed of yourself. You should consider it an honor to receive a mission from the King Emperor Majesty Brother.”
Scolded by everyone, Alros whimpered and sulked in a corner.
“Let’s go.”
Fwaaat!
After passing through the gate, a rugged, mountainous region came into view.
It was the territory of the Destruction Demonic House.
But there was a problem.
Black smoke was rising from the main castle of the Destruction Demonic House.
“Your Grace, what is that?”
Merian’s face, along with everyone else’s, hardened.
And at the same time.
RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE!!
A sound as if the heavens and the earth were collapsing echoed out.
“…Don’t tell me this is?”
Chris nodded his head.
The Flame of Ruin had begun its first eruption.
* * *
Rumble-rumble.
“Uwaaaaaaah! I’m going to die!!”
“Will you stop being so dramatic? It’s just a minor tremor.”
Everyone clicked their tongues as Alros theatrically clutched his head.
“The eruption has started, but there doesn’t seem to be much damage.”
“It’s only the first stage.”
The Flame of Ruin was different from other ordinary volcanoes. The reason it was active as a volcano was due to the Primordial Well nestled within its crater. The energy of destruction would explode, causing the volcano to erupt.
‘Therefore, the flames erupt in stages according to the level of the Primordial Well’s activation.’
The Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin activates over a total of three stages. The reason he knew this in detail was because the Flame of Ruin had also erupted in his previous life.
‘That time, it was because of the Blood Drenched Demon King. After losing the war, he made an example of the Destruction Demonic House, who resisted to the very end, by making the Flame of Ruin explode to annihilate them. By the way, why on earth did the Blood Drenched Demon King become such a devil?’
The image of the kind Idrinne he had recently seen at the Blood Sword Demonic House came to mind, and his thoughts grew complicated. Chris shook his head.
“The first eruption isn’t very threatening, so the Destruction Demonic House should have been able to block it without much difficulty. The problem is the second and third eruptions that follow.”
The faces of the others grew serious.
“We should hurry.”
“First, let’s head to the main castle of the Destruction Demonic House.”
As they were making their way, they ran into a welcome face.
It was Kashmir.
“Grand Duke Christian?? Why are you at our house?”
“I heard the news about the Destruction Demonic House and came to offer my help.”
“Ahh!! You came all this way, braving the danger. As expected of you, Grand Duke Christian!”
Kashmir, who was already a Christian-fanatic, looked deeply moved. The people with Kashmir had a similar reaction.
“You came to help in such a dangerous situation? And the Grand Duke himself?”
“I just thought he was an insufferable brat.”
It was certainly a situation that couldn't help but impress them. The two houses were not on good terms, yet he had come to help, risking his own life.
‘Well, it’s true that this disaster happened all because of me. But, ultimately, I will be saving the Destruction Demonic House, so it’s not entirely a lie.’
Even if Chris hadn't made the Flame of Ruin erupt, the Destruction Demonic House would have faced a different disaster because of the Demon King of Azure Flow. In fact, one could say that Chris had made a preemptive strike, preventing the Demon King of Azure Flow from carrying out her own scheme, thus avoiding the worst-case scenario.
‘The Destruction Demonic House would have suffered irreparable damage because of the scheme the Demon King of Azure Flow had set up.’
In any case, from the looks of it, it seemed they hadn't discovered that the Fanatic Order was the culprit. He had instructed them to leave no traces when they carried out the deed, as it would become complicated in many ways if the Fanatic Order's involvement was revealed. It was possible thanks to using the artifacts owned by Ruina.
“The situation is urgent. Could you guide us to the main castle?”
“Yes, of course.”
Just then, a sharp voice was suddenly heard.
“We don't need the likes of your help. Go back.”
“!!”
The man had an arrogant and irritable expression. It was Grand Duke Schwar, who had been soundly defeated by Chris not long ago!
“We have more than enough power within our Destruction Demonic House to calm the Flame of Ruin.”
“For someone who says that, you look rather pale. Are you at your limit already?”
Since his opponent had spoken informally, Chris responded in kind, looking down on him.
“That’s none of your…”
“Look. I’m busy. I don’t have time to bicker with the likes of you.”
“!!”
“And have you already forgotten that your Destruction Demonic House pledged its loyalty to our Dark Demonic House? When a subordinate house runs into trouble, it’s only natural for the superior house to help. How ungrateful of you.”
“You bastard!!”
Schwar’s face flushed red. His fists trembled with rage, but the moment he met Chris’s eyes, he couldn’t say another word. He was overwhelmed, a result of the severe beating he had taken in their previous duel.
“…Try making those same reckless remarks in front of the Lord of the House.”
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
Soon, they arrived at the main castle.
The grand castle of the Destruction Demonic House, standing tall on high ground, was in a state of complete disarray. Thanks to their successful suppression of the first eruption, there appeared to be no physical damage, but it was clear that all the members of the household were gripped by fear and anxiety.
“You’re not evacuating?”
“There’s no need. It will be calm soon.”
“You can’t be serious, can you? If you are, you’re a fool. If you’re lying, you’re an irresponsible bastard.”
Schwar ground his teeth. It seemed he himself knew well that calming the Flame of Ruin was an impossible task. The reason he hadn’t issued an evacuation order despite this was likely due to the characteristic pride of the Destruction Demonic House.
“The Lord of the House is in here. He is not in a good mood, so think carefully before you run your mouth.”
It was a meeting room.
Creeak. As he entered, sharp gazes fell upon him. They were the vassals of the Destruction Demonic House. Likely because of the recent duel, their eyes were filled with hostility.
The most overwhelming presence among them was, without a doubt, the man at the head of the table who had the oppressive air of a giant. Grand Duke Vessian spoke, his gaze feeling as if it could pierce right through him like a spear.
“What business does the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House have here?”
“I heard that a disaster has befallen the Destruction Demonic House and came to offer my help. Since we are now like one family.”
One family.
At the reminder that the Destruction Demonic House had knelt to the Dark Demonic House, everyone from the Destruction Demonic House wore angered expressions. As expected, though they had knelt in word, it was clear they hadn't accepted their defeat at all.
‘Well, one step at a time. There’s a proper order to taming a prideful beast.’
Grand Duke Vessian spoke in a growling voice, as if suppressing his rage.
“We do not need the help of the Dark Demonic House.”
“Contrary to your words, you don’t seem to have things under control. Why haven’t you issued an evacuation order?”
Grand Duke Vessian’s eyebrow twitched, and he repeated the exact same words Schwar had said.
“An evacuation is unnecessary. The Flame of Ruin will soon be calm.”
“Are you saying you can control the Flame of Ruin, which has been accumulating power for hundreds of years? You know very well that’s impossible, don’t you?”
At his words that bluntly struck at the heart of the issue, the vassals of the Destruction Demonic House shouted in anger.
“How dare you! Watch your tongue!”
Just then, a voice was heard, calming them down.
“Everyone, wait a moment.”
“Vice-Head of the House.”
It was the woman who had fought Chris during the duel, the Vice-Head, Yesika. Perhaps because she had come to acknowledge Chris after that duel, she looked at him with a somewhat favorable gaze.
“To be truthful, it’s not that we haven’t considered evacuating the household. But it’s too late to try and evacuate now. The second and third eruptions will begin soon. There’s no time.”
“I will help you buy some time.”
“…What did you say?”
“The problem is that the seal binding the ‘Fallen Ruin’ has malfunctioned, correct? I will temporarily mend the sealing formation to delay the eruption of the Flame of Ruin.”
At that declaration, the vassals of the Destruction Demonic House began to murmur.
“What kind of nonsense is that.”
“How could that possibly be?”
If that had been possible in the first place, they would have done it already.
But Chris dismissed their doubts with a single phrase.
“I can do it.”
The hall grew quiet.
If anyone else had said it, they would have been pelted with stones for such an absurd remark. But everyone here had clearly witnessed with their own two eyes just how insane Christian was. So they couldn't carelessly dismiss it as nonsense.
“You really think you can do it?”
“Yes. Sealing formations happen to be another area of my expertise, so temporarily mending one is well within my abilities.”
“Hah.”
Grand Duke Vessian looked utterly displeased.
Just then, Christian looked him straight in the eye and said this.
“Your Grace the Grand Duke, I am saying this out of a desire to help the Destruction Demonic House. As a blood-sworn ally who has become one family.”
“!!”
His voice was filled with sincerity.
Grand Duke Vessian’s eyebrow twitched.
“Fine. However, if you fail, you are to leave the main house at once.”
Chris nodded his head.
“Understood. In return, if I succeed, please issue an evacuation order immediately.”
“Hmph. If you can really pull it off, I will do so. Not that it will be necessary.”
At Grand Duke Vessian’s consent, Chris clenched his fist inwardly.
‘Good.’
To be honest, the evacuation order was unnecessary. That was because Christian would solve everything before any problem with the Flame of Ruin could occur.
And even if he were to fail in controlling the Flame of Ruin—though that wouldn't happen—he had already taken measures to prevent the worst-case scenario.
The reason he proposed this unnecessary evacuation order was because he had an ulterior motive.
And so, Christian’s operation to fleece both the Destruction Demonic House and the Demon King of Azure Flow at the same time officially began.
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                    No one from the Destruction Demonic House expected Christian to actually succeed. Underlying their thoughts was a certain pride.
‘No matter how much of a genius he is, how deep could his knowledge of dark magic be, coming from a family of magic swordsmen?’
‘Even we failed to handle it.’
The Destruction Demonic House was a family that specialized in dark magic. Of course, since destruction is an power that maximizes chaos, it was a poor match for handling sealing formations, which are an attribute of preservation, but still, for him to accomplish what they, the dark magic specialists, could not…
Many thought that Christian was simply drunk on his own talent and didn't know his place.
And yet.
And yet.
“It’s done. It should be able to hold for a few more days now.”
“……”
Everyone from the Destruction Demonic House stared with wide eyes, their faces filled with disbelief.
Christian had reached the core of the sealing formation and had truly repaired the crumbling structure of the seal with remarkable ease.
Even the haughty Grand Duke Vessian couldn't hide his surprised expression.
“H-how?”
“I just temporarily connected the intact parts of the formation. The formation's structure was fragmented, but it wasn't completely disintegrated.”
“…How could that be possible?”
“But I can do it.”
His words silenced everyone.
But in truth, it was a lie.
‘Since I’m the one who broke it, it’s only natural that repairing it would be easy.’
Chris recalled the conversation he had with the priests of the Fanatic Order.
- We cannot break the sealing formation that suppresses the Flame of Ruin with our power alone.
- The Constellation has given a revelation for that as well. I shall tell you the weak points of the sealing formation.
Posing as a prophet, Chris had told them how to attack the sealing formation. In other words, because the seal had been broken according to his own design, he already knew the method of repair.
‘I could repair it completely if I wanted to, but that would be a problem.’
The operation had only just begun.
“Then, just as I said, please issue an evacuation order to your household.”
“……”
Grand Duke Vessian’s face turned red as he bit his lip hard. He seemed to be the type who really hated listening to others.
The Vice-Head, Yesika, spoke coaxingly.
“Let’s do as he says, Lord of the House. It wouldn't be a bad idea to prepare for a worst-case scenario.”
Grand Duke Vessian scowled and then nodded his head.
“Issue the evacuation order!”
Afterward, a large-scale evacuation began.
Chris and his party played a role in helping with the evacuation.
Kashmir bowed his head, his face filled with repeated gratitude.
“Thank you, Your Grace. Thanks to you, it seems we’ll be able to avoid the worst-case scenario.”
“This is no time to be happy. Most of the important magi of the Destruction Demonic House have decided to stay behind.”
Kashmir’s face darkened.
Only the mid-to-low-ranking magi and non-combat personnel had decided to leave. Most of the core magi of the Destruction Demonic House planned to stay behind to stop the eruption of the Flame of Ruin.
Of course, everyone suspected it was an impossible task.
“Still, thank you. I will remain here and meet my death, but at least my mother will be able to live. Come to think of it, you have now saved my mother twice, Your Grace. Thank you again.”
Chris crossed his arms.
“Just with empty words?”
“Pardon?”
“You have received a favor, so you must repay it. Are you just going to wipe your mouth clean and forget it?”
“O-of course, that’s right. B-but I’m about to die, so how can I repay the favor?”
“You can help me with what I’m about to do.”
“With what?”
Chris said something astonishing.
“I have a way to calm the Flame of Ruin.”
“!!”
Kashmir’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
“Is that really true?!”
“Shh, please lower your voice. Others must not find out.”
Kashmir looked confused at Chris’s reaction.
“I have a method, but it is one that will be difficult for the Destruction Demonic House to accept. That is why I need your help, Lord Kashmir.”
“What is the method? Just tell me! I will help you even if I have to risk my life!”
Chris nodded his head and then said something completely unexpected.
“We need to rob the main castle of the Destruction Demonic House.”
“…What?”
Kashmir looked as if he had misheard, but Chris said it again.
“The treasury, the family heirlooms, the True Essence of Destruction—I must take them all to be able to calm the Flame of Ruin.”
That was right.
The first reason he had proposed the evacuation order was to turn the Destruction Demonic House into an empty nest so he could rob it blind.
* * *
To find the method to calm the Flame of Ruin, one had to look back into the past.
Long ago, in the early days of the Destruction Demonic House, the Flame of Ruin was not sealed by sacrificing the Fallen Ruin as it was now. Back then, the Destruction Demonic House managed the Flame of Ruin in a different way.
‘They absorbed the energy of the Primordial Well before it could explode.’
Over time, the Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin accumulates the energy of destruction. When the accumulated energy passes a critical point, it runs rampant, which leads to a volcanic eruption.
Therefore, the members of the Destruction Demonic House would periodically absorb the energy of the Primordial Well, just as the Dark Demonic House absorbs the Sacred Black. It was a method that killed two birds with one stone, as it both calmed the Flame of Ruin and allowed them to obtain powerful destructive energy, but there was a problem.
‘It was too dangerous. Failure meant instant death.’
Countless members of the Destruction Demonic House met their deaths, time and time again. So many were sacrificed because of the Flame of Ruin that the Destruction Demonic House was unable to grow in numbers at all.
That trend changed after the Destruction Demonic House produced a great figure called the ‘Demon King of Red Heaven’.
He is currently the 4th ranked Demon King and serves as the Grand General of the Demon Emperor’s Army. He captured the Fallen Star that had crashed to the earth, offered it as a sacrifice, and suppressed the eruption of the Flame of Ruin.
After that, the members of the Destruction Demonic House were able to safely absorb the energy of the Flame of Ruin that leaked through the other side of the seal in an indirect manner, allowing them to achieve their current prosperity without anyone being sacrificed.
So, what was the answer to calming the now-rampant Flame of Ruin?
‘It’s simple. I just have to absorb all the energy of the Flame of Ruin.’
This didn’t mean absorbing the trickles of energy that leaked out from behind the seal, like the current members of the Destruction Demonic House were doing. It meant accepting the Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin itself, just as the founders of the Destruction Demonic House had done in the past.
‘The problem is, this won’t be easy, even for me.’
The situation was different from the past. The energy in the Flame of Ruin had now been accumulating for hundreds of years. The level of danger was incomparable.
‘I need to be thoroughly prepared.’
The reason he planned to rob the main castle of the Destruction Demonic House was precisely for that preparation. First, he had to steal various artifacts that could withstand the Flame of Ruin, and crucially,
‘I have to obtain the highest True Essence of destruction dark magic.’
It was a ridiculous notion. But now, it was possible.
‘Right now, the main castle of the Destruction Demonic House is practically empty because of the evacuation order.’
Even the important magi who remained had mostly left the castle to suppress the Flame of Ruin.
“Now, Alros? You know what you have to do, right?”
As always, he needed a double for his alibi.
“Yes, yessir! I just have to evacuate people in your place, right, Your Grace? Leave it to me!!”
Perhaps relieved that the mission was safer than he thought, Alros shouted cheerfully.
“Right. It’ll be a lot of hard work, but do your best.”
“Pardon? I’m just giving orders from the back, so why would it be a lot of hard…?”
Chris crossed his arms and frowned.
“What do you mean, you’ll stand back with your hands behind your back and just give orders?”
“Huh?”
“We came here to help the Destruction Demonic House. Naturally, we must help them with all our might, working with our own two hands and feet.”
“!!”
“More importantly, this is a chance to capture the hearts of the Destruction Demonic House, so show them your most devoted side and move their magi to tears.”
‘Winning their hearts is also necessary to make the Destruction Demonic House an ally.’
Meanwhile, Alros, who had received his orders, stood with his mouth agape. What he said was a hundred times correct, but why was he the one being made to do it? On top of that, he would be suffering while disguised as Christian, so no matter how hard he worked, Christian would be the one to receive the praise.
‘I’m doing all the suffering, and he’s taking all the glory, that rotten Christian!!’
But when he met Merian’s glaring eyes, he was dragged away without being able to make a peep.
Now, while Chris was robbing the main castle of the Destruction Demonic House, Alros would be suffering greatly in his place. Of course, the gratitude would be directed at Chris.
‘Well, my success is for the good of Alros and everyone else, so…’
After that shameless thought, Chris turned his gaze.
Kashmir and Teren, who had become his fellow members of the theft team, were steeling their resolve with determined faces.
“To be able to help with the Grand Duke’s great undertaking, it is an infinite honor for this Kashmir! This Kashmir will become a guiding light so that you may achieve your goals!”
Chris looked bewildered at that passionate declaration.
‘He’s robbing his own house, though. Isn’t he a little too enthusiastic about it?’
Teren was just as passionate.
“How dare you call yourself my brother’s guiding light. How arrogant. You should just quietly guide the way. Assisting my brother will be my job.”
“…You are saying something I cannot concede. Even if you are Grand Duke Christian’s younger brother, I will be the one to assist him today.”
“Magi speak with their fists. Would you like to have a go?”
On top of everything, a useless loyalty competition.
Chris cleared his throat.
“Both of you, shut… no, be quiet. Let’s get started.”
And so, the burglary of the empty house began.
* * *
As expected, the main castle was desolate. However, it wasn't completely empty; some of the high-ranking magi who had decided to stay behind were walking around.
“The treasury is hidden behind the third basement floor of the main castle. There are no guards, but… there are a few vassals remaining.”
It was a problem, as they absolutely could not be discovered.
‘But there’s a way.’
Chris secretly snapped his fingers.
Then, something surprising happened.
Rumble-rumble-rumble.
The ground began to vibrate!
The magi remaining in the main castle cried out in alarm.
“The signs from the Flame of Ruin are unusual!”
“All high-ranking magi in the main castle, gather at the Flame of Ruin!!”
When he had repaired the sealing formation of the Flame of Ruin, he had attached a spell that would allow him to shake it at will. Thanks to that, the magi in the main castle moved toward the Flame of Ruin in a panic, and the castle became truly empty.
“Please guide us.”
“Yes, right away!”
They infiltrated the main castle with Kashmir as their guide. It wasn't that they didn't encounter anyone along the way, but they were able to handle those situations appropriately.
“Teren. Erase their memories.”
“Yes, Brother.”
Fwaat!
Teren cast a dark magic curse with the effect of amnesia on the fallen magi of the Destruction Demonic House. Teren was an adept in the field of curses. He could handle curses as if they were his own limbs, allowing for extremely detailed control and enabling him to cast them without leaving a trace.
“You’re amazing for being so young.”
At Kashmir’s admiration, Teren raised his chin proudly.
“Whose younger brother do you think I am? It's only natural. It's all thanks to my King Emperor Majesty Brother.”
“King Emperor Majesty… A wonderful title that suits Grand Duke Christian.”
“Don't you dare covet it. Only I, his younger brother, am allowed to use that title.”
‘…They’re all so noisy.’
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                    Chris looked bewildered.
With two idiots gathered, it was surprisingly noisy.
“By the way, Lord Kashmir, are you really alright with this?”
“Of course. Setting aside the favor I owe you from before, Your Grace, I believe that the reason you want our house’s treasures is for the sake of our Destruction Demonic House.”
Chris nodded his head.
‘Well, everything I’m doing now is for the Destruction Demonic House.’
Of course, there was the minor issue that this crisis itself was Christian’s fault, but that wasn’t important.
Afterward, they went through various parts of the main castle, thoroughly robbing it of its many treasures and artifacts.
However, there was one curious point. Chris wasn't just taking treasures to counter the Flame of Ruin.
“Your Grace? This is the head butler’s office, but why are we here?”
“There’s something I need to pick up.”
After looking around the room, Chris’s gaze stopped at a certain spot.
‘Bingo.’
Next, he visited the offices of several key executives in succession, repeating a similar process.
Soon, he had also taken the family heirloom, the Seven-Colored Treasure, and the last step was to obtain the highest True Essence of the Destruction Demonic House.
“The highest True Essence of our house is the ‘Void of Emptiness’. However, since it is a True Essence passed down only orally to the heir, there’s no way to obtain it…”
Kashmir trailed off, but Chris shook his head.
“No, there is a way.”
“Pardon?”
“We just have to ask Grand Duke Schwar.”
“…There’s no way my eldest brother would tell us.”
“If he won’t tell us willingly, we’ll just have to force him to open his mouth.”
“…How?”
Chris crossed his arms and then said something unexpected.
“Lord Kashmir, how about taking this opportunity to land a refreshing blow on that bastard?”
“…What?”
“You have a lot of pent-up resentment towards him, don’t you?”
“!!”
Kashmir’s eyes wavered.
As an illegitimate son, Kashmir had been severely bullied by the direct members of the family. The one who had persecuted Kashmir the most cruelly was none other than Grand Duke Schwar. Schwar relieved the mental pressure he received as the Grand Duke by persecuting Kashmir.
Though not visible on the outside, underneath Kashmir’s clothes were several scars from Schwar’s abuse.
‘A piece of trash.’
Chris clicked his tongue.
Schwar’s behavior had continued even until recently. In fact, not long ago, after all the servants had evacuated, Schwar had forced Kashmir to act as his personal attendant. Even though Kashmir was an illegitimate son, it was an extremely humiliating treatment for a fellow lord.
“I have a way to obtain the highest True Essence of the Destruction Demonic House and land a blow on that bastard at the same time.”
Chris began to explain in a low voice, and Kashmir’s eyes widened.
* * *
The Destruction Demonic House was in an uproar.
The reason was that, while the castle was empty, all sorts of treasures had been stolen.
“Find the culprit at once!!”
But there was no way they would be caught. Chris was an expert at thievery. He had left no traces, and thanks to using Alros as a double, his alibi was perfect.
Of course, under normal circumstances, the Destruction Demonic House might have been able to find a way to track him, but it was impossible in the current state of chaos.
Thanks to this, the main castle of the Destruction Demonic House, which was already in a state of disarray, fell into even greater confusion because of the theft. This, in turn, made something else possible.
THUD!!
In a remote location, far from the main castle of the Destruction Demonic House, a figure, tightly bound in ropes, was thrown to the ground.
Surprisingly, it was Grand Duke Schwar!
He had been kidnapped!
“Mmph, mmph!!”
The reason a Grand Duke of a great house was captured so helplessly was simple.
He had been struck by Christian’s poison.
‘I had Kashmir mix poison into his food.’
As mentioned earlier, Kashmir was currently acting as Schwar’s attendant. It was a deed meant to humiliate Kashmir, but thanks to that, it had backfired on Schwar like this.
“Hey, nice to see you.”
“*Pfft-hah!* What is the meaning of this?! How dare you!! Do you want to die?”
“I think you’re the one who’s being daring. Hearing you raise your voice like that, it seems you don’t quite grasp what situation you’re in, do you?”
Shing.
A cold blade was pressed against Schwar’s neck.
Schwar’s body froze for an instant.
“You bastard…”
“Shh. If you keep struggling like that, I might accidentally slit your throat. Will you please stay still? Oops, I cut you a little. Does it hurt?”
Drip.
As the blade pressed into his neck threateningly, drawing blood, Schwar’s face turned pale.
‘I felt it during our duel, but he definitely doesn’t have a strong backbone. Then again, a pathetic guy like him would naturally live his life hurting others.’
Still, even a hothouse flower was a Grand Duke. Schwar hid any sign of fear and growled.
“Do you think you’ll get away with this! If you don’t release me at once, I’ll turn not just you, but the entire Dark Demonic House to ash.”
“You guys will? Pfft. Do you have amnesia? I guess you’ve already forgotten about kneeling to our Dark Demonic House not long ago. Besides, what kind of revenge are you talking about when your entire house is about to be turned to ash?”
Schwar ground his teeth.
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“I didn’t bring you here to talk nonsense. I have a reason.”
“What is it?”
“Won’t you tell me the highest True Essence of the Destruction Demonic House, the ‘Void of Emptiness’?”
“You madman! What kind of nonsense are you spouting?!”
It was a True Essence that must never be revealed, even if a sword was at his throat.
“Ah, of course, I’m not asking you to tell me for free. I’ll tell you the True Essence of the Dark Demonic Arts in return. It’s a win-win trade.”
For reference, unlike Chris, who was skilled in destruction dark magic, Schwar had no use for the True Essence of the Dark Demonic Arts even if he learned it.
“Shut up. Do you think I would agree to such a ridiculous trade? Threats are useless. Even if you kill me, I will never open my mouth.”
Schwar said with determination.
Chris nodded his head.
“Alright, negotiations have broken down. Then we’ll need a different kind of deal. Lord Kashmir.”
Kashmir approached with a stiffly hardened face.
“You bastard!! How dare you commit such a betrayal.”
“Betrayal, my ass. You should think about what you did to Kashmir. By the way, do you have any intention of apologizing to Lord Kashmir for the wrongs you’ve committed until now?”
“…What?”
“If you tell me the True Essence as a sign of your apology, Kashmir might just forgive you.”
Schwar looked dumbfounded.
What kind of utter nonsense was this?
But, as if it wasn't nonsense, Kashmir nodded his head.
“Brother, please tell Grand Duke Christian the True Essence. That is the only way to save our house. I will also forget all the wrongs you have done to me until now.”
“Enough of this nonsense!! Kashmir, I will never let you live in one piece!!”
It was the expected reaction.
“As I thought, you have no remorse. It seems you need some time to repent. Teren.”
This time, Teren stepped forward, an ominous gray energy flickering from his hand. It was the condensed energy of a curse.
“…What is that?”
“Ah, it’s a dark magic curse called the ‘Wheel of Karma’. In your mental world, you will have all the wrongs you’ve committed returned to you in kind. In other words, you will experience the pain you gave to Kashmir.”
“!!”
“For your information, my younger brother is a very delicate curse user, so he can reproduce the pain with nearly 100% synchronization. You have that to look forward to.”
At the praise directed at him, Teren’s shoulders puffed up with pride.
“It is all thanks to the teachings of my King Emperor Majesty Brother. After looking into Lord Kashmir’s memories, I found this bastard to be quite vicious. I put special effort into making the reenactment vivid, so this bastard is about to taste hell.”
Schwar’s face turned pale.
He had persecuted Kashmir for over ten years. It wasn’t on the level of simple bullying between brothers. He had used his power and strength to treat Kashmir like a toy. Not only was Kashmir seriously injured, but he had also faced a life-threatening crisis on more than one occasion.
‘Kashmir had to go through hell because of this bastard.’
Chris had been acquainted with Kashmir in his previous life as well, and at that time, a drunken Kashmir had confessed the suffering he had experienced because of Schwar. Back then, he had thought that if he ever got the chance, he wanted to at least smack Schwar once in the back of the head. Now, the opportunity to avenge that grudge had arrived.
“A 7-Star dark magus like me won’t fall for a curse like that…”
“Oh, you will. Here, have this first.”
Flick. Chris shoved a poison made from Dark Demonic Energy into Schwar’s mouth. It was a will-form poison that materialized his dominance, and it instantly dismantled Schwar’s mental barriers.
“Ah, no.”
Sensing the pain he was about to experience, Schwar struggled, but.
“Now, have a nice time repenting.”
Poof!
Teren’s curse burrowed into Schwar’s mind. Just before he lost consciousness, he heard these words.
“If you feel like apologizing, let me know at any time.”
* * *
‘It’s a good thing this guy is a villain.’
Chris thought to himself.
‘No matter how necessary it is, I couldn’t do this to someone who is innocent.’
As befitting a Grand Duke, Schwar did not give in immediately. But time was on Chris’s side.
‘Because the pain will be repeated endlessly.’
The perception of time in the mental world is different from reality. Just as one can dream a lifetime in a single afternoon nap, it was possible to make time flow much longer than in reality.
In the end, Schwar couldn’t endure it and decided to reveal the True Essence.
“Keok! I was wrong! Please, forgive me! I’ll tell you the True Essence, I’ll tell you everything.”
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“Lord Kashmir, you should listen to this as well.”
“Me too?”
“Yes. This is an apology for the wrongs committed against you, so you should hear it too.”
There was a reason Kashmir had to listen.
‘It will help me if Kashmir grows stronger quickly.’
In his previous life, Kashmir had become a top-tier 7-Star magus. If Chris helped him, he could reach an even higher realm, much faster.
‘And I have a good opportunity this time.’
He would use the Flame of Ruin to make Kashmir stronger.
‘The more suckers who become my power, the closer my dream of wealth and glory will be.’
Meanwhile, Kashmir was moved and thought to himself.
‘Ah, just how many times have I been indebted to Grand Duke Christian? My life is as good as his.’
And so, Kashmir’s power as a sucker grew even stronger.
Afterward, Schwar revealed the entire True Essence. Of course, it wasn’t that Schwar had truly submitted in his heart. He had a secret plan.
‘Even if I tell him the True Essence, there’s no way he can learn it.’
However.
“Hmm. So, it’s like this?”
Fwoosh.
The flame of destruction that Chris conjured up burned a tree branch. But something was strange. It didn’t simply turn to ash; a part of the branch had vanished completely.
It was the ‘Annihilation’ phenomenon, the pinnacle of destruction dark magic. He had partially manifested the True Essence he had just heard, the ‘Void of Emptiness’!
“H-h-how?”
“You just taught me, didn’t you? Why are you acting so surprised after teaching me every single detail yourself?”
Chris let out a smirk.
“Thank you for the generous and kind lesson.”
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                    There was a reason he learned the True Essence so easily.
‘Because destruction dark magic is a familiar field.’
It was different from when he had learned the completely unfamiliar Bloodline Arts. Destruction dark magic is one of the main fields practiced in the Dark Demonic House as well. If the Destruction Demonic House was the supreme master of destruction dark magic, the Dark Demonic House was a close second.
Although it was of a lower level, the Dark Demonic House also had a True Essence that could implement a phenomenon similar to ‘Annihilation’, so he was able to learn it easily just by hearing it once.
But there was something else that was even more surprising.
“Would you like to try it too, Lord Kashmir?”
“Yes, I’ll try. Is this how you do it?”
Fwoosh.
Similarly, the Annihilation phenomenon occurred!
Of course, the Annihilation that Kashmir produced was far more insignificant than Chris’s. It was so faint that it was barely visible without close observation. But the mere fact that he had succeeded was of enormous significance.
‘As expected, Kashmir is no ordinary man either.’
Kashmir was someone who had grown this strong by learning on his own, without anyone’s teachings. His talent was such that he was secretly called the greatest genius of the Destruction Demonic House. On top of that, his recent correspondence with Chris had helped him gain enlightenment, deepening his knowledge of destruction dark magic and allowing him to grasp the concept easily.
“…Hah. Hah. I-impossible.”
Schwar muttered, losing his senses.
Chris spoke nonchalantly to Schwar.
“Anyway, I’ll be needing your help with various things from now on, so I’ll be in your care.”
His words had a chilling undertone.
“…What? What do you mean by that?”
“We’re in the same boat now. We have to keep each other’s secrets, don’t we? If what happened today gets out, you’ll be in more trouble than I will, won’t you?”
Schwar’s face turned deathly white.
That was right.
Whatever the reason, he had leaked his family’s greatest secret art. If this fact became known, Schwar would not be able to get away unscathed. At the very least, he would be excommunicated. He would lose everything.
“You, you won’t get away unscathed either…”
“Really? What is your Destruction Demonic House going to do to me, the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House?”
“……”
“For me, I can just make up a suitable excuse.”
That was right.
It might have been a different story back when the Dark Demonic House was weak, but now, if he just made up an excuse and acted defiantly, there was no way the Destruction Demonic House could punish Chris.
In other words, with this incident, Schwar had given Chris a weakness to exploit.
Chris smirked and extended his hand.
“I’ll be counting on your full cooperation from now on, Schwar.”
It was a threat.
“Y-you… you devil.”
“What a hurtful thing to say. Where else would you find a nice Magus like me? Now, listen closely. I’ll tell you what you need to do.”
Chris brought his mouth to Schwar’s ear.
Schwar’s eyes widened as if they would tear upon hearing Chris’s ‘instructions’.
“Th-that? But why?”
“You don’t need to know the details. It’s all for the sake of your Destruction Demonic House.”
It was the moment confusion filled Schwar’s eyes.
Suddenly, a deafening roar echoed out.
Rumble-rumble.
“!!”
Everyone’s face hardened.
“Brother, is this?”
Chris nodded his head.
“It’s the second eruption.”
The operation was entering its final phase.
* * *
Fortunately, no major disaster occurred. Grand Duke Vessian and the other senior members of the Destruction Demonic House had managed to narrowly suppress the volcano’s eruption.
‘The second stage is just a warm-up. The real thing is the third stage.’
The problem was that even the second eruption was not to be taken lightly.
‘The Destruction Demonic House must be at their limit by now.’
He took Schwar and headed toward the crater where the sealing formation was located. Grand Duke Vessian and the other senior members of the Destruction Demonic House were scattered here and there, their faces pale. They looked completely exhausted from overexerting their power.
“You’ve all worked hard.”
“!!”
At his characteristically grating voice, the faces of the Destruction Demonic House’s magi contorted.
“What are you doing here again?”
“Ah, I’m here on an errand. I came at the request of Grand Duke Schwar.”
As he was pointed out, Schwar glared at Chris as if he wanted to kill him, but when Chris gave him a slick smile as if telling him to play along, he couldn't say a word.
“…That’s right. I called for Grand Duke Christian.”
“What? Why all of a sudden? By the way, where have you been until now, Grand Duke Schwar?”
Christian answered.
“We were tracking the trail of the thief we heard about a while ago. Isn’t that right, Grand Duke Schwar?”
“…That is correct. I asked Grand Duke Christian to catch the culprit.”
Schwar answered according to the pre-written script.
“Well, why would you ask Grand Duke Christian of the Dark Demonic House of all people?”
“…The truth is, I have secretly admired Grand Duke Christian for some time, so I asked him separately. I believed that if it was Grand Duke Christian, he would be able to catch the culprit.”
Whether from humiliation or shame, Schwar’s face flushed bright red.
‘Damn it. How dare he make me say such things! I’ll never forgive him.’
There was a reason Chris had orchestrated this performance. It was his intention to lay the groundwork for the ‘incident’ he was about to cause.
“Schwar, don’t you know this is no time for such nonsense? You idiot!”
Grand Duke Vessian raised his voice.
The moment Schwar’s face turned white from his father’s anger, Chris stepped forward.
“I didn’t come here simply because I was chasing a thief. While investigating the castle because of the thief, I found an important clue related to the eruption of the Flame of Ruin, and I came to report it.”
“…What do you mean by that?”
“I have found the culprit behind this incident.”
“!!”
Everyone in the hall stared with wide eyes.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“How?”
As mentioned before, the Destruction Demonic House had no clue who the culprit who had broken the sealing formation was. This was partly because Chris had used Ruina’s artifacts to ensure no traces of the Fanatic Order’s priests were left behind, but in truth, there was a more decisive reason.
“There were people within the Destruction Demonic House colluding with the culprit.”
“!!”
“The traitors intentionally created gaps in the deployment of the magi guarding the sealing formation, allowing the culprit to damage it.”
That was right.
This was the decisive reason. There had been a hole in the security guarding the Flame of Ruin from the very beginning.
The magi of the Destruction Demonic House raised their voices as if it were impossible.
“That can’t be! Who would dare?!”
“Here is the evidence.”
Shhhk. Chris took out several items. They were the items he had taken when he had robbed the main castle, and they were of various kinds: ledgers, writing tools, miscellaneous items, and so on.
“They may look like ordinary objects, but if you look closely, faint demonic energy patterns remain. They are the means by which the traitors communicated with the culprit. Here, have a look.”
Those who received the items from Chris tilted their heads. They couldn’t feel any traces at all.
But then it was the Vice-Head Yesika’s turn. Her eyes widened.
“No, what is this? Aren’t these the traces of remote-coded dark magic? Please have a look as well, Lord of the House.”
Grand Duke Vessian also checked the tools and his face hardened.
“As expected, the two of you can recognize it. Yes, that’s right. The culprit and the traitors communicated periodically through those tools.”
It was a method of transmitting codes and the like by imbuing pre-determined tools with demonic energy. It was used for secret communication, and the higher the level of the caster, the more perfectly the traces of demonic energy were hidden. The fact that an 8-Star dark magus like Yesika had to concentrate to barely notice it meant that the level of the one who cast this dark magic was incredibly high.
“The culprit used this dark magic to exchange codes with the traitors. When I deciphered it, the contents were about creating gaps in the security deployment of the Flame of Ruin.”
Chris handed over the contents of the code he had deciphered based on the demonic energy patterns extracted from the tools to Yesika and Grand Duke Vessian.
“Who on earth would do such a thing?”
“Well. We can find that out now by asking the traitors directly.”
Chris turned his gaze to several magi whose faces had turned deathly white.
They were the head butler of the Destruction Demonic House, Ashlet, and the captain of the Flame Knights who guarded the Flame of Ruin, Panica.
“These items came from your rooms. What do you two have to say about that?”
“!!”
The two men hurriedly denied it.
“W-we don’t know…!!”
But Yesika shouted in a rage.
“Force those two to their knees at once!!”
The magi of the Destruction Demonic House subdued the pair. The two frantically shook their heads.
“We’ve been framed!”
“It’s a scheme by that villainous Dark Demonic House bastard!”
The hall fell into confusion. The two had been loyal to the Destruction Demonic House for a long time. It was not easy to accept. There were even some who looked at Christian with suspicion.
Chris shrugged his shoulders and looked at Schwar.
“It seems there are some who don’t trust me. What do you think, Grand Duke Schwar?”
“…This Schwar swears on my position as Grand Duke that Grand Duke Christian is not telling any lies.”
When Schwar went so far as to guarantee it, the people’s gazes changed.
Yesika’s eyes sharpened.
“You bastards, will you not tell me at once who you were colluding with?! If you speak willingly, I will consider your past service and grant you a painless death!”
Crackle.
Forcing a confession through torture was Yesika’s specialty. Black lightning flickered.
But Chris stopped her midway.
“Wait, please stop. There is a high probability that a binding spell has been placed on them. If you force them to speak, you will ruin everything.”
Yesika’s expression darkened for an instant. It was highly likely, given the traces of demonic energy left on the tools. The opponent was clearly an existence whose level was no less than her own.
‘No, on the contrary, they might even be at a level that surpasses me. Who on earth?’
Dark magi of a higher level than her, a mid 8-Star dark magus, were not common even in the Magus Empire.
‘Perhaps even greater than the Lord of the House.’
For a moment, a single figure flashed through her mind, but Yesika forced herself to shake her head. She opened her mouth, hoping with all her might that her guess was wrong.
“Do you have a way?”
“No, even I have no way to undo a binding spell cast by a dark magus of this level.”
“Then?”
“Instead, I know someone who is skilled in such matters. Please, come out.”
Soon, a deep, baritone voice echoed throughout the hall.
“Leave it to me.”
Everyone had a surprised look on their face. It was a middle-aged man with the appearance of a calm scholar.
It was Duke Huam, the Head of the Venomous Demonic House!
“No, what is the Head of the Venomous Demonic House doing here?”
“Grand Duke Christian contacted me and asked me to come quickly. Grand Duke Christian is a benefactor of my Venomous Demonic House. And also.”
Duke Huam sent a sharp glare toward the two kneeling men.
“I could not stand by and do nothing after hearing that the culprit who made a fool of my house had also extended their evil hand to the Destruction Demonic House.”
“!!”
It was a famous story that the Venomous Demonic House had recently faced a crisis of annihilation due to the appearance of the Jinoksa. However, the exact details of the incident were not known. To think there was a mastermind behind it?
“What do you mean by that, Your Grace the Duke? Are you saying that the mastermind who released the Jinoksa of the Venomous Demonic House is the same person who caused the problem with the Flame of Ruin of our Destruction Demonic House?”
“Well, we’ll find out once we check, won’t we?”
Fwoosh.
An eerie green energy rose from Duke Huam’s hand.
“Please wait a moment. It won’t take long.”
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                    Everyone swallowed hard.
In the Magus Empire, the one with the most outstanding skill at forcing a confession from a subject was, without a doubt, the Venomous Demonic House. With the Head of the House himself taking action, there was no possibility that the two could resist.
Duke Huam administered the poison. It was a miracle-level poison with the mixed effects of suppressing the binding spell placed on the two and forcing them to speak the truth.
“Who is the mastermind behind you?” 
Everyone swallowed hard, and finally, the two men opened their mouths.
“…It is the Demon King of Azure Flow.” 
And so, the mastermind behind the incident was revealed in front of everyone.
A silent shock spread throughout the hall.
A heavy silence, in which one could hear a pin drop, descended. That’s how shocking the name was.
‘Actually, that’s a lie.’ 
Chris whistled to himself.
The real mastermind behind this incident was Chris. So why was the Demon King of Azure Flow’s name coming up here? 
‘Because it’s true that the Demon King of Azure Flow was up to something.’ 
The Demon King of Azure Flow’s goal is the Three Primordial Wells. So she had spent a long time in advance preparing to take the Flame of Ruin by winning over those two. Chris, knowing this fact, had pinned the crime on the Demon King of Azure Flow.
‘Well, she can’t feel too wronged. The Demon King of Azure Flow was trying to cause a disaster for the Destruction Demonic House in her own way, after all.’ 
Grand Duke Vessian stuttered in shock.
“What… that can’t be?” 
“It is likely true.” 
Duke Huam shook his head.
“The disaster that occurred at my Venomous Demonic House also had the Demon King of Azure Flow as its mastermind.” 
“!!” 
Chris also chimed in from the side.
“Although it is not known to the public, a great disaster nearly occurred at our Dark Demonic House as well because of the Demon King of Azure Flow.” 
Everyone from the Destruction Demonic House shut their mouths.
But that was only for a moment. Soon, a fiery rage erupted.
“How could a Demon King do this to us!” 
“We must not let this stand!!” 
Grand Duke Vessian’s anger, in particular, was immense.
“How dare she. Even if she is a Demon King, I will not let her be.” 
But a cold, cynical remark was heard, pouring cold water on them. It was Christian.
“And how will you do that? Aren’t you in a position where you should be worrying about the immediate annihilation of your house, let alone getting revenge on a Demon King?” 
“!!”
Grand Duke Vessian and the other magi of the Destruction Demonic House sent sharp glares toward Chris.
But Chris did not retract his words.
“Am I wrong? You all know it well, don't you? That the Destruction Demonic House has no way of stopping the upcoming third eruption with its own power.”
“……”
“Without even being able to attempt revenge, the Destruction Demonic House will turn to ash and disappear. Just as the Demon King of Azure Flow wished.”
Grind.
Grand Duke Vessian ground his teeth, but he couldn't raise his voice like before. It was because every single word was correct.
But then, Chris said something unexpected.
“I have a way.”
“…What did you say?”
“I’m saying I have a way to calm the Flame of Ruin.”
“!!”
The hall began to murmur. Everyone looked at Chris as if asking what kind of nonsense he was spouting.
“It’s simple. I just have to absorb the Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin.”
“After all that, this is what you say? Do you think we haven’t thought of that? It’s impossible.”
“Why is it impossible?”
Grand Duke Vessian’s eyebrow twitched.
“The situation is different from the past. The Flame of Ruin now contains hundreds of years of condensed energy.”
This wasn't a matter of talent. There is a limit to the amount of energy a human can accept, and the Flame of Ruin now held an amount that far surpassed it.
“No matter how great you are, as long as you are a mortal, your vessel has its limits. It is impossible to accept the energy of the Flame of Ruin.”
He wasn’t wrong.
‘He’s certainly right that it would be impossible, even for me, to accept such an absurd amount of energy.’
But Chris continued with his incomprehensible story.
“There’s no need to accept the energy of the Primordial Well into my body. There are other ways to utilize it.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“A detailed explanation is difficult as it’s a trade secret. However, what I can tell you for certain is that I can calm the eruption of the Flame of Ruin.”
Everyone from the Destruction Demonic House shut their mouths tight. Their eyes were filled with disbelief.
“Or do you people of the Destruction Demonic House have another way? If you continue to be stubborn like this, you’ll all just turn to ash.”
“……”
“If you intend to be wiped out as a house, unable to even get revenge, just as the Demon King of Azure Flow plotted, then I won’t say any more.”
When Chris brought up the Demon King of Azure Flow, they all ground their teeth. But even then, they didn't readily nod their heads, because they simply couldn't believe Chris’s words. Even they, who specialized in the energy of destruction, didn’t dare to touch the Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin in its current state. So what was with his bottomless confidence?
Just then, Duke Huam interjected.
“Grand Duke Christian has performed a miracle at our Venomous Demonic House as well. So I suggest you try believing in him.”
Grand Duke Vessian finally agreed.
“Fine. I will give you a chance…”
But Chris cut him off, shaking his head.
“No, that’s not it.”
“…What?”
“I think you’re misunderstanding something. I am here to save the Destruction Demonic House. But you offer me a ‘chance’? Don’t you think there’s something wrong with your choice of words? Anyone would think I was in a position to be begging.”
“…What do you want me to do?”
Grand Duke Vessian had never in his entire life had to ask for anything. It was impossible to expect him to suddenly adopt a polite, pleading attitude now.
That wasn't what Chris wanted either.
“The world is about give and take. If I am giving my help, there must be something I get in return. There is a price I want from the Destruction Demonic House.”
“…What is it that you want? Treasures of the main house? The secret arts of our dark magic?”
“You think too small. I am saving the entire Destruction Demonic House; a price like that doesn’t match the weight of the deed.”
A weight that matched the entire Destruction Demonic House.
Just as everyone was wondering with puzzled faces what kind of demand he was about to make, Christian said something completely unexpected.
“The sincerity of the Destruction Demonic House.”
“…What?”
“Promise me, here and now. That if I save the Destruction Demonic House this time, you will acknowledge our Dark Demonic House as your true overlord.”
“!!”
Chris looked straight into Grand Duke Vessian’s eyes and spoke.
“For the Destruction Demonic House to truly stand under the banner of our Dark Demonic House. That is the price I demand from the Destruction Demonic House.”
* * *
First, he had everyone move away from the vicinity.
‘They can’t see what I’m about to do.’
Everyone accepted his words, as they didn't know what dangerous, unexpected situations might arise when he was actually accepting the Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin.
But before she left, an unexpected person approached Chris.
“Thank you.”
It was the Vice-Head, Yesika.
‘Didn’t she hate me?’
When Chris showed a surprised expression, Yesika scoffed.
“Of course, I don’t like you. But I know how to acknowledge an outstanding Magus. And above all, it is a fact that you are risking danger for the sake of our house. Thank you.”
Yesika continued with some unexpected words.
“The Lord of the House probably feels the same way about acknowledging you.”
“He certainly doesn’t look like it.”
“Our Lord of the House is the kind of man whose pride will never let him say he acknowledges another. He’s a stubborn old man. But he is not blind. He is well aware of how great you are.”
Yesika’s expression changed.
“I’m asking you, please, you must succeed.”
“……”
“There is no other hope besides you.”
Chris nodded his head.
“Please don’t worry.”
He gave a smirk. It was a smile filled with confidence, one that conveyed a strong conviction.
“You should just be getting ready to properly stand under the banner of our Dark Demonic House. Because we won't be able to survive the coming calamity unless we join forces.”
Yes.
There were many enemies they had to fight together. The Four Kings’ Castle, the Mystic Demonic House, and perhaps even the Demon Emperor’s Central power.
‘Of course, the very first enemy we must join forces to eliminate is the Demon King of Azure Flow.’
Chris looked at the roiling, boiling Flame of Ruin.
‘This is where it gets important.’
The outcome of the battle with the Demon King of Azure Flow would be decided by whether he could perfectly obtain the Primordial Well this time or not.
‘No matter if three houses join forces, our opponent is a Demon King, after all.’
Therefore, Chris planned to obtain a ‘weapon’ here and now that could deal a decisive blow to the Demon King of Azure Flow.
“Lord Kashmir.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
“Let’s begin.”
Once all the members of the Destruction Demonic House were gone, Chris activated the artifact.
A radiance, along with the faint sound of music, began to swirl around Chris’s body. It was the effect of the ‘Seven-Colored Treasure’, a legendary artifact that was stored in the treasury of the Destruction Demonic House, which temporarily spiritualized the wearer’s body, making it like a ghost’s. In other words, he would be unaffected by the actions of physical attributes and could avoid taking damage even in the lava.
“I’m going in.”
The bodies of Chris and Kashmir fell into the boiling flames.
It had begun.
* * *
Originally, when the members of the Destruction Demonic House approached the Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin, they would dominate the movement of the lava with the energy of destruction, preventing it from harming them, and move to the depths of the lava. It was an extremely dangerous tightrope walk where a single moment’s failure in dominating the lava would result in death.
‘That’s why they say many died before even reaching the Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin.’
It made sense that the Demon King of Red Heaven would go out of his way to seal the Flame of Ruin.
‘Well, I could do it that way too if I had to, but I don’t have the luxury of wasting energy unnecessarily. I have to mobilize every bit of help I can get.’
In that respect, the Seven-Colored Treasure was the most suitable artifact for the current situation. However, as is common with this type of artifact, there was a time limit.
‘I’ve used other artifacts from the Destruction Demonic House along with it to extend the duration as much as possible, but I still won’t be able to last long. I have to finish everything in 30 minutes at the latest.’
For reference, the artifacts he used this time would be damaged by the heat of the lava and would all become unusable.
Besides that, there was another problem.
[Lord Kashmir, please stop for a moment.]
[What is that?]
Since they were inside the lava, the two communicated their intentions to each other through message magic. For reference, they were also using their demonic energy to substitute for their sight and hearing.
Kashmir flinched to a halt. He had sensed a giant ‘something’ writhing in the lava below.
[It is the sealed Fallen Star, the ‘Fallen Ruin’.]
[!!]
Chris focused his demonic energy and expanded his vision even further.
He saw wings so large they covered the entire bottom of the crater. Countless chains were piercing through the wings over and over, and the giant-like body had no limbs, but was engraved with dense sealing magic circles.
The seal on the Flame of Ruin had a dual structure, divided into the external sealing formation outside the crater, and the sealing formation carved directly onto the Fallen Ruin. The sealing formation that Chris had the priests of the Fanatic Order destroy was the external one.
However, the sealing formation carved onto the body of the Fallen Ruin was also partially damaged, and there was a reason for it.
‘This is the handiwork of the Demon King of Azure Flow.’
The Demon King of Azure Flow had planned to weaken the seal carved onto the body of the Fallen Ruin to release a portion of the Fallen Ruin’s power. Since the Fallen Ruin was originally a Great Being of the 4th Celestial Realm, if even a part of its power were to leak out, the Destruction Demonic House would suffer catastrophic damage, and her plan was to take the Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin in that opening.
‘In my actual previous life, a portion of the Fallen Ruin’s power leaked through the weakened seal, and a scene from hell unfolded at the Destruction Demonic House.’
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                    However, the seal was not completely dismantled.  This was because if the Fallen Ruin were to be fully released, even the Demon King of Azure Flow would not be able to handle it. 
Beside him, Kashmir asked with fearful eyes. 
[What do we do about that being?] 
[We have to pass through.] 
[…I don’t think it will let us pass.] 
The face attached to the giant body moved toward them.  The Fallen Ruin’s face was completely different from a human’s.  It was made of a chaotic mist with no facial features.  A horrifying black light flickered within it, and they could feel it watching them. 
If it weren't for the sealing formation, they would not have been able to maintain their sanity from the Spiritual Pressure alone. 
But suddenly, a voice was heard. 
[Trying to do something reckless again, I see.] 
It was the Demon King of Azure Flow!  She was projecting her will from a great distance. 
[You’ve been running wild until now.  Good.  I’ll take this opportunity to deal with you.] 
Rumble.
The sealing formation carved onto the body of the Fallen Ruin began to tremble.  The Demon King of Azure Flow had begun to make her move. 
-Ooooooooh.
The Fallen Ruin let out a monstrous shriek, as if it were wailing.  It was a shriek that echoed directly in their souls. 
Kashmir’s face turned deathly pale.  If Chris hadn’t quickly cast a dark magic spell to protect his mind, he would not have been able to endure it. 
[Your Grace!  We must go back, even now!] 
But Chris showed an unexpected reaction. 
[It’s fine.  Could you use the ‘Expel Spirit’ dark magic to move me toward the Fallen Ruin?] 
[Your Grace?] 
[Hurry!  You must use all of your strength!] 
Kashmir gritted his teeth. 
Fwaaat!
Expel Spirit was a dark magic spell that forcibly banished spiritual bodies like ghosts and evil spirits.  Kashmir adjusted the direction and pushed Chris, who was in a spiritualized state, toward the Fallen Ruin. 
Whoosh!
In an instant, he drew closer to the Fallen Ruin, and a horrific Spiritual Pressure crushed down on his soul. 
But Chris, on the contrary, twisted the corners of his mouth into a smile. 
Here’s a question. 
Could he have not predicted that the Demon King of Azure Flow would act this way? 
Not at all. 
He had calculated everything. 
‘This is an opportunity.’ 
Chris took out a sword. 
It was Andril. 
The Sword That Kills Stars. 
‘Originally, it would have been impossible to harm the Fallen Ruin even with Andril.’ 
It was because of the seal. 
The seal carved by the Demon King of Red Heaven had acted like armor, protecting the Fallen Ruin, so there was no way to pierce it with Andril.
But now, things were different.
Thanks to the Demon King of Azure Flow, a faint opening had formed in the seal. Meanwhile, the Fallen Ruin had not yet been able to unleash its power.
‘I can’t miss this moment.’
Chris did not miss the fleeting gap and stabbed Andril precisely into the opening in the seal.
And then.
-Goooooooooooh!!!!
The Fallen Ruin let out a wretched scream.
As mentioned before, although the Demon King of Azure Flow had weakened the seal, it was literally only a ‘part’ of it. Since most of its power was still bound by the seal when Andril struck, it was in the same position as prey caught by a beast.
‘No, to be precise, it’s a sacrifice.’
Suddenly, a terrifying wave of energy began to surge. It was an energy that erupted from Andril.
At the same time.
-Kikikikikikikikikik.
Andril’s soul-shaking laughter echoed out. It was the joy of feasting.
‘Because a Constellation is Andril’s prey.’
The Fallen Ruin screamed and tried to struggle, but it was useless as it was still bound by the seal. Like a demon devouring a sacrifice tied to an execution block, Andril began to eat the soul of the Fallen Ruin.
It was a chilling sight.
Chris shook his head, then let go of Andril and moved away. It would take quite some time for Andril to completely devour the Fallen Ruin, so his plan was to leave it and go to take the Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin.
When the feast was over, Andril’s appearance would be further transformed.
‘By the way.’
Chris turned his gaze. He looked in the direction where he had felt the presence of the Demon King of Azure Flow earlier. He was sure she was still watching even now.
[Next time, it’s your turn, Demon King of Azure Flow.]
[!!]
[Get ready to fall into Gehenna.]
He could feel the Demon King of Azure Flow’s rage across the distance. But Chris scoffed.
‘It’ll be soon now.’
Just then, the Fallen Ruin screamed again.
-Goooooooooooh!!!
At the same time, the lava began to churn violently. With the Fallen Ruin, which had acted as a lock, now collapsing, the eruption of the Flame of Ruin had accelerated.
[Let’s hurry.]
Fwaaak. He manifested his dark magic to move quickly, and finally, his destination began to come into view.
‘That’s the Primordial Well of the Flame of Ruin.’
Chris swallowed hard. 
He saw a white, burning sphere.  It was a White Flame, shining clearly even within the lava.  It was the crystallization of the pure energy of destruction. 
‘Terrifying.’ 
If the Venom Source was murky like an abyss, and the Sacred Black held an infinite depth, then the Flame of Ruin held a violence that seemed to annihilate everything it touched. 
‘I have to take the core from that energy of destruction.’ 
Of course, he wasn't going to take all of that energy.  The key was to take the core that was its source. 
‘The problem is that it’s an incredibly difficult and dangerous task.’ 
He had to take the core while controlling the overflowing energy of destruction around him with his own demonic energy.  A single mistake would mean death. 
A further problem was that the core had become excessively large, having been condensed over many long years.  If one were to say the amount of energy in the core that the magi of the Destruction Demonic House had absorbed in the past was 100, then he now had to absorb more than double that amount. 
‘They said that absorbing just 60 to 70 percent of the original level of energy was considered an amazing achievement, ranking one among the best of their generation.’ 
Absorbing the Flame of Ruin had some similarities to absorbing the Sacred Black.  Just as absorbing 60 to 70 percent of the Sacred Black was considered a top achievement, the same was true for the Flame of Ruin. 
‘Didn’t they say that the 4th ranked Demon King of Red Heaven had absorbed a little over 90 percent of the Flame of Ruin?’ 
But now, the energy of the Flame of Ruin’s core was twice as concentrated as it was before. 
To make a simple numerical comparison: If the amount of energy the Demon King of Red Heaven absorbed was 90 out of 100, then Chris, who had to absorb a core that was twice as condensed, had to accept an amount of over 200. 
‘Even for me, that’s impossible.’ 
Chris shook his head.  He, too, was a mortal.  Talent aside, his vessel had its limits. 
So what was he going to do? 
‘I have to utilize that energy in a different way.’ 
Simply absorbing energy wasn't the only way to become stronger.  Rather, what Chris needed now was a different kind of leap forward. 
Chris thought of a more specific method. 
‘I will use the energy of the Flame of Ruin to make my soul into the perfect form of a Transcendent Being.’ 
It was an astonishing idea. 
His current soul was in a state that had surpassed the level of a half-demon after absorbing the Venom Source.  But this meant he would go beyond that and obtain the true level of a Transcendent Being, like a Devil or a Constellation. 
‘Of course, it won’t be easy.’ 
No, it was more than that.  Obtaining the level of a Transcendent Being was an incomparably more distant goal than becoming a half-demon. 
‘Still, it’s possible.’ 
Chris recalled the words the Demon King of Azure Flow had spoken before. 
- Black is the Foundation, Poison is the Tempering, and Ruin is the Void. 
The reason the Demon King of Azure Flow was trying to take the Three Primordial Wells was to shed the shackles of a mortal.  In other words, what she had said back then was the method for using the Three Primordial Wells to become a Transcendent Being. 
‘I must prepare the Foundation by absorbing the Sacred Black, Temper my soul with the Venom Source, and then return to Nothingness through the Flame of Ruin to be reborn anew.’
In other words, he would use the Flame of Ruin to return his own soul to a state of nothingness.
‘One wrong move and my very existence could be annihilated. But I still have to do it.’
If Chris’s final opponents were simply the Four Kings’ Castle and the Mystic Demonic House, he might not have needed to go this far. It would have been enough to reach high 9-Star with the soul of a half-demon.
But the situation had changed.
‘I have to consider the possibility of fighting the Central power.’
Chris’s gaze grew heavy. He recalled the Magus Chancellor he had seen a short while ago. That feeling of falling into a bottomless despair. And the Chancellor was just the beginning; what about the Demon Emperor?
‘Only by obtaining the level of a Transcendent Being now will I be able to face them in the future.’
Obtaining the level of a Transcendent Being wouldn't create a huge difference right away. His vessel was still insufficient to fully reflect the level of a Transcendent Being. But as he grew stronger, and his vessel began to reflect that level little by little, the difference would grow to an incomparable degree over time. Eventually, he would gain the potential to surpass the Magus Chancellor, and even the Demon Emperor.
‘Let’s begin.’
Fwaat!
He manifested his Dark Demonic Energy. Dark Demonic Energy was a power of dominance that held superiority over all other energies. The rippling energy of destruction from the Flame of Ruin tucked its tail and cleared a path, exposing the energy of the core.
Woooong.
The energy of the core began to enter his body. First, his plan was to absorb the Flame of Ruin into his core in the normal way.
‘After I have made the Flame of Ruin completely my own, I must transform my soul.’
Bit by bit, the energy of the Flame of Ruin began to fill his core. Unlike when he had absorbed the Sacred Black, the process was not difficult. This was because Chris had already absorbed 100 percent of the Sacred Black. The dominance of the Sacred Black was forcing the energy of the Flame of Ruin that entered his body into submission, so there was no backlash.
Before long, an amount of the Flame of Ruin’s energy equivalent to a value of 100 was absorbed into his core. It was the amount that reached the limit of a mortal’s vessel.
Fwaaaaaaat!!
Chris’s dark energy, now imbued with destruction, transformed. Within the deep, deep abyss of his darkness, a blade-like sharpness began to ripple. He had now come to possess an essence of destruction more powerful than anyone in the Destruction Demonic House.
‘The real part starts now.’
Chris took a deep breath. Although he had absorbed a considerable amount of energy, a vast amount still remained in the core. He had to use that energy to have his soul be reborn.
‘The Void of Emptiness.’
Chris’s thoughts sank into the darkness of his Blooming Realm. Within the infinite possibilities drawn by the darkness, he reflected upon the highest True Essence of the direct line of the Destruction Demonic House.
‘The Void of Emptiness is a True Essence where one uses their will to artificially create the concept of a Void, and then uses the energy of destruction to return it to Emptiness, thereby annihilating the target.’
Now, he had to cast that upon his own soul. It was a method that would make even Chris feel fear. But he had to do it.
Fwaaaaat!!
Through his Blooming Realm, he materialized his own soul as the target and applied the True Essence of the Void of Emptiness.
Fwoooosh!
The energy of the Flame of Ruin enveloped his soul.
[Grand Duke Christian!!]
He could hear Kashmir’s shout from a great distance.
Chris gritted his teeth through the pain of his soul collapsing.
‘I have to forge a new soul from within this annihilation.’
The end is another word for the beginning. Only by being annihilated could he be born anew. The problem was whether he could find the answer that would lead to transcendence.
‘If I can’t find the answer, this will just be a meaningless death.’
Within his flickering consciousness, a torrent of countless thoughts flashed by. The experiences of his past life, where he had lived through the Age of Ruin, and of his current life combined with Chris’s talent, repeatedly giving birth to numerous enlightenments only for them to disappear again.
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                    But it wasn’t easy.
None of the enlightenments he reached were enough to attain the level of a Transcendent Being.
‘I won’t collapse like this.’
Chris gritted his teeth, but the situation only worsened.
As his soul collapsed, his mind also began to crumble.
His perception faded, and his consciousness began to sink into darkness.
‘Just one more step… just one more step….’
Chris felt a sense of thirst.
It was the feeling that he was missing something important.
It felt like he only needed to take one more step forward, but he couldn't grasp it.
In that moment, Chris felt a sense of crisis.
‘Should I give up now?’
It wasn't as if he had attempted such a dangerous task without any safety measures.
He had prepared in advance the secret arts of a renowned house of divine healers that could directly treat the soul, so he could save his life if he acted now.
Since his soul was already severely damaged, the aftereffects would be serious, but he knew he could recover if he took his time to heal slowly.
But even that had its limit, and this was it.
If his soul were to be damaged any further, he would face complete annihilation.
However, Chris shook his head.
‘I won’t give up.’
His instincts were screaming.
That he must never give up.
‘If I fail to obtain the level of a Transcendent Being now, I will eventually end up kneeling before despair and meeting a miserable death.’
He didn't know exactly what the Demon Emperor wanted.
But he had to assume that the destruction of the world in his previous life was also ultimately the Demon Emperor's will.
Therefore, if he couldn't obtain the potential to surpass the Demon Emperor now, he would ultimately face the same fate as his previous life.
He absolutely could not fail.
‘I will definitely succeed!’
But he still couldn't find the answer.
His consciousness grew increasingly faint, and in the end, he reached a state where he could feel no perception at all.
It was the moment when even his will and his subconscious were about to return to complete nothingness.
Suddenly, a voice caught hold of his soul, which was on the verge of annihilation.
[How foolish. To think you would meet such a reckless end.]
It was Mefina, the fallen devil of the 7th Realm!
She had been silent for a long time, only to appear now that Chris was on the verge of annihilation.
[It's not too late. If you take my hand even now, I will restore your soul.]
[…]
When Chris didn't answer, Mefina raised her voice in anger.
[Are you going to be stubborn again? If any more time passes, even I will be unable to do anything! I don't want you to be annihilated like this either, so I won't ask for anything in return. So….]
Was this to be expected of a mutant who had fallen to the 7th Realm?
It was a surprising show of goodwill, unbecoming of a devil, but Chris answered like this.
[…Sh…ut… up.]
[What? How dare you, even in a situation like this!]
However, Chris showed another incomprehensible reaction.
[Ha… ha. Ha.]
He burst into laughter with his soul.
It was an unfathomable response.
But then, something even more surprising happened.
Mefina could be felt flinching.
It should have been impossible.
Although Mefina had fallen to the 7th Realm, she was once a being who held a great rank.
For her to react like that to Chris, who was nothing more than a mere mortal?
It was because Chris's laughter was imbued with an inexplicable, overwhelming pressure.
[…You?]
Leaving Mefina’s surprised voice behind, Chris’s consciousness sank deeper and deeper.
Within his annihilating soul, Chris couldn't stop laughing.
A thought had suddenly flashed through his mind.
-Why am I afraid?
Chris realized what the wall blocking him was.
It was fear.
The hopelessness he had felt after meeting the Magus Chancellor had been pressing down on his soul from within his unconscious, without him even realizing it.
‘To think I would try to reach the level of a Transcendent Being when I don’t even have the confidence to surpass the likes of the Magus Chancellor and the Demon Emperor.’
Chris found his answer.
‘If I set my mind to it, there is nothing that can be impossible.’
Supreme Self-Existence.
That was the identity of the being named Chris.
It wasn't a simple delusion.
Because for him, nothing was actually impossible.
Moreover.
‘Even that Mefina… I’m sure I can surpass her one day.’
His consciousness turned toward Mefina.
He could feel her unapproachable level.
But why?
He didn’t feel that it was impossible for him to reach that level.
To have the confidence to reach the rank of a great being.
It was an absurd thought, like a delusion, but Chris genuinely felt it was possible.
There was no reason. It was just a feeling that he could.
And with that, all his fear vanished.
In its place, a complete sense of self-worth took root.
His existence came to stand tall and solitary beneath the Dark Heaven.
Fwaaaaaaat!!!
His collapsing soul was engulfed in darkness.
It was not a simple darkness.
It was a darkness as deep as an abyss, yet at the same time, as brilliant as light.
[Ah….]
Kashmir let out a gasp of awe.
A single tear trickled down from Kashmir’s eyes as he watched Chris, who was engulfed in the radiance of darkness.
Such was its beauty and magnificence; it was a great light of darkness.
Finally.
Flash!
Chris opened his eyes.
His collapsing soul had been completely revived.
But that wasn't all.
A faint halo of light shimmered around him.
It was like the aura of the Constellations.
But it wasn't exactly the same.
A pure darkness was flashing like light.
It was darkness, yet it was more majestic than any light.
[Im… impossible.]
Mefina, who had been watching the scene, let out a voice of shock.
[Did he really obtain the level of a Transcendent Being? Even if it's of a lower rank?]
Transcendent beings like Constellations and devils are also divided by rank.
The great rank of the 3rd and 4th Realms.
The common rank of the 5th and 6th Realms.
In other words, the soul-level that Chris had just obtained was equivalent to that of a common Constellation or devil of the 5th or 6th Realm.
It was an incredible feat, even if it wasn't a great rank.
Moreover, there was another reason for Mefina's astonishment.
[To overcome the fate of a mortal and obtain the level of a Transcendent Being… this means you have grasped the right to challenge ‘Ascension’….]
[Ascension?]
Chris looked puzzled.
Mefina looked as if she had misspoken.
It felt as if she had said something she shouldn't have.
[The details… concerning Ascension are a taboo of the Dark Heaven, so I cannot speak of them. You… will naturally come to know of it when you earn the right in the future.]
[…]
[In any case, to think you have truly become an ‘Elder’….]
Elder?
It was the first time he had heard the term.
It seemed this wasn't a taboo, as she explained it.
[It is a word that refers to those who have obtained the level of a Transcendent Being as a mortal. You… are not the first.]
Mefina continued.
[However, you… you are special. To have obtained the level of a Transcendent Being entirely by your own power… you must be the only one to have earned the right to Ascend.]
Mefina's presence began to fade.
[From now on… I will be watching.]
Chris frowned for a moment.
‘Ascension, she said.’
He couldn't guess what it meant exactly.
‘It doesn’t seem like it simply means obtaining an even higher soul-level.’
If it were merely something like that, there would be no reason for Mefina to react in such a way.
Based on Mefina’s reaction, ‘Ascension’ seemed to be something incredibly important, even to the great ranks of the Celestial Realm and Gehenna.
‘There’s no way to find out right now. In any case, I was at death's door and came back alive.’
Chris looked over his own condition.
He couldn't yet feel a tangible sense of what exactly had changed.
‘It was the same when I obtained the level of a half-demon; nothing seemed to have changed drastically at the time.’
To be precise, it wasn’t that nothing had changed when he reached the level of a half-demon.
It was just that his physical vessel was insufficient to reflect his high soul-level, so he couldn't perceive the changes.
It was the same now.
‘No, it's a little different this time. There are changes I can feel immediately.’
Chris observed his inner self and made a surprised face.
His Dark Demonic Arts had reached 7-Star!
‘How? I thought it would take much longer.’
It had taken quite a long time just to reach 6-Star.
It was only natural that 7-Star would take even longer, yet his level had risen in a single leap.
‘Thanks to my elevated soul-level, my microcosm has been completed, allowing the Dark Demonic Arts to reach 7-Star.’
It wasn't just his Dark Demonic Arts.
Stellar Radiance, Extreme Poison, Life-Saving Arts, and so on.
As his vessel expanded, every type of power he had learned had increased dramatically.
In the case of Stellar Radiance, it was originally at the mere entry-level of 7-Star, but now it was at a level nearing high 7-Star.
‘Of course, I can’t call it a complete high 7-Star yet.’
Since he hadn’t achieved it through a proper process, it was in an unbalanced state.
Still, with just a little effort to sort things out, he would be able to attain complete mastery.
‘The miraculous ability I gained from the Dark Demonic Arts reaching 7-Star… I see. It’s just as I intended.’
There was a wondrous ability Chris had been hoping for.
He hadn't tried using it directly yet, but looking at the new microcosm that had settled in his mind's eye, it seemed he had obtained it just as he had wished.
‘This ability will be the most fatal strike to sever the neck of the Demon King of Azure Flow.’
Having organized his thoughts, Chris turned his gaze toward Kashmir.
The task was not yet over.
[Lord Kashmir, please absorb the scattered energy of the Flame of Ruin lingering in the area.]
The energy of the Flame of Ruin, which had nearly turned Chris’s soul to nothingness, had not yet disappeared and was still swirling around him.
‘Since I’ve already subdued its nature once with Dark Demonic Energy, it should be easier for Kashmir to absorb.’
Kashmir’s face was filled with emotion at Chris’s consideration.
‘Ah, just how many favors is this? I, Kashmir, will definitely repay the grace I have received from you, Your Grace.’
With that resolve, he began to absorb the Flame of Ruin.
As expected, Kashmir was also a possessor of outstanding talent.
He absorbed the Flame of Ruin smoothly and without difficulty.
But a problem arose.
He reached his limit partway through.
It was when he had absorbed an amount equivalent to about 70.
‘It’s not a bad level.’
This was enough to be considered among the top few, even when compared to the figures of the Destruction Demonic House from the past.
The historical heads of the house were said to have absorbed around 70.
‘And it’s an overwhelmingly superior level compared to the current members of the Destruction Demonic House, who are using an indirect method to take the energy leaking from beyond the seal.’
For reference, the method the members of the Destruction Demonic House used to absorb the energy of the Flame of Ruin was as follows:
They would gather the faint trickles of leaking energy through a magic formation and then absorb it.
It was safe, but the concentration of energy they could absorb was inevitably far lower than the original method.
‘I heard they developed other secret arts to strengthen their destruction dark magic instead, but it still can’t compare to the real thing.’
In that respect, the amount of 70 that Kashmir had currently absorbed was indeed enormous.
But Chris felt greedy.
‘It’s not enough for him to become my prime asset.’
A prime asset. A prime example was Evan.
Even if Kashmir was talented, he couldn't be compared to Evan, a genius of the highest caliber on the continent.
For Kashmir to become an asset as helpful to him as Evan, his current level was insufficient.
‘There is a way. But I wonder if Lord Kashmir will accept it.’
As he was contemplating, Kashmir said something unexpected.
[Grand Duke Christian, please help me.]
Kashmir spoke with a burning gaze.
[I know. At this level, I cannot be of any strength to you. I want to become stronger. For your sake.]
Kashmir gritted his teeth, as if struggling under the weight of the Flame of Ruin's energy.
[I want to become stronger and repay the grace you have shown me. So please, help me.]
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                    Chris was silent for a moment.
Their eyes met, and the moment he saw Kashmir's desperate sincerity, he nodded his head.
[Very well. However, there is a condition. Dedicate your soul to me.]
Suddenly asking him to dedicate his soul?
It was an incomprehensible request, but Kashmir nodded without hesitation.
[Understood. I will dedicate my soul to you.]
[...Aren't you accepting this a little too easily?]
[I know that you would never make a suggestion that would bring me harm.]
Kashmir spoke with a faint smile.
[And even if that weren't the case, I would willingly accept it if it is your will, Your Grace. My life is already as good as yours, after all.]
That was right.
Kashmir had long ago sworn to dedicate his everything to Chris.
All to repay the grace he had received from him until now.
‘…I only helped him with the thought of using him as a sucker.’
Chris looked dumbfounded at Kashmir's blind loyalty.
In any case, there was a reason he had suddenly asked for his soul.
[I shall accept your soul.]
Fwaaat!
The majestic light of darkness that had been seen before now shimmered from Chris.
It was the light that symbolized Chris’s rank transcending that of a mortal to become an ‘Elder’.
[You shall become my vassal and receive a share of my authority.]
That was it.
Chris could now create true vassals in the genuine sense of the word, not just by subjugating opponents with dark magic.
Just as a devil or a Constellation would.
The meaning of his words was this:
He had become capable of bestowing a ‘blessing’.
[Th-this is?]
Kashmir’s eyes trembled.
The world had suddenly begun to feel different.
It wasn't that his perception had changed.
Rather, even when feeling the same sensations, the process of receiving, interpreting, and internalizing them felt completely different.
In other words, his power of understanding had taken a massive leap.
[I have shared a portion of my talent with you.]
[!!]
This was the blessing Chris bestowed.
‘The blessings granted by Constellations or devils project their specialty onto their vassals, after all.’
For example, Evan had received the blessing of the Sword Star from the Constellation of the Sword Star.
The characteristic that symbolized Chris was, without a doubt, his talent.
It was possible for him to transfer a portion of his talent to those he took as his vassals.
‘Of course, my soul-level is not yet high among the Transcendent Beings, so I can only share a portion of it for a short period of time.’
The great ranks of the 3rd and 4th Realms could bestow permanent blessings, but the ranks below them could not.
The duration for which the blessing could be maintained was limited, and this was even more so for Chris, who had only just obtained the level of a Transcendent Being.
It was only for a brief moment.
But that alone was more than enough.
Swoosh.
The shadow of Chris’s soul was projected onto Kashmir, and Kashmir’s power of understanding became explosively sharp.
‘This is the world that Grand Duke Christian sees.’
Kashmir shuddered.
Like an ant climbing onto a giant’s shoulder, his perspective for accepting enlightenment had expanded to a degree incomparable to before.
[It won't last long. Follow my words closely and guide the energy of the Flame of Ruin.]
Chris gave him specific instructions.
Normally, it would have been an impossible attempt.
But surprisingly, Kashmir succeeded in each and every attempt, as if he had truly become Christian.
No, it wasn't just because of the blessing.
‘I will definitely become Grand Duke Christian’s strength!’
It was the result of Kashmir's will, combined with,
‘I will definitely make Lord Kashmir into the best sucker!’
Christian’s will.
And so, time passed.
***
“What do you think will happen?”
The magi of the Destruction Demonic House were waiting for the results outside the crater.
To be honest, almost no one believed that Christian would actually perform a miracle.
‘We’re grateful that he stepped up for our house, but…’
The animosity the members of the Destruction Demonic House felt toward Christian had largely faded.
No matter what, he was risking his life and facing danger for their sake.
‘Maybe he’s not such a bad guy.’
There was another decisive reason they had come to think this way.
It was thanks to Alros.
After Alros changed his appearance to look like Chris and diligently helped evacuate the common people, everyone had a reason to see Chris in a new light.
-Why do I have to suffer to death!! And that bastard Christian gets all the thanks!! You rotten bastard!! I’m the one who actually did everything!!
It was a secret that Alros, having returned to his original form, had gone deep into the mountains behind them and screamed this in desperation.
In any case, the members of the Destruction Demonic House wore pitiful expressions.
‘No matter what, he’ll probably meet a futile death.’
‘There’s no way even that insufferable bastard could possibly control the Flame of Ruin.’
The senior members of the Destruction Demonic House had already deemed Christian a failure and were contemplating their next steps.
But then, an explosive roar suddenly erupted from the Flame of Ruin.
It was the tremor caused by the Fallen Ruin being struck by Andril.
“Is the Flame of Ruin erupting?!”
“As expected, he failed…!”
But only a moment passed.
Slowly, the energy of the Flame of Ruin began to stabilize.
“No way?”
“Grand Duke Christian?”
Everyone wore expressions of disbelief.
The energy of the Flame of Ruin, which had begun to settle, eventually became completely calm.
He had truly succeeded in pacifying the Flame of Ruin!
The magi of the Destruction Demonic House looked at one another for a moment, then burst into cheers.
“Waaaaaaaaah!!!”
“All hail Grand Duke Christian!!!!”
It was a cry of overwhelming joy.
They may have been prepared for death, but who could truly be detached from it?
The joy of having survived mixed with a feeling of gratitude toward Christian, and everyone roared with passionate cheers.
But there was a problem.
“Where is Grand Duke Christian?”
“Why isn’t he coming out?”
A long time had passed since he should have emerged, but there was no news.
“No way. Could he have been swept away by the Flame of Ruin and met his end?”
It was just as everyone was murmuring amongst themselves.
Thud.
A presence was felt.
It was Christian!
“!!”
In an instant, the area fell silent.
They saw Christian, but he was exuding a completely different kind of pressure than before.
Of course, Christian had always possessed a graceful and noble dignity.
But this was on another level.
It felt as if the shadow of a being of a different class was being cast over them.
Though none of them were consciously aware of it, it was Spiritual Pressure.
‘Lord Kashmir, too? Something about him has changed.’
For reference, Kashmir had absorbed an amount of the Flame of Ruin equivalent to 90 percent of its original quantity, the same amount as the Demon King of Red Heaven from the past.
“I have returned.”
Chris said with a shrug of his shoulders.
It was a simple gesture, similar to what he usually did, but unlike before, it conveyed an intense weight.
As everyone swallowed hard, Chris opened his mouth.
“As promised, I have calmed the Flame of Ruin. Now it is the Destruction Demonic House’s turn to keep its promise.”
In that moment, everyone's gaze turned toward Grand Duke Vessian.
The condition Chris had set.
It was for them to properly kneel to the Dark Demonic House.
‘How will His Grace the Grand Duke react?’
‘He won’t be willing to bow his head so easily.’
In truth, the majority of the Destruction Demonic House’s magi no longer opposed standing under the banner of the Dark Demonic House.
They had received a grace worthy of it.
However, not everyone felt this way.
It was impossible that there weren't still those, bristling with pride, who would refuse to acknowledge standing under the banner of the Dark Demonic House.
Especially Grand Duke Vessian.
It was a question how he would react.
Given his stubborn personality, there was no way he would obediently bow his head.
But then, the unbelievable happened.
Grand Duke Vessian’s lips twitched, and he knelt on one knee before Chris!
“No, Your Grace the Grand Duke?!”
Everyone cried out in astonishment.
It was an action that was unimaginable given Grand Duke Vessian’s usual personality.
And it didn't end there.
“I will follow your words… We of the Destruction Demonic House pledge to stand under the banner of the Dark Demonic House from this day forward.”
“!!”
The magi of the Destruction Demonic House wore dazed expressions.
To think that the great Grand Duke Vessian would show such an attitude?
Belatedly, Grand Duke Vessian himself flinched.
Flush. His face turned red, and he stood up in a fluster.
‘Why did I do that?!’
He couldn't understand his own actions.
He had simply looked at Christian and felt as if he ought to show such an attitude.
It was as if he had been bewitched by something.
‘Did he use the Art of Bewitchment on me?’
But it didn't feel like that.
No, in the first place, casting a bewitchment on him, a great high 8-Star dark magus, was impossible.
Grand Duke Vessian wasn't the only one experiencing confusion.
“Duke Huam, please act as the guarantor for the pledge the Destruction Demonic House has just made.”
“I will… sir.”
Duke Huam, who had almost inadvertently used the highest form of respect, flinched.
He had subconsciously tried to show deference, as if he were facing a being of a much higher order.
Of course, this was due to the Spiritual Pressure that Christian was exuding.
And there was another reason.
‘It’s the effect of my new miraculous ability.’
Myriad Demons' Submission.
It was the miraculous ability Chris had obtained upon reaching 7-Star in his Dark Demonic Arts.
Meaning “all demons bow their heads,” it was an ability with the effect of dominating the opponent.
It was an incredible notion.
Usually, miraculous abilities were limited to interfering with physical or dark magic principles, but an ability that dominated the opponent themselves?
‘The trait of dominance inherent in Dark Demonic Energy and the characteristics of my microcosm combined to create such an ability.’
Chris had obtained the level of a Transcendent Being by establishing his own existence as one of Supreme Self-Existence.
Supreme Self-Existence meant placing oneself above all others.
Therefore, his microcosm also harbored the characteristic of placing all others beneath his feet.
‘I spread it out subtly, mixed with my Spiritual Pressure, so they wouldn't have noticed. It acts on the opponent's very existence, so its nature is different from other miraculous abilities.’
Of course, this wasn't invincible either.
Naturally, there were several restrictions.
‘It has its limits against those of a higher level than me. And if I use it excessively, the opponent’s soul could rebel.’
What he had attempted on Grand Duke Vessian just now was to momentarily instill within him a feeling of extreme reverence.
It had worked well because Vessian was already secretly harboring admiration for Chris in his heart for having saved the Destruction Demonic House; otherwise, it would have been difficult to affect a high 8-Star magus like him so easily.
‘I will be able to shed these restrictions as my level rises.’
In other words, the higher his level rose, the more powerful his dominion would become.
It was an ability that could cause catastrophic results depending on how it was used.
‘Moreover, this isn't an ability that ends with simply controlling an opponent according to my will.’
There was a more fatal effect.
‘I will be using it soon enough.’
Stopping his thoughts, Chris turned his gaze.
Everyone from the Destruction Demonic House was looking at him.
It was as if their gazes were firmly held in place by his overwhelming presence.
Chris raised the corners of his mouth into a smirk.
“I will issue the first command in the name of the Dark Alliance.”
A command for the Destruction Demonic House.
It was a statement that would have been unimaginable before.
But no one present objected.
“Everyone, prepare for battle.”
“!!”
“The target is the head of the Demon King of Azure Flow.”
The hall fell into a chilling silence.
But Chris did not stop.
A heavy declaration fell upon them.
“This Dark Alliance will make the Demon King of Azure Flow pay the price for the sins she has committed against us until now.”
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                    The situation unfolded with lightning speed.
It began with the proclamation from the Destruction Demonic House and the Venomous Demonic House.
-From now on, we will gather under the banner of the Dark Demonic House.
The Dark Alliance had been revived!
It was the birth of a colossal power.
Before anyone could recover from the shock, another astonishment swept across the entire Magus Empire.
-We, the Dark Alliance, will reveal the sins committed by the Demon King of Azure Flow in the Southern Magus Nation.
After officially exposing the crimes the Demon King of Azure Flow had committed against the Dark, Venomous, and Destruction Demonic Houses, they declared:
-These are heinous crimes that cannot be forgiven, even for a Demon King. We, the Dark Alliance, will no longer recognize Azure Flow as a king, and we shall carry out her punishment in the name of His Majesty, the Demon Emperor.
They had officially declared a rebellion against a Demon King!
‘Are they really raising an army against a Demon King?’
‘How reckless.’
As always, the Central power would not intervene.
But why was a Demon King called a Demon King?
The only reason the Demon Kings could reign over the magus nations of the east, west, south, and north and rule over the prestigious magus houses was because of their overwhelming power.
Even the mighty Four Kings’ Castle had to be wary of their own Demon King, the ‘Demon King of Silver Snow’.
If the Demon King of Silver Snow hadn't gone into seclusion for a long period of time for some unknown reason, the Four Kings' Castle wouldn't have been able to run rampant as they were now.
‘Even if Patriarch Nordian has become a Lesser Demon King, it’s not enough.’
There was a vast gap between a Lesser Demon King at entering 9-Star and a Demon King who had reached the full realm of 9-Star.
‘Especially since the Demon King of Azure Flow is the former Fairy Queen. She is not an opponent who can be pushed back with superior numbers.’
Even in terms of forces, the three houses did not hold an overwhelming advantage over the Demon King of Azure Flow's side.
The Black Elf Palace.
They were a group of fallen elves who had followed her since her time as the Fairy Queen, a royal guard that protected the Demon King of Azure Flow with their lives.
In addition, countless elves who had fled persecution from the Alliance also followed her.
‘On top of that, the Demon King of Azure Flow is the continent’s strongest Spirit User.’
Although there were numerous Starlight Spirit Users and Dark Spirit Users on the continent, the one who stood at the very pinnacle of them all was the Demon King of Azure Flow.
And a powerful Spirit User disregards the advantage of numbers.
“This is not a bad development for us.”
“What do you think the outcome will be?”
“It is difficult to say. However, even if the Dark Alliance’s side were to win, they would suffer damage close to annihilation.”
This was the Four Kings’ Castle.
They had been secretly preparing for a war against the Southern Magus Nation when this situation erupted.
From the perspective of the Four Kings’ Castle, it was an event to be welcomed with open arms.
“Even if the patriarchs of the three houses join all their strength, they will not be a match for the Demon King of Azure Flow alone. Even if they miraculously win, it will be a victory that leaves them with nothing but wounds.”
The elders of the Four Kings’ Castle looked upwards.
There sat a man with a pale complexion, Castle Lord Pliton.
He was the legendary Immortal Lich who had overcome death to regain life.
[Continue preparations to raise the army as planned.]
Pliton spoke in a low voice.
[We will march as soon as the battle between the Dark Alliance and the Demon King of Azure Flow concludes.]
Everyone bowed their heads.
With the situation having turned out this way, they believed that taking the Southern Magus Nation into their hands would be as easy as flipping their palm.
However, there were some who harbored such doubts.
‘Would Grand Duke Christian really commit such a foolish act without any thought?’
Something was strange.
It was obvious to anyone that if the Demon King of Azure Flow and the three houses were to fight, an immense amount of blood would be shed, regardless of the outcome.
To commit such a reckless act while knowing that the Four Kings’ Castle was watching and waiting for an opportunity?
It was unlike the Christian they had seen so far.
‘…No, it’s not different. Grand Duke Christian has always committed reckless acts.’
That was right.
It had always been this way until now.
Christian always started things that seemed foolish.
But the result?
He always created a miracle.
‘Could it be the same this time?’
Meanwhile, it wasn't just a few elders who had such doubts.
[Christian, you say.]
Castle Lord Pliton of the Four Kings’ Castle.
He, who like Nordian had reached the level of a Lesser Demon King, narrowed his eyes.
[I have a bad feeling about this.]
In truth, Pliton had not paid much attention to Christian before.
To him, he was an excessively insignificant being.
But his thoughts had begun to change.
[Hmm. To think the Mystic Demonic House is targeting Christian.]
Pliton was one of the rare individuals in this world who was grasping at the coattails of the truth.
He also knew the ‘true’ objective of the Mystic Demonic House.
And that the Mystic Demonic House desired Idrinne for their own purposes.
But recently, the internal atmosphere of the Mystic Demonic House had changed.
While they were still targeting Idrinne, they now desired Christian as their highest priority.
‘Since he is still incomplete, it seems they are waiting for the ‘fruit’ to ripen more.’
Furthermore, it wasn't just the Mystic Demonic House that desired Christian.
[Hmm.]
Pliton tilted his head.
He rose from his seat and began to walk.
Deep, deep in the dungeons of the Four Kings’ Castle.
It was a domain that only the Castle Lord and those with permission could enter.
A sealing formation was spread out.
Inside, there was a beautiful woman with silver hair.
A face as lovely as pure white snow given form.
But there was a problem.
The woman’s body was in pieces.
Literally, her head, torso, and limbs were separated and bound by thorny chains.
What was even more surprising was that despite her horrific state, the woman was not dead.
It wasn't that she was under an immortal curse.
Merely cutting off her limbs was not enough to bring about the woman's death.
Because she was the Demon King of Silver Snow.
A transcendent magus of mid 9-Star, the 6th-ranked power in the Magus Empire, and the ruler of the Eastern Magus Nation.
[You… bastard….]
The Demon King of Silver Snow sent a telepathic message.
It was a thought projection so filled with intense killing intent that if anyone else had been nearby, they would have lost their sanity from fear and fallen unconscious.
To think she could embed such a level of killing intent in her thoughts while dismembered and sealed.
It gave a glimpse into the power the Demon King of Silver Snow originally possessed, but Pliton merely smiled.
[How pitiful. To see someone so just and radiant end up in such a state.]
[You… son of a….]
[No matter how loyal a dog is, the sight of one abandoned by its master is nothing but miserable. It's a bitter thing.]
The master he referred to was the Demon Emperor.
The reason the mighty, noble, and just Demon King of Silver Snow had ended up this way was because of the Magus Chancellor.
And since the Magus Chancellor would not have done such a thing on his own, it must have ultimately been the will of the Demon Emperor.
[It's not a bad thing for me, however. As it happens, I was in need of ‘prey’ to ascend to a higher ‘rank’.]
As Pliton raised his hand, the Demon King of Silver Snow let out a piercing scream.
He had begun to use his Authority of Death to absorb the energy she possessed into himself.
That was right.
Pliton was planning to use the Demon King of Silver Snow to strengthen his own power.
‘It would be far more efficient if I could kill her, given my ‘Authority’. A shame I was told not to kill her.’
Instead, there were many ways to make use of her while she was alive.
Beyond taking her power bit by bit as a living elixir like he was now, he would use the Demon King in all sorts of ways, and the power of the Four Kings’ Castle would become incomparably stronger than before.
Although it was a situation to be welcomed with open arms, Pliton could not rejoice with a peaceful heart.
‘The reason the Magus Chancellor handed the Demon King of Silver Snow over to our castle is because of Christian.’
Pliton recalled the words the Magus Chancellor had left him.
-Ah, you ask why I’m handing Silver Snow over to you? Because doing this seems like it would be more interesting. In return, will you work hard and play with Christian in a more fun way? I’ll be looking forward to it.
Though his words seemed light, every word from the Magus Chancellor always carried a deep meaning.
The Magus Chancellor was paying attention to Christian.
Furthermore, he had ‘deliberately’ let him know that fact.
Why?
[I have a bad feeling about this.]
Pliton raised the corners of his mouth.
A voice that sent chills down the spine flowed out.
[Whether it’s the Mystic Demonic House, the Magus Chancellor, or the Demon Emperor. I want to kill them all. Rip every single one of them to shreds.]
He had joined hands with the Mystic Demonic House, but he did not share their purpose.
Pliton’s objective was clearly different from that of the Mystic Demonic House.
[Well, it matters not. In the end, the one who will be laughing last will be me, not the Mystic Demonic House, nor the Demon Emperor.]
Pliton turned his gaze.
It was toward the distant Dark Demonic House.
[This turned out well. I shall have to use Christian as a ‘sacrifice’. If he is worthy of the attention of both the Mystic Demonic House and the Magus Chancellor, he will make the finest ‘ingredient’ for my goal.]
After finishing his thoughts, Pliton contacted someone through a crystal ball.
Soon, a figure appeared on the other side, and a surprising name came from Pliton’s lips.
[It has been a while, Ghost Sword King.]
The Ghost Sword King!
He was the patriarch of the Ghost Sword Demonic House and the leader of the Triangular Alliance in the Western Magus Nation, which stood against the Holy Empire.
Why would such a figure be in contact with the Castle Lord of the Four Kings’ Castle?
[The time is approaching.]
A surprising story followed.
[With your sword, please unleash a festival of blood upon the Dark Alliance.]
This meant that the Triangular Alliance—the alliance of the Ghost Sword, Illusion, and Magical Beast Demonic Houses—had sided with the Four Kings’ Castle.
***
The Demon King's Castle of the Southern Magus Nation.
Tension filled the beautiful, fairytale-like castle situated in the middle of a lush forest.
The elves were preparing for the battle that would soon break out.
However, it was a curious thing.
Everyone now knew that the Demon King of Azure Flow had committed terrible crimes.
And yet, the elves were trying to protect her, with no desertions.
Moreover, these were not part of the Demon Emperor’s central army.
All of them had voluntarily gathered under the Demon King of Azure Flow and were now prepared to face even death.
It wasn't simply because the Demon King of Azure Flow was the former Fairy Queen.
The Demon King of Azure Flow was the savior of the elves.
It was an unexpected story.
But it was true.
The reason the Demon King of Azure Flow had offered her soul to a devil in the first place was to save her own people.
During her time as the Fairy Queen, the elves had faced a crisis of extinction.
The World Tree, the source of the elves, was losing its life, and the Constellations, due to their own circumstances in the Celestial Realm, had given up on saving it.
To save her people, the Demon King of Azure Flow ultimately made a forbidden choice.
She sold her soul to a devil.
Thanks to her, the elves avoided extinction, and even after becoming a Demon King, she continued to protect elves who had fallen into difficult circumstances for various reasons.
In other words, everyone here was indebted to the Demon King of Azure Flow.
However, there was another curious fact.
Why had the once so noble Demon King of Azure Flow become so corrupted?
‘That pitiful soul.’
Andrea, the lord of the Black Elf Palace—the group of fallen elves who were the Demon King’s royal guard—and the butler of the castle, wore a regretful expression.
He knew why the Demon King of Azure Flow had become so corrupted, or rather, why she had no choice but to fall.
Therefore, even if the entire world condemned her, he could not help but pity her.
Meanwhile, deep inside the Demon King's castle.
The chambers of the Demon King of Azure Flow.
An unexpected scene was unfolding.
[Aargh. Aaaaargh.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow was screaming in agony, clutching her own body with both hands.
-Kekek. Kek.
An ominous laugh could be heard, as if mocking her.
It was a sound coming from the chains that pierced through her entire body.
As if they were alive, the chains’ laughter grew louder, and with each laugh, the Demon King of Azure Flow's screams grew louder as well.
That was right.
These chains were a punishment bestowed upon the Demon King of Azure Flow by the devil.
The Demon King of Azure Flow was in a state of endless torment, subjected to the devil's amusement.
Just then, a voice was suddenly heard.
“My, you seem to be in pain. What to do? If you fall into Gehenna, you will experience a torment that cannot even be compared to what you feel now.”
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                    A beautiful face, like that of a woman with brilliant silver hair.
In contrast, an impressive scar crossed his face diagonally.
It was Sherad!
He had survived the previous battle with Marquis Langham.
[And who are you? The heretic of the Dark Prestigious House?]
“Yes, that is correct. I have come to offer my assistance to Your Majesty, the Demon King.”
Sherad’s red lips curved into an arc.
A smile tinged with madness.
“Because it looks like it will be fun. An opportunity to enjoy a feast of blood like this doesn’t come easily.”
It was a chilling statement.
Sherad was a madman who gained pleasure from taking the lives of others.
He intended to join this affair to see blood.
“As things stand, you will face certain death.”
[How amusing. What do you take me for? Even if the three houses join forces, I will not lose.]
“Is that so? I wonder if that will still be the case with Christian around?”
The Demon King of Azure Flow’s mouth snapped shut.
It was a laughable notion.
How could a mere Christian possibly pose a threat to her, a Demon King?
But the Demon King of Azure Flow could not easily ignore Sherad’s words.
“I know you are a mighty Demon King, as does everyone else. Christian must know it well, too. But do you think he would have come without any preparations? He has surely arranged a way to bring you down.”
That was, in fact, what the Demon King of Azure Flow feared.
She was confident she wouldn’t lose, even if the three houses combined their strength.
Of course, it would be difficult for her alone, but with the elves who followed her, she was certain she could overwhelm them.
The problem was Christian.
What trick could he have possibly arranged this time?
“I will help you.”
[Hah, and how will you do that? You, an insignificant being.]
Although Sherad was a powerful magus, he was not strong enough to interfere in the coming battle between absolute beings.
“My, you don’t seem to know. That I am the possessor of the ‘Ghost-Eater’ authority.”
[!!]
The Demon King of Azure Flow flinched.
With her vast knowledge of Gehenna, she knew what the ‘Ghost-Eater’ authority was.
An authority so great that it surprised even her, a Demon King.
Sherad raised the corners of his mouth.
“Please prepare a sacrifice for the Ghost-Eater. In return, I will stop Christian.”
* * *
“All forces, advance!!”
The magi of the Dark, Destruction, and Venomous Demonic Houses gathered and began to march toward the Demon King's castle.
It was a magnificent sight, an assembly of countless magi.
Their powerful momentum pierced the heavens.
Everyone’s morale seemed to be soaring.
However, there were some who wore expressions of secret worry.
A prime example was Count Khazar.
“Are you worried about the fight with the Demon King?”
Chris asked.
For reference, Chris was currently suppressing the presence of his soul, concealing his Spiritual Pressure.
“Yes, because I don't know how many people will die.”
Given the wrongs the Demon King of Azure Flow had committed, it was an unavoidable fight.
But he couldn't help but feel heavy-hearted when he thought of the blood that would be shed.
“You don’t need to worry about that. The damage to our side will not be great.”
“What do you mean by that? Could it be?”
Count Khazar’s eyes widened as he realized Christian had a plan.
But his expression soon darkened again.
“…Even if the fight with the Demon King of Azure Flow ends safely somehow, I’m worried about what comes after. The movements of the Four Kings’ Castle are unusual.”
The Dark Demonic House’s side had also detected the suspicious movements of the Four Kings’ Castle’s army.
However, because of the current battle with the Demon King of Azure Flow, they had no way to respond and were simply watching.
But then Chris said something unexpected.
“I have something in mind for the Four Kings’ Castle as well.”
“What is it?”
“Father, why do you think I’ve gathered such a massive number of magi?”
“That’s… to fight the elves of the Black Elf Palace below, isn’t it?”
“That is one of the reasons, but think deeper.”
Count Khazar frowned.
“Where are we marching to right now?”
“Isn’t it obvious we are going to the Demon King’s Castle?”
“And where is the Demon King’s Castle located?”
“That would be on the border of the Central….”
Count Khazar, who had been answering, soon wore a look of shock.
“Don’t tell me?”
Chris simply nodded.
“You… are you mad?”
A harsh reaction burst out.
It was only natural.
If Count Khazar’s guess was correct, it was truly a mad plan.
“Father, our opponent is the Four Kings’ Castle. Unless we do something crazy, we cannot hope to defeat them.”
This was no empty statement.
Even though they had formed the Dark Alliance, they were still no match for the Four Kings’ Castle.
‘Especially since I can’t predict the movements of the current Castle Lord, Pliton.’
When Chris first heard the intelligence that the Four Kings’ Castle was preparing to raise an army, he had been quite surprised.
It was because the details were greatly different from the future he originally knew.
‘It’s been moved up by two years.’
Originally, this was the time when Idrinne would have betrayed the Blood Sword Demonic House and begun to distinguish herself.
She was supposed to march on the Southern Magus Nation only after conquering the Four Kings’ Castle through a bloody purge that took two years, but things had changed completely.
‘The problem is that I know very little about the Castle Lord, Pliton.’
At the start of the Age of Ruin, the lord of the Four Kings’ Castle had been Idrinne.
The current Castle Lord, Pliton, is killed by Idrinne after fighting with her.
‘Still, he was a formidable man. He oppressed Idrinne for a full two years, after all.’
Chris didn't know the exact details of how the power struggle within the Four Kings' Castle had unfolded.
He only knew that Idrinne had first betrayed the Blood Sword Demonic House to join the Anax faction of Curse and Necromancy, before turning against Castle Lord Pliton.
In any case, Pliton was said to have had the upper hand for most of his fight with Idrinne.
It was a surprising story.
Because at the time, Idrinne's level was low 9-Star.
Yet Pliton had, in fact, overwhelmed Idrinne, who was at the level of a 9-Star Demon King.
‘Idrinne was said to have won by a narrow margin only after overcoming multiple life-threatening crises. Unlike what is known, he might not be at the simple level of entering 9-Star.’
He was a being to be wary of in many respects.
Especially since it was impossible to guess what he would do next.
‘It’s going to be a difficult fight.’
After thinking that far, Chris let out a long sigh.
The Four Kings’ Castle wasn't the only problem.
There was the Mystic Demonic House behind them, and then the Central power.
He felt as if there was no end to it.
‘Damn it, when this is all over, I’m going to pile up mountains of Bulmongju and chug it straight from the bottle!’
To do that, there was a gateway he had to pass right now.
“We’ve arrived.”
Fwaaa.
The beautiful Demon King’s Castle and the elven army came into view.
It was the moment of the decisive battle.
***
‘They don’t look like they’ll back down easily.’
The elves’ faces were resolute.
With a spirit that showed they were willing to face death, a difficult battle was expected.
And that wasn't all.
[So the moths have come to the flame.]
Clank.
With the grating sound of chains, the Demon King of Azure Flow appeared.
She lifted a long pipe, took a deep drag, and spoke in a languid voice.
[Foolish things. There is no need to waste my breath. As you wish, I will kill you all right here.]
“!!”
At the same time.
Fwaaaaaak.
An invisible shadow felt as if it was blanketing the entire area.
She had manifested her presence into a tangible force.
The atmosphere of the battlefield grew chillingly heavy.
She had merely revealed her presence, yet they were overwhelmed.
‘This is not good.’
To reverse the atmosphere, Chris stepped forward.
“You act so composed for someone who is about to fall into Gehenna.”
[!!]
“Savor that pipe. You won’t be able to smoke in Gehenna.”
The Demon King of Azure Flow’s expression changed completely.
She glared at Christian with an intensity that could kill.
‘It was just a simple provocation, yet she’s overreacting.’
Is she feeling pressured?
Or is there another reason?
‘As I thought. What the Demon King of Azure Flow fears is definitely ‘that’.’
Chris’s gaze hardened.
Following that, the three patriarchs stepped forward.
“Do you have any intention of repenting, even now, Demon King?”
It was Nordian.
The Demon King of Azure Flow let out a sneer.
[What an amusing thing to say.]
“It was just something to say. Whether you apologize or not, we will be taking your head today.”
Nordian raised his hand.
A ghastly darkness formed, and a powerful aura surged from the bodies of the other patriarchs as well.
Just as the battle was about to begin, the Demon King of Azure Flow gestured with the hand holding her pipe.
[Fine. First, I will kill the three of you.]
An energy of verdure enveloped the three patriarchs, and then, a sudden change occurred.
Fwaaaat!
The three patriarchs, along with the Demon King of Azure Flow, had vanished.
“Patriarch!!!”
“What happened?”
Chris frowned.
‘She used Genesis Advent to move the three patriarchs into her own domain. Her plan is to isolate and deal with them first.’
It was a brilliant move.
The three patriarchs alone could not handle the Demon King of Azure Flow.
They would be killed one by one.
And if all three patriarchs were defeated, the remaining forces could never hope to defeat her.
‘I have to go save them before they are defeated.’
Although she had isolated them with Genesis Advent, it wasn't as if there was no way to break in.
The problem was the elves.
He had to deal with the elves first before he could go and save the patriarchs.
‘It’s a race against time.’
The outcome of the battle would be decided by whether he could suppress the elves before the patriarchs ran out of time, or conversely, if the Demon King of Azure Flow would annihilate the patriarchs first.
‘It’s more than possible.’
It was a curious statement.
The elven army was by no means an easy opponent, so how could he claim to be able to suppress them so easily?
‘It would have been difficult for my past self. But now, it is more than possible.’
Chris looked inward at himself.
The ‘authority’ he had obtained upon reaching the level of an Elder.
With this authority, he could turn the tide of this battle completely.
However, a strange event occurred.
Fwaaaaaat!
Suddenly, a sinister energy erupted from the empty air.
It was a blood-red energy.
‘What is this?’
It wasn't an energy fired by the elves.
‘This feeling is somewhat familiar.’
The blood-red energy flew straight toward Christian.
Chris raised his magical energy.
‘This much should be…’
However.
‘It’s not an attack?’
The blood-red energy passed straight through Chris's magical defenses and enveloped his body.
And then.
Whoosh.
The world where Chris stood changed.
It was a desolate, gray space reminiscent of Gehenna.
‘A forced summoning? By whom?’
It was an ability that forcibly summoned a targeted opponent into one's own space, just as the Demon King of Azure Flow had done to the three patriarchs.
This wasn't an authority that just anyone could possess.
“Ah, it’s been a while.”
“!!”
A familiar.
A chilling voice.
Sherad gave Chris a sticky smile.
“I missed you.”
All while exuding an energy that had reached 8-Star.
***
Meanwhile, at that moment.
On a ridge overlooking the Demon King's Castle.
[Meow.]
A black cat was yawning, but the surrounding scenery was strange.
Not even the chirping of insects could be heard.
It was as if everything was holding its breath in the cat's presence.
[What are you doing here?]
A young man with fiery red hair appeared and frowned at the cat.
[For someone who is the Magus Chancellor, to be slacking off again.]
A surprising statement.
It meant that the cat's identity was the Magus Chancellor.
The cat, the Magus Chancellor, smiled like a person and opened its mouth.
[Ah, Reddy, you're here?]
The young man replied coldly.
[I have the epithet ‘Red River’.]
Another surprising revelation.
The epithet Red River referred to only one person.
It meant the young man’s identity was the 4th-ranked power in the empire, the Grand General of the Magus Army, the Demon King of Red River!
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                    [I came to watch because it looked like it would be fun. To openly start a rebellion against a Demon King. How long has it been? Has it even happened once in the last 100 years?]
The Magus Chancellor grumbled and continued.
[Kids these days have no guts. If you’re a magus, you should at least try to start a rebellion. In that sense, I really like Christian. I was bored, and he went and started a rebellion like this.]
The Demon King of Red River stared blankly at the Magus Chancellor for a moment.
[Did you hand ‘Silver Snow’ over to the Four Kings’ Castle because you like Christian? To plunge him into an even greater predicament?]
The Magus Chancellor joked playfully.
[Don’t they say you have to go through trials to become stronger? It’s my own expression of affection.]
[…When are you going to fix that strange personality of yours?]
[What’s wrong with my personality?]
[…]
The Demon King of Red River shot him a pathetic look, as if to say, ‘Do you really have to ask?’, and the Magus Chancellor shrugged.
[In any case, since you’ve come all this way, you should take a good look at Christian too.]
The Magus Chancellor gestured with his chin.
[I guarantee you’ll be wide-eyed with surprise. That guy is a real madman. He’s incredibly fun to watch.]
[…]
The Demon King of Red River frowned deeply, then stood beside the Magus Chancellor.
As if to say he would see for himself.
The Magus Chancellor chuckled, then moved his cat body and climbed onto the Demon King of Red River’s shoulder.
[Now, watch.]
The Demon King of Red River scoffed, but.
After the battle began.
His expression began to change as he saw what Christian was doing.
[How about it?]
The Magus Chancellor said.
[Isn’t he a real madman?]
***
Sherad licked his lips with his tongue.
“It’s been a while. I’ve missed you, so, so much.”
Madness flickered in his blood-red eyes.
Christian frowned and glared at Sherad.
“A forced summoning. Did you use your Ghost-Eater authority?”
“Ah, yes. That’s right. You knew? I have a rather special ability, you see. It’s a blessing I received from a devil, which allows me to absorb the abilities of those I kill as my own. Of course, I don’t get 100% of it, just a portion.”
It was an incredible story.
This was the reason Sherad had been able to achieve explosive growth at an absurd speed.
It was an authority that ranked among the best of the blessings bestowed by devils.
“Did you use the prisoners in the Demon King’s Castle as sacrifices?”
There were several high-ranking magi who had committed grave sins and were imprisoned for life in the Demon King’s Castle.
“Ah, making prey out of those who can’t resist isn’t really my style, but.”
Sherad sent him a greedy look.
“Christian, I just couldn’t wait to play with you. To think you could make my heart race like this.”
Fwoosh.
A powerful aura extended from Sherad’s body.
It was of various kinds.
Blood-red, ash-gray, crimson, green, black, and more.
It was the energy of those he had absorbed.
When all those energies were combined, a force that would not be pushed back even by the Absolute Realm of 8-Star could be felt.
“You’ll never know how much I looked forward to meeting you again. Please, thrill me.”
However, Chris showed an unexpected reaction.
“Yes, I was looking forward to meeting you, too.”
“Hmm?”
“Because I wanted to hurry up and cut off that disgusting head of yours.”
It was the moment Sherad made a puzzled face.
Fwaaaat!!
Blood splattered.
It was from Sherad’s shoulder.
It was Chris’s Stellar Radiance miraculous ability, ‘One Point’.
An attack that cuts wherever the will is directed.
“?!”
Sherad looked surprised.
He had surely been defending with his will, yet he had been cut.
He hastily retreated and put up a more powerful shield of will, but it was useless.
Crack. It shattered the shield and cut Sherad.
Fwaat! Fwaat!
Blood splattered again.
“…What is this?”
Sherad, who had become covered in blood in an instant, let out a confused voice.
“You said you missed me, yet you don’t even know what achievements I have gained.”
Ssaaaa.
A brilliant light of Stellar Radiance bloomed from Chris’s body.
It was a Stellar Radiance that had reached the peak of 7-Star, the high (上) level.
That wasn't all.
Woooong.
The black light of his soul, obtained upon reaching the level of a Transcendent Being, swirled around the light of his Stellar Radiance like an aura.
The white light and the black light intersected, creating a majestic sight.
It wasn't just a visual effect.
The black light of his soul was intensely amplifying the energy of his high 7-Star Stellar Radiance.
The meaning of this phenomenon was this:
“Unless you have reached the Absolute Realm of 8-Star, there is no one who can defeat me.”
It meant that no 7-Star magus could stand against Chris.
‘That bastard Sherad hasn’t perfectly reached 8-Star yet, either.’
Gauging Sherad’s current power, he had surpassed high 7-Star, but he was at a level that had not yet reached a complete 8-Star.
If so, he was no match for Chris.
“Ha… haha. Wonderful. So good! To surpass my expectations like this every time! Ah, Christian!!”
Fwaaaaaat!!
The energy extending from Sherad’s body covered the surroundings.
It was a Domain of Dominion.
The reason he could use a Domain of Dominion despite not yet having reached 8-Star was thanks to his Ghost-Eater authority, which allowed him to absorb the abilities of others.
Of course, since it was merely an imitation, it didn't have its proper power, but it could not be ignored.
Chris frowned.
He felt an unpleasant energy of gluttony.
‘A Hungry Ghost Space?’
It was Sherad's Domain of Dominion, which he had seen several times in his previous life.
The effect was simple.
It designated any enemy who entered the domain as prey and unleashed a ferocious barrage of attacks, like a hungry ghost lunging for food.
It was a surprisingly straightforward Domain of Dominion, but when combined with Sherad’s authority, it was a different story.
Wooooong.
The surrounding space began to distort.
It was a phenomenon of principles being warped.
‘Three miraculous abilities at once? No, there are more.’
A Physical miraculous ability.
A Swordsmanship miraculous ability.
A Destruction miraculous ability.
A Curse miraculous ability.
An Extreme Poison miraculous ability.
And so on.
All sorts of abilities that Sherad had absorbed were unleashed with the Domain of Dominion as their backdrop.
They were abilities that were difficult to handle even one by one, yet they were being poured out, made even more ferocious by the effect of the Hungry Ghost Space.
It was an attack that would have been difficult to endure even with Chris’s current achievements, but Chris remained calm.
He quietly watched the miraculous abilities pouring down, and soon, an unbelievable miracle occurred.
The abilities suddenly swerved away from Chris as if they had lost their direction.
“No?”
Sherad was someone who was never flustered in any situation, but this time was an exception.
It wasn't that they had simply missed.
The miraculous abilities themselves had twisted their own direction.
As if they were afraid of Chris.
It was something that should have been impossible by common sense.
“What kind of trick did you use? Is it a miraculous ability? But how could even an ability that interferes with principles produce such an effect?”
Chris nodded his head.
He was right.
“Because this isn't a normal miraculous ability.”
“…What do you mean by that?”
“It is a law that a lower being cannot defy one of a higher rank.”
Chris continued.
“This is my miraculous ability, Myriad Demons' Submission.”
That was right.
Myriad Demons' Submission was not an ability that only had the effect of dominating an opponent.
It had various other effects, including one that could nullify an opponent's attacks in this manner.
‘Although it can’t nullify all attacks.’
If an attack was imbued with a will strong enough to overcome Myriad Demons' Submission, the effect would be useless.
In the case of the attacks Sherad had just poured out, his will had been divided among many different abilities at once, so they easily lost their power to Myriad Demons' Submission.
‘Since I have to directly manifest my soul’s power into the ability, the energy consumption is high. I’ll need to raise my level to use it more easily.’
Although there were a few such restrictions, it was a game-changing effect.
Because it could nullify most ordinary attacks.
“This time, it’s my turn, right?”
Chris drew the Holy Sword Ernhild and took his aim.
Fwaaaaaat!
A brilliant mana of radiance made Ernhild shine, and additionally, the black light of his soul settled around Ernhild like an aura.
Slayer of Evil Souls.
It was a new miraculous ability he had obtained when his Stellar Radiance reached the high 7-Star level.
A sword that goes beyond simply taking a life to cut down the evil-stained soul itself.
Originally, it was a miraculous ability he had obtained to fight against devils and demons.
“But it’s an ability that’s also perfectly suited for disgusting trash like you.”
“!!”
Sherad tried to dodge by moving his body back, but it was useless.
The effect of One Point, which cut where the will was directed, was imbued in the Slayer of Evil Souls.
Slice.
Sherad’s head was severed and flew into the air.
He had succeeded!
But then, something unexpected happened.
[Kekek, kek. Truly amazing. To think you would show me something this thrilling.]
Even with his head cut off, Sherad burst into laughter.
It wasn't that the attack hadn't worked.
The body below the severed head had collapsed to the floor and was beginning to grow cold.
“It wasn't your main body?”
Sherad giggled and replied.
[Ah, yes. I thought it would be too dull if I came in my main body, so I deliberately came as a dummy, but if I had known you had become this charming, I would have just come as myself.]
A surprising story.
‘He mastered the Art of Multiple Bodies, too?’
It was a miraculous ability used by some of the highest-ranking magi of the Curse Demonic House.
It was similar to puppetry but of a different kind, where one created a spare body and sent their consciousness to descend into it and move.
‘Is this secret art how he survived his encounter with Marquis Langham last time without dying?’
Chris frowned.
[Still, even if it was a dummy’s body, it hurt a lot. An attack that cuts the soul, you say. Thanks to you, it seems I’ll have to focus hard on recovery for a while.]
“Shut up.”
[Ah, how can you be so charming? It breaks my heart to think of how much I’ll miss you after today. But longing is sweet, so I’ll caress the wound you left me and think of….]
“I told you to shut up.”
Fwaaat!
With a look of disgust, Chris once again unleashed the Slayer of Evil Souls, splitting Sherad's head into two.
‘Although I couldn’t eliminate him, it wasn’t without its gains.’
Though he had spoken with composure, Sherad must have suffered considerable damage.
A wound to the soul, in particular, is not easy to heal.
It would take a long time, so he wouldn't have to worry about him for a while.
‘He’ll come in his main body the next time we meet, so I will absolutely not miss my chance then.’
Letting out a sigh, Chris released his magical energy and swept it across his surroundings.
The space Sherad had created began to disappear, and soon, he had returned to the original battlefield.
“Charge!!”
“Break through!!”
Looking around, he saw the battle was in full swing.
‘There are no major losses yet. Not much time has passed.’
The magi who recognized Christian’s return cried out in relief.
“Your Grace!!”
Kashmir, who happened to be nearby, approached him, filled with emotion.
“Are you alright?!”
“Yes, it was nothing. In any case, Lord Kashmir. This is good. Please help me.”
“Yes?”
“For now, follow me.”
Thwip!
Chris rose up into the air.
“He’s about to do something!!”
“Fire!!”
The elves fired arrows and unleashed spirits, but attacks of this level were nothing.
He blocked them with his magical energy, and soon after, he had risen high enough to see the entire battlefield at a glance.
“Lord Kashmir. Please unleash the most ostentatious destruction dark magic you can.”
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                    Kashmir tilted his head but obediently followed his words.
Gooooo. Kwaaaaaang!!
After drawing up his magical energy to its full power, he unleashed destruction dark magic into the air.
Was it because he had recently absorbed a large amount of the Flame of Ruin?
A deafening roar and a shockwave that seemed to shake the heavens and the earth covered the battlefield, and everyone, surprised, paused their fighting for a moment.
“…What is he planning?”
Chris glanced down.
A man exuding the most powerful energy among the elves was glaring up at Christian.
It was Andrea, the leader of the Black Elf Palace and an elf knight of the Absolute Realm of 8-Star.
“Are you the head rat?”
“…What are you trying to say?”
“It’s simple. All of you, drop your weapons and surrender now. The one who has sinned is the Demon King of Azure Flow, so if you obediently kneel, I will specially spare your lives. For your information, disobedience will not be permitted.”
Andrea and the other elves frowned.
“You’re mad. Do you think we would listen to such words?”
“Didn’t I say that disobedience will not be permitted?”
It was an incomprehensible statement that had no chance of working.
It was just as the Dark Alliance’s side was also wondering what Christian was thinking.
Chris looked down upon the elves with an infinitely arrogant gaze and ‘commanded’.
“I will make you understand the difference in our ranks. For now, all of you, kneel.”
Andrea let out a scoff.
He was about to tell him to shut his mouth and nock an arrow to fire.
His face turned white.
“!!”
Suddenly, an unknown, mighty force began to press down on him.
His body began to move on its own, trying to kneel.
‘Dark magic? A curse-type?’
No, it was different.
It felt as if a compulsory force was at work, making him obey Christian's words.
Like a ‘miraculous ability’ that ignored principles.
‘Don’t tell me, a miraculous ability?’
Andrea’s eyes trembled.
‘What. A miraculous ability like this exists?’
Andrea gritted his teeth and drew up his power.
“How dare you!! It’s useless! How dare you try such a petty trick on me!!”
As he mustered all his strength and raised his aura, the compulsory force that had been binding him fell away.
But the problem was elsewhere.
“No?!”
He turned his gaze and saw countless elves kneeling.
He, an Absolute Realm of 8-Star, had been able to endure the compulsory force, but there were far more who could not.
It was a number that amounted to nearly 70 percent of the elven army.
“What are you doing?! Will you not get up at once?!”
“B-but… my body won’t move… ugh!”
They tried to get up by force, but they were seemingly made to kneel again against their will.
Chris inwardly smirked.
‘Those who cannot handle the power of their will can never resist my Myriad Demons' Submission.’
The ability to handle the power of one’s will was only possible from 5-Star at a minimum.
For reference, whether in the Alliance or the Magus Empire, those 5-Star and above were separately designated as ‘high-ranking’. That was how rare they were.
The mainstay of any elite group was mostly comprised of those 4-Star and below, and Myriad Demons' Submission could display an absolute effect on such general forces.
‘Of course, this isn't invincible either.’
Because he was unleashing it on so many people at once, the concentration of his power was lowered, so it had little effect on those 5-Star and above.
‘And to exert this kind of large-scale compulsory force, I become nearly defenseless.’
He wasn't showing it, but because the scale of the opponent's forces was so large, he had to concentrate all of his power just to maintain the compulsory effect.
Therefore, the duration of the effect could not be long.
But this alone was enough to turn the situation around.
“What are you all doing?! Subdue them all!”
The magi of the Dark Alliance, who had been staring blankly at the miracle Chris had created, snapped to their senses.
“Charge them all!”
“You disgusting pointy-ears!”
The tide of the battle turned in an instant.
Although the high-ranking elf knights of 5-Star and above were still standing, with all the general troops that supported them taken out of the fight, there was nothing they could do.
Starting with the 5-Star and 6-Star elves, they were quickly neutralized.
Only a few 7-Star high-ranking elves and the Absolute Realm 8-Star Lord and Vice-Lord of the Black Elf Palace remained, but the battle was as good as over.
“I will take care of them, Your Grace.”
Marquis Shupen stepped forward, and as if competing, Vice-Head Yesika of the Destruction Demonic House also stepped forward.
“No, they are my share. We can’t just leave it to the Dark Demonic House.”
Marquis Shupen and Yesika’s gazes met for a moment.
A stance as if they were competing with each other.
Seeing the two of them looking so reliable, Chris nodded his head.
It seemed he could leave the rest to them.
“Sister.”
“I’m ready.”
Having appeared at some point, Yulian nodded her head.
“Spiritualize.”
Fwaaaat!!
Yulian’s body transformed into a spirit form and settled into a magical tool Chris had prepared.
It was a spirit stone, used to store the energy of a spirit, but it could also house a spiritualized body in this way.
It seemed he was planning some kind of scheme using Yulian.
Having finished his preparations, Chris drew Andril and cut the air.
Slice!
The empty air split open, and the sight of another world was revealed.
A verdant scenery filled with the greenery of the World Tree.
It was the isolated space created by the Demon King of Azure Flow.
***
Upon entering, an intense pressure crushed down on Chris and Yulian.
‘What’s the situation?’
Fortunately, the three patriarchs, including Nordian, were still alive.
But they were not in good condition.
All three of them had pale complexions and were gasping for breath.
They looked as if they had been pushed to their limits.
And high on a branch of the lofty World Tree, the Demon King of Azure Flow was looking down on the three patriarchs as if they were lowly insects.
[You again?]
The Demon King of Azure Flow frowned, as if she had guessed the situation outside.
[Well, it matters not. No, this is for the best. I will kill all of you here, and then I shall slowly clean up the insects outside.]
Her voice held not a single shred of doubt that she would lose.
It wasn't arrogance.
Ssaaaa.
A transparent, humanoid spirit of wind, wreathed in a sublime light, appeared.
Although Chris had seen countless spirits, he had never once seen a form like this.
From the grand presence the spirit was exuding, Chris could discern its identity.
‘It’s the Spirit King of Wind.’
She had summoned a being that stood at the pinnacle of the Spirit Realm.
‘Even during the Age of Ruin, there were only three spirit users who could summon a Spirit King.’
In particular, the only being who could summon a Starlight-type Spirit King like that one was one of the Alliance’s Seven Honored Ones, the Master of the Mirror Ice Palace.
‘This one’s energy is even more powerful than the Spirit King summoned by the Master of the Mirror Ice Palace. Her skill in spirit-using is on a similar level to the ‘Negotiator of Gehenna,’ one of the Supreme High Priests of the Mystic Demonic House.’
The power of the Demon King of Azure Flow didn't end with summoning a single Spirit King.
Swoosh.
An army of spirits of all attributes descended around her.
Every single one of them was a highest-ranking spirit.
There was even a Spirit King of Fire.
‘Two Spirit Kings. And of all things, Wind and Fire. It’s the worst combination.’
On top of that was the Demon King of Azure Flow's own Starlight magic, dark magic, and her archery, which had reached the ultimate level of mastery.
He had expected it, but her power was boundless.
However.
“The three of you have worked hard. Please leave the rest to me now.”
“!!”
Everyone’s gaze fell on Chris.
The Demon King of Azure Flow, as well as the three patriarchs, looked at him with dumbfounded expressions.
“Why are you all looking at me like that? Didn’t I say it from the beginning? That I would be the one to make the Demon King of Azure Flow kneel.”
“……”
Of course, they had heard him.
That he had some sort of secret plan.
Among the three patriarchs, there was no one left who didn't believe in Christian, but after fighting the Demon King of Azure Flow directly, all their confidence had vanished.
She was not an opponent against whom mere tricks would work, no matter how great Christian was.
She was truly a Demon King.
A being like a deep, dark despair.
“…It’s not too late. You, at least, should get to safety.”
Nordian said with a stiff expression.
The other two patriarchs had the same look in their eyes.
However.
“The three of you are a disappointment. To be intimidated by a wretched fallen fairy like that.”
“!!”
“If you cannot overcome this much, it would be better for you to die right here and now.”
The three patriarchs bit their lips hard.
“Do you really have a way?”
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
As if it were obvious.
“Have you ever seen me make an empty boast?”
“……”
“The three of you, just help me get close to the Demon King of Azure Flow.”
The patriarchs looked at each other for a moment, then nodded their heads as if they had no other choice.
They formed a protective formation with Chris at the center.
[Such foolhardy courage.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow muttered.
Her expression was one of displeasure, but her inner thoughts were different.
By now, the Demon King of Azure Flow knew to her core what kind of being Christian was.
Though it seemed impossible, he might really have a secret plan to inflict a fatal wound on her.
The Demon King of Azure Flow did not let her guard down and unleashed an attack on Christian with all her might.
[If you wish to become a moth diving into the flames, then so I shall make you!]
The army of spirits charged, and an impact that shook the heavens and the earth spread out.
Fwaaaaaaat! Kwaaaaaaaang!!!
But the power of the three patriarchs did not get pushed back entirely.
First, Grand Duke Vessian and Duke Huam stepped to the front and blocked the spirits’ attacks.
No matter that they were spirits moved by a Demon King, they could not easily break through the defense of Absolute Realm magi.
When they could not seem to land a blow, the two Spirit Kings in the back began to move.
Gooooooo.
An intense wave of energy began to surge around the two Spirit Kings.
It was an energy that gave even the patriarchs goosebumps.
First, the Spirit King of Fire extended its hand.
[World-Ending Karmic Flames.]
A brilliant white flame covered all directions.
It was a legendary flame said to purify a fallen world, a 9-Star ultimate spirit magic.
That wasn't all.
In turn, the Spirit King of Wind moved.
[Wingbeats of the Colossal Bird.]
In that moment, a wing that covered the world materialized in the sky.
It was the legendary colossal bird said to be able to wrap the continent in its wings.
An intense, world-overturning wind rushed in, and the energy of the karmic flames spewed by the Spirit King of Fire exploded under the influence of the wind.
Faced with two 9-Star ultimate magic spells being unleashed at once, the complexions of Grand Duke Vessian and Duke Huam turned pale.
At that moment, Nordian, who had been standing next to Christian, stepped to the front.
“As if I would let mere spirits lay a hand on my grandson!!”
Fwaaaaaaat!!
The surrounding scenery was enveloped in darkness.
This was not the Domain of Dominion seen before.
‘Genesis Advent!’
If an 8-Star’s Domain of Dominion was about placing the surrounding space under one's control to create advantageous effects, then a 9-Star’s Genesis Advent was different.
It was about creating a world completely under one's will.
‘The reason the Demon King of Azure Flow could summon so many spirits was also thanks to the effect of Genesis Advent.’
Originally, summoning a Spirit King was an act that went against the Law of Causality due to their immense power.
It wasn't just the summoning of Spirit Kings; most 9-Star ultimate magic and ultimate techniques were restricted by the Law of Causality.
Therefore, one had to twist the Law of Causality through Genesis Advent to fully manifest the power of 9-Star.
‘Although Grandfather’s Genesis Advent is still incomplete.’
It was only pitch-black darkness.
But the World-Ending Karmic Flames and the Wingbeats of the Colossal Bird could not penetrate that darkness.
Nordian’s darkness was also a manifestation of the great Sacred Black.
While it lacked refinement, it was not so weak as to allow outside intrusion.
The karmic flames and the wind raged as if to tear the darkness apart, but the darkness did not yield.
On the contrary, the darkness began to swallow the flames and the wind, as if devouring the light.
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                    Finally.
Just as Nordian’s face was growing pale from the excessive use of his power.
Fwaaaah.
The energy spewed by the two Spirit Kings vanished.
He had somehow managed to defend against it!
‘It worked!’
Chris could see the Demon King of Azure Flow frowning.
Unlike Nordian’s pale complexion, the Demon King of Azure Flow was as steadfast as ever.
‘But even if she is a 9-Star Demon King, there’s no way she wouldn’t be strained after using two ultimate magic spells at once.’
There would be a gap in her power, however brief.
He had to aim for that opening.
“Christian, be careful.”
Nordian said urgently.
It was now a matter of success or death.
Chris nodded and then fwaat, flew up towards the Demon King of Azure Flow.
Gooooo!!
The army of spirits moved to block him, but with their summoner, the Demon King of Azure Flow, strained, their momentum had been broken.
They could not block Chris’s path.
‘And above all, I’ve become strong enough!’
Just then, a strange event occurred.
The Demon King of Azure Flow, who had been watching Chris approach with anxiety, bit her lip and drew her bow.
An arrow was aimed squarely at him.
“Be careful!!”
Nordian shouted, but it was no use.
Woooong.
The world vibrated invisibly around the Demon King of Azure Flow.
The laws of the world were being twisted.
This was not a miraculous ability.
It was a power that went beyond a miraculous ability that interfered with principles; it was a power that dominated the very Law of Causality.
It was a 9-Star ultimate technique.
[Annihilation Arrow.]
An ultimate technique where, once the arrow was fired, the target would unconditionally meet their death, ignoring all causality.
Like Chris's One Point, it was also impossible to evade.
The only way to defend was to similarly twist the Law of Causality with an equal power, but that was impossible for Chris.
“No!!”
The moment Nordian shouted, an unbelievable miracle occurred.
Chris drew Andril and cut down the arrow fired by the Demon King of Azure Flow.
“!!”
[!!!]
Everyone’s eyes widened.
The Demon King of Azure Flow, in particular, was greatly surprised.
She had just unleashed her ultimate technique with all her power, intending to eliminate Christian, hadn’t she?
Belatedly, the Demon King of Azure Flow’s attention focused on the demonic sword Christian was holding.
‘That demonic sword? Don’t tell me it’s the Star-Slaying Sword?’
After devouring the Fallen Ruin at the Destruction Demonic House, Andril had evolved further.
A significant portion of its seal had been undone, revealing its true form, which allowed the Demon King of Azure Flow to recognize it.
‘Why is the Star-Slaying Sword, which His Majesty the Demon Emperor used to wield, in that bastard’s hands?’
The Demon King of Azure Flow’s eyes wavered.
‘But even if it is the Star-Slaying Sword, it cannot cut the Law of Causality.’
Just then, as if he had guessed her thoughts, Christian smirked.
“Do you know the saying, ‘what goes around, comes around’?”
[!!]
“You are simply reaping what you have sown. Watch.”
Fwaaat!
Yulian, who had been dwelling in Chris’s spirit stone, shot out in her spirit form.
But something was strange.
A twisted power was surging around Yulian.
[I will not forgive you, my sworn enemy.]
[!!]
Her aura was at a level that made even the Demon King of Azure Flow flinch for a moment.
There was a reason for this.
‘I offered causality to Andril and obtained power.’
By absorbing the Fallen Ruin, Andril had awakened several properties.
Most of them were properties he couldn't yet handle, so they were meaningless, but there was one that could be of help.
‘The Property of Substitution.’
Here, substitution referred to the Law of Causality.
In the past, the Demon King of Azure Flow had incurred a causal ‘debt’ to Yulian.
Tricking Yulian into making a contract with a devil was a clear violation of the Law of Causality.
However, because Yulian was such an insignificant being, the Demon King of Azure Flow had simply ignored the transgression with her own power.
Chris used Andril’s Property of Substitution to convert that causal debt into power.
And because it was a power obtained by substituting causality, it was possible to resist an ultimate technique.
‘Of course, it wasn’t free.’
He had promised to offer the head of the Demon King of Azure Flow to Andril as payment.
Though it was the Star-Slaying Sword, Andril didn't only feed on Constellations.
A Demon King would be a sufficiently satisfying meal.
[!!]
Yulian poured her attacks onto the Demon King of Azure Flow.
Of course, even with her power amplified through Andril’s ability, Yulian could not stand against the Demon King.
But the timing was unfortunate for her opponent.
The Demon King of Azure Flow was currently in a strained state after having successively unleashed the power of 9-Star.
This wasn't to say that Yulian could harm even a single one of the Demon King's fingertips, but. It was possible for her to be a nuisance.
It was only for a very brief moment, but that was more than enough.
Thwip.
Chris appeared behind the Demon King of Azure Flow.
He had finally seized the opportunity to land a blow.
[How amusing. What do you take me for?]
The Demon King of Azure Flow let out a scoff.
Though only a moment had passed, the strength she had just strained had been more or less recovered.
She was just about to kill Chris as if swatting an insect that had clung to her body.
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
“I know exactly who you are. The most hideous and lowly being in this world, aren't you?”
[…What?]
“Shut up, and kneel.”
What was this absurd rambling?
The Demon King of Azure Flow was so baffled that she forgot to be angry for a moment.
But it was at that instant.
The unbelievable happened.
Creeak.
An irresistible pressure began to crush her body.
It was the effect of Myriad Demons' Submission.
‘What?!’
The Demon King of Azure Flow instantly recognized what kind of power Myriad Demons' Submission was.
‘You think you can suppress me with mere Spiritual Pressure?’
It was an absurd idea.
In reality, the effect of Myriad Demons' Submission weakened as the opponent’s level increased.
While it had an absolute effect on those who could not handle their will, those at 5-Star and 6-Star could resist it to some extent, and it was difficult to see much of an effect on those 7-Star and above.
It went without saying that it should be useless against her, a 9-Star Demon King.
It was the moment she scoffed and tried to shake off the Spiritual Pressure of Myriad Demons' Submission.
Wobble.
One of her knees began to buckle.
She hadn't been able to shake off the compulsory force.
[?!]
The Demon King of Azure Flow’s expression hardened.
A face of utter confusion.
“What does it matter if you’re a Demon King, when you possess the most wretched soul in the world?”
[…What?]
“It’s true, isn’t it? You, with a soul-rank even lower than an insect’s.”
Chris sneered.
What was Spiritual Pressure?
It was a pressure exerted by a soul of a higher rank onto a soul of a lower rank.
In other words, the lower the soul-rank of the one receiving it, the more powerful the pressure they feel.
‘Because the Demon King of Azure Flow possesses a soul-rank even lower than that of a common mortal.’
How could the soul of a Demon King, and a once-lofty Fairy Queen at that, be so wretched?
It was a curious story.
But it was true.
“How could the rank of your soul be high, when you committed such terrible deeds because you were so afraid of dying?”
[!!]
The rank of a soul, even among common mortals, is divided into a hierarchy of superiority and inferiority due to various factors.
For one, being able to handle one's will raises the rank of the soul.
In that respect, the fact that the Demon King of Azure Flow, a 9-Star Demon King, had a low soul-rank was, in truth, incomprehensible.
‘It’s because soul-rank isn’t determined by achievements alone.’
First of all.
It was the situation her soul was in.
Currently, the Demon King of Azure Flow was a devil’s slave.
‘Not all devil contractors’ souls are debased, though.’
There are many forms of contracts with devils.
First, there is the case of being chosen by a devil, as Mefina did with Chris.
In such a case, the soul-rank actually rises.
The same goes for those who worship devils according to their own convictions, like the magi of the Mystic Demonic House.
But the Demon King of Azure Flow's case was different.
She was a case of having sold her soul to a devil and becoming a slave.
It was only natural that the rank of a soul that had fallen to slavery would be lower than that of other common mortals.
‘But it wasn't just because of that one fact.’
There was a more important reason.
It was her conduct up until now.
The most decisive factor that influences one’s soul-rank is the trajectory etched into the soul throughout one’s life.
It's only natural that a saint who has performed countless good deeds would have a higher soul-rank than a knight who is merely strong.
Of course, it wasn't that one could obtain a high soul-rank simply by living a good life.
The point was whether one had lived a life that aligned with the soul’s convictions, without contradiction.
Even a villain who has inflicted countless harms upon the world can obtain a high soul-rank as ‘Evil’ if their evil deeds were in line with their convictions.
Just as the magi of the Mystic Demonic House, despite being terribly evil, possessed high soul-ranks.
‘On the other hand, the Demon King of Azure Flow, who was once a radiant Fairy Queen, committed countless unforgivable evil acts for her own greed.’
If the evil acts the Demon King of Azure Flow had committed until now were based on some grand cause, justification, or conviction, there would have been no particular effect.
But her conduct was the crystallization of wretchedness.
‘And there's another reason why Myriad Demons' Submission is so effective, besides her low soul-rank.’
The most fatal reason.
Chris spoke with a sneer.
“How could a pathetic Demon King who is trembling in fear of death possibly withstand my Spiritual Pressure?”
[!!]
“All because you’re afraid of the pain of Gehenna.”
That was right.
The reason the Demon King of Azure Flow had committed various terrible, evil acts to try and obtain the Three Primordial Wells was for one reason.
It was to obtain a rank of immortality and escape death.
Because the moment she fell into Gehenna, she would be subjected to eons of torment.
‘Yulian confirmed this by approaching the elves beforehand.’
This fear was having an adverse effect on all of her powers.
‘No matter how great a Demon King is, it is impossible for their achievements to be sound while harboring such an inner demon.’
Up to 4-Star is the realm of skill.
From 5-Star onwards, it is the realm of the will.
And the will is another word for conviction.
The more steadfast one’s conviction, the more powerful the will they could possess.
As a Fairy Queen, she had reached 9-Star with the conviction to protect her clan.
But that conviction had long been hideously twisted as she was seized by the fear of death and committed terrible, evil acts.
There was no way someone with a conviction so thoroughly sullied could be strong against Spiritual Pressure.
[How dare…!!]
The Demon King of Azure Flow gritted her teeth and drew up her energy.
It was a trick to shake off the Spiritual Pressure with her own power, but he did not just stand by and watch.
-Purgatory's Burst.
Taking advantage of the gap in her mind created by the Spiritual Pressure, he cast an illusion dark magic.
It was a lowly illusion art, crude to the point of being laughable to use on a Demon King, which simply made her experience the pain of Gehenna.
But surprisingly, the Demon King of Azure Flow showed a dramatic reaction.
[!!]
Upon seeing the vista of Gehenna, fear crept into her eyes.
It meant that the terror of Gehenna was that deeply engraved in her.
‘What an ironic sight.’
To think that someone who was once a Fairy Queen and a Demon King was so afraid of mere death.
But it was not a curious thing.
Because the pain that devil contractors had to experience after falling into Gehenna could not be described with words.
It could not be compared to mere torture.
They had to experience the most horrific pain in this world, the pain of their souls being ripped to shreds, for eons of time.
Without rest. Eternally.
‘In a way, it’s a pitiful thing. The reason the Demon King of Azure Flow sold her soul to a devil was for her clan in the first place.’
Of course, that didn't justify the evil acts she had committed.
[Grrr…! Don’t look down on me. With just… this…!]
Fwaaaaaaat!
The Demon King of Azure Flow drew up all her power.
It was a trick to shake off the Spiritual Pressure with sheer force, ignoring her soul-rank or inner demons.
But there was a hand helping Christian.
It was the three patriarchs, including Nordian.
They joined in and suppressed the Demon King of Azure Flow’s energy with their own power.
Crack!
In the end, the Demon King of Azure Flow could not endure it and knelt on one knee.
She had completely succumbed to the Spiritual Pressure.
[N-no.]
Sensing the fate that was about to befall her, the Demon King of Azure Flow’s face turned pale.
Just then, a strange event occurred.
Rumble.
Suddenly, the surroundings grew dark.
A darkness spread like a fog, and soon, it had taken over the entire area.
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                    A chilling, sinister energy overflowed.
‘The Darkness of Gehenna!’
He felt as if something was watching him from beyond the darkness that had veiled the area like a curtain.
It was a dizzying presence.
The opponent’s gaze was fixed solely on Chris, and if he had not ascended to the rank of an ‘Elder’, he would not have been able to maintain his sanity the moment he received that gaze.
‘A great rank.’
Chris swallowed hard.
‘And an Archdevil of the 3rd Realm at that.’
The presence itself was different from the 4th Realm great ranks he had encountered so far.
Even though it was obscured beyond the curtain of darkness, an incomparable presence could be felt.
[That child… is a slave… of me, ‘Despair’. I will tolerate this no longer.]
The will of the great rank was transmitted directly into Chris’s soul.
Though he had merely received its intent, it felt as if his soul was being turned inside out.
It was a pressure that could break one’s very spirit, but Chris bit the inside of his mouth hard and held onto his will, which was on the verge of submitting.
‘If I hadn’t reached the rank of an Elder, I wouldn’t have been able to lift a single finger here.’
He glared with an intense gaze beyond the curtain of darkness.
“I will not obey.”
[!!]
“No matter how great a being of Gehenna you may be, you have no authority to command me.”
That was right.
There was no need to be afraid.
According to the Law of Causality, a 3rd Realm rank could not harm him directly on the mortal plane without a just ‘cause’.
Making empty threats like this was the most it could do.
[Amusing… you are… Fine. Let us… do this. Azure Flow… is my slave. I shall raise the rank of your soul with my authority.]
“!!”
The Demon King of Azure Flow’s eyes widened.
If that were to happen, she would be able to shake off his Spiritual Pressure in an instant.
But she knew that this was not an act of pure goodwill.
[But… you too must offer me a price. Even greater… pain… and… despair shall befall you.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow’s face turned white.
Chris furrowed his brow.
‘His intention is to toy with the Demon King of Azure Flow.’
The 3rd Realm rank hadn't appeared because it cared for its slave.
On the contrary.
It was to use this opportunity to plunge the Demon King of Azure Flow into an even deeper abyss.
For that is the horrific nature of devils.
[…]
The Demon King of Azure Flow’s eyes trembled.
It was a poisoned chalice that she must not drink.
But it was also a cup she could not refuse.
Just then, Chris said something unexpected.
“You’re better off just dying quietly at my hands.”
[…What?]
“You know what this sword is, don't you? If you use this sword’s authority, Devouring, you too can meet a peaceful death.”
Andril annihilates the soul of the opponent it devours.
By returning to complete nothingness, one would not have to suffer in Gehenna.
‘However, this also has a condition. To fully unleash the authority of Devouring, the opponent must be in a state where they cannot resist.’
In other words, the Demon King of Azure Flow had to willingly accept her death.
“It shouldn’t be a bad offer for you. Accept your death as a form of atonement.”
The Demon King of Azure Flow bit her lip hard.
Her expression was one of clear conflict.
However.
[…Oh, great one, I shall accept your will. Please, bestow upon me your authority.]
The choice the Demon King of Azure Flow made was the poisoned chalice.
“!!”
“Christian!! Get away!”
The three patriarchs shouted urgently.
But it was too late.
The devil’s authority descended upon her, and the Demon King of Azure Flow shook off the Spiritual Pressure of Myriad Demons' Submission.
[I will kill you at once.]
The Demon King of Azure Flow stared at Chris, her eyes filled with a chilling murderous intent.
A desperate crisis.
But Christian’s reaction was strange.
“A fool to the very end.”
[…What?]
“After being deceived by that devil for so long, do you still not understand? A devil’s every intention is filled with nothing but malice.”
It was the moment the Demon King of Azure Flow frowned and tried to draw up her power.
Her face suddenly froze.
The flow of her power had been severed, strand by strand.
As if her energy had been completely drained.
At that moment, Chris’s sword was pointed at the Demon King of Azure Flow.
Fwaaaaaat!
An intense darkness gathered magnificently around it.
He had unleashed the Slayer of Evil Souls with the power of Darkness through the Art of Conversion.
Then, the unbelievable happened.
Slice.
Chris’s sword cut deeply into the Demon King of Azure Flow.
[!!]
A fatal blow.
The Demon King of Azure Flow sprayed blood and knelt.
[H-how?]
“You… you’ve been scammed by your master.”
[!!]
“I told you. A devil’s every intention is nothing but vicious malice.”
That was right.
The devil had taken her power in exchange for raising her soul-rank.
All to plunge her into a deeper despair before she fell to Gehenna.
It was an amusement befitting a devil.
‘In my past life, I saw similar sights a few times.’
The Demon King of Azure Flow trembled all over.
[N-no… s-save me. I don’t want to die….]
The Demon King of Azure Flow looked at Chris desperately, but it was too late.
For anyone else, the wound would have been more than enough to cause instant death.
[E-even now, with the Star-Slaying Sword on my soul… pl… please….]
However.
Fwoooosh!
[Aaaaaaaaaargh!!!!]
The Darkness of Gehenna began to burn the Demon King of Azure Flow.
The 3rd Realm devil had made its move.
As if to intentionally inflict even greater pain, her screams continued on and on, and only after a long time had passed did the flames subside.
In the place where the flames had died down, only a pile of ash remained.
Now, the soul of the Demon King of Azure Flow would fall to Gehenna and suffer for eons.
‘It’s over.’
Although he had finally succeeded in eliminating the Demon King of Azure Flow, Christian’s expression did not brighten.
‘Those damned devils.’
In the end, it was because of a devil that the Demon King of Azure Flow had fallen.
It must have intentionally encouraged her to become so corrupted.
‘I must stop the Four Kings’ Castle and the Mystic Demonic House.’
If things were left to their will, the mortal plane would be horribly ravaged by the devils.
Just then, before the 3rd Realm devil disappeared, it looked at Chris.
[…Amusing… To think… you obtained the right. As expected… of… perhaps… we… were… thinking… incorrectly. I will be looking forward to what comes next.]
“!!”
Chris frowned.
It was an incomprehensible statement.
‘Come to think of it, last time too.’
This wasn't his first encounter with this 3rd Realm devil.
He had faced it once before during the incident Yulian had caused, and it had spoken words just as cryptic then.
But before he could say anything, the devil’s presence vanished, and soon, they had returned to the original space.
“Waaaaaaaaah!!!! All hail the Dark Alliance!!!”
The magi, having confirmed that the three patriarchs and Christian were safe, erupted in a roar of victory.
“We’ve won. It’s all thanks to you.”
Nordian grasped his hand.
Grand Duke Vessian and Duke Huam had the same reaction.
But Christian said something unexpected.
“It’s not over.”
“What do you mean?”
“There is still an enemy remaining, is there not?”
Chris said in a sharp voice.
“The Four Kings’ Castle.”
“!!”
Chris turned his gaze.
He could see the main forces of the Dark, Destruction, and Venomous Demonic Houses all gathered in one place.
“We must strike the Four Kings’ Castle now, as we are.”
The eyes of the three patriarchs widened.
“What do you mean by that?”
“You are already aware, are you not? That the Four Kings’ Castle is preparing for war.”
Chris continued.
“We cannot afford to simply wait. We must move first and seize the advantageous position.”
“!!”
He spoke more specifically.
“Only by immediately capturing the Basque Fortress and taking control of the ‘Corridor of Death’ will we have a chance to stand against the Four Kings’ Castle.”
‘If it comes to a direct confrontation, the forces of the Dark Alliance can never hope to defeat the Four Kings’ Castle.’
Although the three houses had joined forces, they were still no match for the Four Kings’ Castle.
This was even more true when considering the Mystic Demonic House backing them from behind.
There was only one way.
“Due to the geography of the Eastern Magus Nation where the Four Kings’ Castle is located, they must pass through the Corridor of Death where the Basque Fortress stands to advance on our side. In other words, if we take the Basque Fortress, we can block the Four Kings’ Castle’s advance.”
“…Indeed.”
The three patriarchs, including Nordian, nodded their heads.
As it happened, the Demon King's castle where they were now was not far from the Basque Fortress, which was located near the front line.
If they were to advance their army as they were, they could easily occupy it.
“But capturing the Basque Fortress isn't a fundamental solution, is it? No matter how much of a natural stronghold the Basque Fortress is, it will not be able to hold out in the end if the full might of the Four Kings’ Castle is concentrated on it.”
Duke Huam said.
It was a valid point.
Of course, there was an additional countermeasure.
“I plan to make the Karn Empire move.”
“!!”
The three patriarchs once again looked surprised.
The Karn Empire?
“Of course, I don’t mean we will be joining hands with those Alliance bastards. I simply plan to make the Karn Empire attack the Four Kings’ Castle on its own.”
Chris thought to himself.
‘It’s more than possible once the power struggle for the throne in the Karn Empire is sorted out. The reason the Karn Empire is unable to exert its power right now is because of its internal chaos.’
The problem was how.
How could he, an outsider, interfere in the Karn Empire’s succession dispute?
It wasn't a problem that could be solved by disguising himself as a non-magus.
But Chris had an unexpected thought.
‘It’s possible. Because I’m not just a simple outsider.’
Perhaps.
There was likely no one more well-versed in the affairs of the Karn Empire’s imperial family than Chris.
There was a reason for it.
‘I was in the Karn Empire’s imperial palace for quite a long time, too. There were a lot of nice things there, in the palace. The bed used by the emperors for generations was incredibly comfortable.’
He recalled a past he had forgotten.
The latter half of the Age of Ruin.
He had taken on an extremely important role in the imperial family of the Karn Empire.
If it hadn't been for Chris, the Karn Empire would have collapsed much faster.
The last emperor of the dying empire.
That was the role he had played at the time.
‘…Well, it was a job I ended up with by a twist of fate. I suffered like hell and couldn't enjoy any of the luxury.’
It was a surprising past, but when one thought about it, it was understandable.
In his previous life, Chris’s biological mother was an imperial princess of the Karn Empire, and he too was an heir to the throne.
At the time, no one wanted to become the emperor of the collapsing empire, and Chris, who was renowned in many ways, was acclaimed as the emperor.
‘I only accepted with the thought of the wealth and glory I would enjoy later. But it was for nothing.’
The empire collapsed before that could happen.
After that, as everyone knew, he hid his identity and joined the hero’s party.
In any case, although it had been a failing state, since he had once sat at the pinnacle of the imperial family, he knew all of the palace’s secrets and backroom affairs, and he could find any number of ways to interfere in the succession dispute.
‘The problem is the Tri-Alliance of the Ghost Sword, Illusion, and Magical Beast Demonic Houses.’
It would be difficult to get them on his side.
‘On the contrary, they’ll probably try to backstab me.’
Even in his previous life, the Tri-Alliance had sided with the Four Kings’ Castle.
‘I can’t just leave them be. I have to make a move beforehand.’
Just then, Count Khazar approached with a stiff expression.
“Is something wrong, Father?”
Count Khazar gave a heavy nod, then looked at the three patriarchs, including Nordian.
“Urgent news, Patriarchs. Ominous movements have been detected from the Tri-Alliance’s side.”
“!!”
“It is not yet certain, but it seems highly likely that they are aiming for the rear of our Dark Alliance.”
The faces of the three patriarchs hardened.
“Those rat-like bastards.”
“Has that decrepit old fool, the Ghost Sword King, gone mad?”
Count Khazar said worriedly.
“Christian, if the Tri-Alliance is aiming for our rear, it will be impossible to advance into the Four Kings’ Castle’s territory as we are. For now, we should fall back and….”
“It’s fine.”
“…What?”
Chris said curtly.
“I will stop the Tri-Alliance.”
“!!”
Everyone wore a look of bewilderment.
“What do you mean by that? Are you saying you will take a separate force and defend against the Tri-Alliance?”
“No. We are already stretched thin dealing with the Four Kings’ Castle; we cannot afford to divide our forces. I will stop the Tri-Alliance by myself.”
“Alone?”
Chris shrugged his shoulders, then said nonchalantly.
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                    “It’s not difficult. I just need to take care of the ones at the top.”
“!!”
“Once I deal with the leader, the Ghost Sword King, and the second and third in command, the Beast King and the Duke of Illusion, they won’t dare to think of challenging us.”
They were the patriarchs of the Ghost Sword, Magical Beast, and Illusion Demonic Houses, respectively.
“What an absurd thing to say… How do you plan on dealing with them?”
Everyone reacted as if it were nonsense.
It was only natural.
All three of them were magi of the Absolute Realm of 8-Star.
The Ghost Sword King, in particular, was a figure who had reached the peak of high 8-Star, an absolute being who would not have been outmatched even when compared to the Nordian of the past.
“Have you already forgotten who it was that made the Demon King of Azure Flow kneel?”
“!!”
In truth, Chris’s plan was not simply to eliminate the Ghost Sword King, the Beast King, and the Duke of Illusion.
‘I have to make the entire Tri-Alliance kneel before the Dark Alliance.’
An incomprehensible thought.
If the Tri-Alliance were to combine all their strength, they would actually surpass the Dark Alliance.
So how could he possibly make them submit?
And ‘by himself’ at that.
‘I have a plan.’
Chris smiled and declared.
“Don’t worry. Just trust me and leave it to me.”
***
In the end, the three patriarchs decided to follow Chris’s opinion.
It was partly because they trusted him, but also because there was no solution to be found by retreating and holding their ground.
‘If the Four Kings’ Castle and the Tri-Alliance join forces and advance on the Southern Magus Nation, we won’t be able to handle it anyway.’
In the end, everything rested on Chris’s shoulders.
‘I have to make the Tri-Alliance submit and manipulate the Karn Empire into attacking the Four Kings’ Castle from the rear. Only then can we avoid defeat.’
Avoid defeat.
From the beginning, Chris didn't think he could win this war.
The difference in their forces was that great.
‘Just being able to hold them off would be a great success. After that, I can bring down the Four Kings’ Castle.’
The plan for the future unfolded in Chris’s mind.
‘After I break the momentum of the Four Kings’ Castle with this war, I must bring them down from the inside.’
From the inside.
It was a statement with a hidden meaning.
Destroying the Four Kings’ Castle from the outside was practically impossible.
Even if it were possible, an immense amount of blood would be shed.
Therefore, Chris was planning to dismantle the Four Kings’ Castle from within, by himself.
Chris thought more specifically.
‘I just have to become the Castle Lord of the Four Kings’ Castle.’
It was an absurd idea that would make others ask if he had lost his mind.
But it was not an empty thought.
He had a plan.
‘If this war concludes successfully as I intend, it’s more than possible.’
In any case, it was a mad thought.
To enter the Four Kings’ Castle himself and then make it submit.
‘But, I have to do it.’
Chris’s gaze lowered and hardened.
‘If not by this method, I will never be able to find out the truth of Ragnarok from my previous life.’
The Blood Drenched Demon King destroyed the world.
But why?
No, before that, why did ‘Idrinne’ become the ‘Blood Drenched Demon King’?
Looking back, there was more than one suspicious point.
‘Thinking about it now, it’s a wonder I never questioned it before.’
It was a change that had occurred after he became an Elder.
As if a dam had burst, questions he had never thought of before came flooding to his mind.
Among them, a question that he absolutely had to find the answer to.
‘I also have to find out why I regressed.’
This, too, was likely related to the Ragnarok of his previous life.
‘I have to become the Castle Lord of the Four Kings’ Castle to be able to answer all these questions.’
To do that, he first had to conclude the war successfully.
The first step was to make the Tri-Alliance submit.
***
He did not head straight for the Tri-Alliance.
‘Because I need to do some groundwork first.’
The place he headed to was, unexpectedly, the Holy Empire.
“Have you been well?”
“I-I’ve been well. B-but why are you here?”
“Why else? I came to meet the Holy Emperor. You’ve gotten close to him in the meantime, right?”
Surprisingly, the place he was in now was the imperial palace of the Holy Empire.
And on top of that, he was here to meet the Holy Emperor?
Ruina, who had been dragged along again as an unwilling companion, had a pale complexion.
“Well, it’s not impossible to come and meet the Holy Emperor. You just have to introduce me. You’ve built up that level of connection, haven’t you?”
“I have b-built up the connections, but…! If the Holy Emperor finds out about your identity, Your Grace.”
“He won’t find out. We just have to be good at deceiving him.”
“But our opponent is the Holy Emperor?!”
Ruina shrieked.
‘No, if you want to die, die alone. Why drag me into this! What am I supposed to do if I get burned at the stake along with you!’
Just then, the sound of a tongue clicking was heard from the side.
Evan was looking at Ruina as if she were pathetic.
-Grand Duke Christian is risking his own life and facing danger for the greater good.
-And this money-grubber, Ruina, is again only thinking of her own greed….
That was what his gaze seemed to say.
It was just as Ruina, bursting with frustration, was about to open her mouth.
“Well, don’t worry too much. I doubt we’ll die, probably.”
“Grrr! If your identity as a magus is revealed, you can just run away to the Magus Empire, but I’ll have to shut down my merchant guild!!”
“On the other hand, if things go well, you might be able to demand that the Holy Emperor grant you your ‘lifelong dream’.”
Ruina flinched.
Her lifelong dream. The reason she lived so tenaciously, like a money-grubber.
“…What do you mean by that?”
“Ah, it seems I might be able to put the Holy Emperor in a tremendous amount of debt. While we’re at it, I should be able to make a request for something like your lifelong dream.”
“……”
“Of course, to make your dream come true, the consent of the Karn Empire’s emperor is the most important thing, but another opportunity for that will come soon enough.”
As one might expect, he was planning to make use of Ruina in the Karn Empire as well.
In the end, Ruina followed Chris’s words and soon scheduled a meeting with the Holy Emperor.
For reference, Ruina had made the Holy Emperor's acquaintance using the Fanatic Order incident as a pretext and had since then rapidly built a close relationship.
“Ohoho, my skills are quite something, aren’t they? I’ve always been quite capable.”
“You’re lying. You must have used the Hero’s name.”
“Tsk. It’s the same thing. The only reason the Holy Emperor is taking notice of the Hero is thanks to my smooth-talking… no, thanks to me speaking well of him.”
Chris nodded his head.
‘Even the Holy Emperor can’t ignore someone like Evan.’
Although he was currently cast out, as the legitimate heir of a renowned swordsmanship house counted among the three great bloodlines of the Alliance and a Hero recognized by a Constellation, he was worthy of the Holy Emperor’s attention.
“I’ll be counting on you in the future, Sir Hero.”
At Chris’s playful words, Ruina and Evan stared blankly at him for a moment.
“What?”
“I am not the Hero.”
“…What?”
Evan said something completely unexpected.
“You are the Hero. Christian.”
***
“What, what is that supposed to mean?”
Christian wore a dumbfounded expression.
What kind of goddamn hero was he supposed to be, a magus?
“Of course, you’re the Hero. Everyone saw you defeat the monster from the Fanatic Order.”
“I was not recognized by the ‘Scales of Justice’.”
“What? That can’t be.”
Chris looked bewildered.
It was a legendary-grade artifact in the Holy Empire.
An artifact that discerned between good and evil.
It also served as a Hero Detector.
‘In my previous life, Evan was definitely recognized by the Scales of Justice. Why? Don’t tell me?’
A thought occurred to him, and Chris’s mouth snapped shut.
A question here.
What is a Hero?
It refers to a brave soul who will save the world.
So, how is it determined who is the Hero?
It was ambiguous.
Because one wasn't a Hero simply for receiving a lot of a Constellation's blessings.
There were a fair number of knights and mages who received the blessings of Constellations. That didn't mean they were all Heroes.
On the contrary, among the Heroes of the past, there were not a few who had not received a Constellation's blessing.
‘And in an age of chaos, countless scammers pop up, calling themselves heroes.’
That was why the method of discernment using the artifact known as the ‘Scales of Justice’ was created.
The Scales of Justice, as its name suggests, is an artifact that determines how just a person is.
It had one other function as well.
It determines how many achievements one has accumulated for the sake of the world.
Only when one is recognized as having accumulated achievements ‘worthy of saving the world’ are they called a Hero.
‘Damn it.’
A cold sweat trickled down Chris’s back.
He had a bad feeling about this.
Evan had yet to accomplish much as a Hero.
On the other hand, himself?
‘…Oh, for crying out loud. By the Hero Detector’s standards, I am the Hero, aren’t I.’
When it came to achievements accumulated for the world, there was no one who could match Chris.
In truth, it had all been for the sake of wealth and glory, but in the end, everything he had done had indeed been for the sake of saving the world.
‘No, me, a Hero? What kind of bullshit is this!’
It was a horrific thought.
“Christian, I believe that you will, of course, be recognized as the Hero by the Scales of Justice.”
Evan, the genuine hero, nodded at Chris, sending him a look filled with steadfast trust.
Chris made a face as if he’d bitten into something foul.
‘Goddamn it. I refuse.’
In truth, there was no harm in being recognized as the Hero.
Since it would be his fake identity, disguised with the Constellation’s emblem, that would be recognized, there was no risk of problems. On the contrary, it would be advantageous, as he could use it in many ways when operating on the Alliance’s side in the future.
‘Still, I hate it. It’s galling enough that I’m suffering like a dog in that bastard Evan’s place, but to be recognized as the Hero on top of that!’
It was an instinctive revulsion.
However, he had no way of avoiding getting on the Scales of Justice.
‘To have an audience with the Holy Emperor, I absolutely have to get on the Scales of Justice….’
As mentioned before, the Scales of Justice also had the effect of discerning good and evil.
It was a tradition that anyone visiting the Holy Emperor’s palace must be weighed on the Scales of Justice.
“Step on.”
The priest said curtly.
The scales were hanging from a large, pillar-like statue carved with the image of a Constellation.
‘No. A strange incident might happen.’
If an evil person were to step on the scales, the statue would be dyed in a red light, and if a good person were to step on them, a white light would rise.
‘Please just be a normal white color. Please.’
However.
It was the moment he stepped on the scales.
“Hmm, pa…?”
A white light did rise.
The problem was that it wasn't a normal white light.
The priest’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
“Th-this is? N-no way?!”
“That light?!!”
All the surrounding priests began to murmur.
It wasn't just those nearby.
Fwaaaaaaaaat!
A brilliant light burst forth from the statue.
It was a light so intense that it seemed to dye the entire Holy Emperor’s palace.
So much so that every priest in the palace could see it.
It was the Holy Light, which signified that the one who had stepped on the scales had accumulated achievements worthy of saving the world.
‘…I’m screwed.’
Chris lamented.
He had won the Hero lottery.
***
“A Hero has been born?!”
“That’s right!! And not just any ordinary Hero! A radiance intense enough to cover the entire Holy Emperor’s palace?!”
The palace was thrown into an uproar.
For reference, the radiance of a Hero is also graded.
The more significant the achievements accumulated to save the world, the more brilliant the light that is emitted, and the radiance Chris had just shown was of an intensity for which it was hard to find a precedent.
It seemed this result was likely because his achievements from the Age of Ruin in his previous life had also been counted.
‘Damn it.’
Chris escaped the ecstatic priests, entered a waiting room, and made an expression of pure agony.
-As expected of Christian. I believed in you.
Evan’s gaze, now filled with even stronger respect, seemed to say as much, which only made him feel worse.
He let out heavy sighs, but it was already too late.
‘Now that it’s come to this, it can’t be helped. I have no choice but to make use of this ‘Hero’ title.’
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                    It was just an instinctive revulsion; the fact that he was recognized as the Hero was not a bad thing in itself.
It could be utilized for a myriad of purposes.
‘Especially since the status of a Hero will be useful even against the Holy Emperor.’
Chris crossed his arms.
‘The Holy Emperor is not a person to be trifled with.’
In his previous life, Chris had been acquainted with the Holy Emperor.
Not just acquainted, but they had a rather very deep connection.
‘Though it’s not like I was fond of her.’
Fond of her? Far from it.
They were like bitter rivals.
It was at that moment.
Chris suddenly felt a chill run down his spine.
Tinkle.
The sound of a bell rang out.
It was as clear as a water droplet falling on a calm lake. At the same time, it was a sound that seemed to focus the attention of the soul.
‘A sound imbued with Star Power.’
When he turned his gaze, a woman had appeared.
Was she in her early twenties?
She had an appearance as if an angel had descended.
Hair as white as snow, pure white priest robes.
A benevolent smile gracing her lips, gentle blue eyes.
In her hand, she held a staff adorned with a bell.
Chris’s lips twitched at the sight of the familiar woman.
‘It’s been a while. You pretentious hypocrite.’
An unexpected thought.
Just who was this woman for him to think such a thing?
At that moment, Ruina and Evan, who were next to him, hastily showed their respects upon seeing the woman.
Ruina, in particular, made a fuss and raised her voice.
“I greet Your Majesty, the great and noble Holy Emperor!”
That was right.
This woman was the current Holy Emperor, Saintess Istanya.
She was another one of the companions from the hero’s party.
***
The main companions of the hero’s party were the four of them: Evan, Archmage Ranya, Chris, and the Chatterbox of Darkness.
Besides them, several other figures had repeatedly joined and left, and Saintess Istanya was one of them.
‘She was leading the resistance after the Holy Empire fell.’
-I really don’t like you. To think someone could be this unlucky and unpleasant.
A conversation he had with Istanya in his previous life faintly came to mind.
Unbefitting of the name Saintess, she had a rotten personality.
‘Though it seems she’s putting on a good act of being demure now.’
To anyone, she looked like the incarnation of nobility.
Ruina, in particular, seemed to be completely bewitched, her eyes overflowing with respect.
Evan, on the other hand, was a little different; his gaze was subtly disrespectful, as if he were seeing through Istanya’s true personality with his mind’s eye.
‘…You’re so good at seeing through others, so why are you like this with me?’
-The real saint is Christian, after all.
Christian made a reluctant expression as he glanced at Evan, who was sending him a look of respect completely opposite to the one he had given Istanya.
“But why has Your Majesty come all the way here in person?”
Ruina asked cautiously.
They had not yet entered the audience chamber.
They were in the waiting room of the Holy Emperor’s palace, and the Holy Emperor had suddenly come to them.
“Why, I heard that a great Hero has been born, so I came in person.”
Istanya said with a gentle smile.
To anyone who didn’t know her, it was a smile so beautiful and sublime that it would make them lose their senses, but Chris was not fooled.
Chris knew better than anyone in the world that it was all a pretense.
Just then, Ruina gave him a nudge.
Her look was telling him to hurry up and show his respects.
He could see the Starlight Knights who had accompanied her as guards glaring at him.
Chris nodded his head and stepped forward.
“I am a prophet who has received a revelation from a Constellation. Since I have just been recognized as a Hero, you may call me a Hero. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“!!”
The hall began to murmur at his attitude, which was completely devoid of etiquette.
“You bastard, how dare you!! Do you wish to die?!”
Shing!
The Starlight Knights drew their swords.
At that moment, Evan moved.
Fwaat!
In an instant, his sword was aimed at the throat of the Starlight Knight at the front.
“Y-you.”
“You are the ones who should not be rude. This man is the one who will save the world. He is a being more sublime than any other, not someone that the likes of you can treat carelessly.”
“!!”
The Starlight Knights’ mouths snapped shut.
Evan’s aura was so intense and bloodthirsty that it overwhelmed the Starlight Knights in an instant.
“That’s enough. The Constellation would not wish for a fight between brothers. Sheathe your sword.”
Chris, pretending to be noble and playing the part of a prophet, stopped Evan.
Shink!
Evan, having sheathed his sword, pushed the Starlight Knight back.
The Starlight Knights’ faces turned bright red, but overwhelmed by Evan’s swordsmanship, they could not easily step forward.
Chris looked at the Holy Emperor.
“Since you spoke down to me first, I thought we could be casual as fellow servants of a Constellation, but it seems I have offended you. If I was rude, I apologize.”
“!!”
It was his way of saying, ‘You were informal first, so I was informal back. Why are you making a fuss when we’re both servants of a Constellation?’
But Chris continued on confidently.
“It is written in the doctrines that all servants of the Constellations are brothers. That we should serve each other as equals. That is why I acted as I did. But if you wish for me to uphold your secular authority, I will follow that.”
He was mocking the Holy Emperor for reigning as an emperor, a servant of a Constellation who should be serving others.
Istanya’s face hardened.
However, it was a difficult point to criticize.
Because according to the doctrines, Chris was correct.
In fact, the secularization of the Holy Emperor’s palace was a corrupt practice that conscientious priests of the order had been pointing out for a long time.
But who in the world would be mad enough to say such a thing to the supreme Holy Emperor's face?
“…You are an interesting one. If you wish, you may speak informally. As you said, you and I are both just servants of the same Constellation.”
“Alright. I’ll do that.”
“……”
As Chris replied rudely without a shred of hesitation, Istanya’s eyebrow twitched again.
A face that was clearly filled with displeasure for anyone to see.
‘Ugh. If you want to commit suicide, do it alone. Why in the world does he do this every time!’
Ruina, standing at the side, looked as if she was about to cry from anxiety.
Evan, on the other hand, had a face devoid of any wavering or doubt, as if he would trust Christian no matter what incomprehensible thing he did.
Evan’s faith was correct.
Chris was being intentionally rude because he had a purpose.
“…To think an ill-mannered person like you was recognized as a Hero. I find it hard to believe.”
It was to make her drop her mask.
At Istanya’s gaze, which had turned cold, Chris raised the corners of his mouth into a smirk.
‘Bingo. As expected, she’s easy to provoke. In our past life, too, she used to fly into a rage whenever I teased her just a little.’
Was it because they had spent time together as companions in his previous life?
Chris couldn't stop a smile from coming out.
To him, Istanya was less a great Holy Emperor and more a bad-tempered, bitter rival he had bickered and squabbled with.
‘Well, we were similar in that we were both emperors of a lost nation.’
For reference, Istanya was the only one in the hero’s party who knew that Chris had once been the emperor of the Karn Empire.
He had a memory of them getting drunk and taunting each other about being emperors of failed empires.
Of course, that was a matter of a previous life.
Now, he had to coax Istanya, who was glaring at him with a chillingly fierce gaze, to his will.
“You don’t look like a Hero at all. I don’t know what kind of trick you used. And a prophet, you say?”
Istanya raised her staff and pointed it at Chris.
A thick Star Power extended out and pressed in on Chris’s surroundings.
“I cannot feel even a speck of a Constellation’s energy from you. How could a bastard like you have received a revelation from a Constellation?”
“!!”
As expected of the Holy Emperor.
She had seen through Chris’s lie in an instant.
Ruina’s face turned deathly white, and Evan moved to block the way in front of Chris, as if to protect him.
“I’ll ask again. What is your identity?”
A cold tension flowed.
If he couldn't answer properly here, all the Starlight Knights of the Holy Emperor’s palace would aim their swords at him.
It was a situation of extreme danger, but Chris still replied in a composed voice.
“Didn’t I tell you? A prophet and a Hero.”
“Still lying….”
“If I tell you the reason why Your Majesty, the great Holy Emperor, came to see me in person, will that prove I am a prophet? I believe it has something to do with ‘The Mark’.”
“…What?”
The moment she heard the word ‘Mark’, Istanya’s face hardened.
The atmosphere was one of palpable bewilderment.
“…What is this nonsense you’re suddenly spouting?”
Istanya’s voice grew sharp, as if to hide her confusion, but Chris just raised the corners of his mouth into a smirk.
“The Constellation told me what is on the great Holy Emperor’s mind. But, is it alright to speak of it here? If I speak of it in a place with so many listeners, I think it might become inconvenient for Your Majesty, the great Holy Emperor.”
“……”
Istanya bit her lip hard.
She glared fiercely at Christian, then said something unexpected to her Starlight Knights.
“You may all leave.”
“Your Majesty?!”
“It is fine. In any case, no matter how rude these people are, they cannot harm my person within the Holy Emperor’s palace.”
“But…!”
“Are you saying you will not follow my command?”
Only then did the Starlight Knights hesitantly retreat.
When Istanya was left alone, Christian spoke.
“Are there no other watchers?”
Watchers on the Holy Emperor? A surprising statement.
The Holy Emperor furrowed her brow.
“How do you know that I am being watched?”
“Didn’t I tell you? That I received a revelation from a Constellation.”
Of course, it was a lie.
It was something he had heard at a drinking party.
-If it weren’t for those damned bastards, the Holy Empire wouldn’t have fallen so easily. I should have drowned them in a cesspool and killed them long ago.
The image of Istanya, drunk and cursing in a rough voice, came to mind.
-You should have done a better job then. It’s all your fault as the Holy Emperor for mismanaging the country.
-You rotten bastard. What about you, why have you been wasting your time all this while? A Sage of Medicine? A guide? To think you would waste your talent on such trivial things.
Istanya had spat out her usual complaints at Chris.
-If you had become the emperor of the Karn Empire just five years earlier, no, if you had just properly mastered either the sword or magic, the fate of the Alliance would have been different. The world was destroyed all because you, with those insane abilities of yours, neglected your duties.
-What kind of absurd nonsense is that….
He remembered how she had picked a fight with him every time they met.
‘Thanks to that, I also frequently bickered with the Chatterbox of Darkness, who would take my side.’
All he could remember was fighting with her, but perhaps that too was a memory in its own way?
Seeing her like this, he felt a sense of familiarity and a smile came to his face.
“I will help you.”
“……!!”
Istanya’s eyes widened.
“Isn’t that why you came to me in the first place? To ask for my assistance with the rotten bastards eating away at the Holy Empire, and to solve the problem of ‘The Mark,’ which is Your Majesty’s greatest worry.”
Istanya’s face hardened, and Chris twisted the corners of his mouth into a deliberate smirk.
-If only you had used your abilities properly.
He had heard that line tiresomely often, so this time, Chris decided to show Istanya his abilities for certain.
‘I teased Istanya a lot for being the Holy Emperor of a fallen nation, so I should help her at least once.’
Of course, it wouldn't be for free.
“However, there is a condition. You will follow what I say.”
“…And what is that?”
“I have a proposal that will be of help to you. Hear me out.”
Istanya’s face was covered in shock as she listened to Chris’s subsequent story.
It was unbelievable.
He had just made a truly insane proposal.
It was the beginning of the ‘operation’ to destroy the Tri-Alliance.
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                    “Nonsense! Are you mad?”
Istanya, having heard Chris’s demand, wore a dumbfounded expression.
It was only natural.
It was a story that went beyond being nonsensical; it was utterly absurd.
“What’s the matter? It shouldn’t be a bad proposal for the great Holy Emperor. If my proposal succeeds, your unstable position will be solidified, so isn’t that a welcome development?”
As one could guess from the previous conversation, the Holy Emperor Istanya’s position was not stable.
This was due to the nature of the Holy Empire, where the Holy Emperor is not a hereditary position but is elected by the votes of the Conclave of High Priests.
‘And so, the high priests have been electing someone they can handle like a puppet to suit their tastes, committing all sorts of tyrannical acts.’
Still, Istanya was no pushover and was trying to fight back against the corrupt Conclave of High Priests, but she was outmatched.
The entire Holy Empire was corrupt, and no matter how she struggled alone, there was a clear limit.
There was only one way.
“There is one way for you to make the corrupt high priests kneel. It is to receive the support of the common priests and the Starlight Battle Groups.”
Not all of the common priests and the lower-ranking battle groups were corrupt.
If she succeeded in winning their loyalty, she would be able to gain the power to check the corrupt priests.
Of course, it wasn't as easy as it sounded.
“But if you build the achievement of capturing the Magus Empire’s Ghost Sword King, it should be more than enough.”
“!!”
Istanya looked at him as if he were spouting nonsense.
Ruina, at her side, was the same.
“A-are you… no, Sir Hero, are you crazy?”
The Ghost Sword King.
To think he would target the leader of the Tri-Alliance.
It was an absolutely impossible story.
For reference, the Holy Empire’s main enemy was the Tri-Alliance, and the Ghost Sword King was the most infamous magus in the Holy Empire.
The people of the Holy Empire feared the Ghost Sword King more than Nordian or the Lord of the Four Kings’ Castle.
“Even nonsense has to be within reason….”
“Why do you think it’s nonsense?”
“!!”
“Have you forgotten that I am the Hero?”
Fwaat.
A light shimmered from Chris’s hand.
It was the Mana of Radiance, the highest form of the power of Stellar Radiance.
“…The symbol of the Hero.”
In truth, not all Heroes had possessed the Mana of Radiance.
Nor was everyone who wielded the Mana of Radiance a Hero.
Still, because so many Heroes of the past had wielded Radiance, the Mana of Radiance was considered a symbol of the Hero.
“But, even so, it is a story I cannot accept.”
Istanya shook her head.
Wasn't their opponent the Ghost Sword King, of all people?
“Not only is it an impossible task in the first place, but if we provoke the Ghost Sword King carelessly, it could lead to an all-out war with the Magus Empire.”
“You haven't heard my proposal properly. I said I would capture the Ghost Sword King alive, not kill him. If we take the Ghost Sword King hostage, the Tri-Alliance won't be able to move carelessly.”
This was an even crazier story.
Assassination was impossible, let alone capturing him alive.
Just then, Evan, who had been standing quietly by the side, stepped forward.
“Your Majesty, may I say just one word?”
“…Hero of the Meyer family.”
The Meyer family was the family name of the renowned swordsmanship house.
It was Evan, who had revealed his identity to the world after defeating the monster from the Fanatic Order a while ago.
It was because he had gained such fame that it had become difficult for even the renowned swordsmanship house to eliminate him easily.
“Please trust this man.”
“!!”
“I swear on my sword, this man is truly the Hero who will save the world. He is not one to speak idly.”
A vow on one's sword.
To those of a renowned swordsmanship house, it was a vow heavier than one's soul.
“…Hah.”
Istanya shook her head.
Evan was a figure Istanya had been keeping an eye on as a hero candidate for the coming age of chaos.
And yet, to see such a look of steadfast trust.
‘Just what is that ill-mannered looking bastard?’
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“I understand it's difficult to believe my words so easily. Then, let's do this. I will solve your other worry, the problem of ‘The Mark’.”
“!!”
“Hasn't your Star Power become a problem as The Mark has faded?”
Istanya’s complexion turned white.
As if it were true.
Chris twisted the corners of his mouth.
“Your problem with your Star Power, I will solve it for you.”
***
The power used by the priests of the order is the ‘Mana of White Light’.
It is a power in which the blessing of a Constellation is imbued in mana.
However, a very small number of saints, both male and female, used a special authority, and that was ‘Star Power’.
‘It's about wielding the authority of a Constellation.’
For reference, the power used by Chris’s younger sister, Olivia, at the Gold Cross was also Star Power.
‘I wonder if Olivia is doing well. She keeps contacting me, saying she has something to talk about in person.’
Chris shook his head at the brief thought of his sister.
In any case, the Star Power used by the saints of the order was manifested in a somewhat different way from the Star Power used by the Law Clan of the Theocracy, which was Chris's bloodline in his previous life.
The Law Clan, born with the blood of the Constellations, have Star Power intrinsically embedded in their souls.
On the other hand, the saints of the order receive a blessing from a Constellation to use Star Power.
‘The Mark’ was the proof of the blessing received from the Constellation, and if it began to fade, their Star Power would weaken, and eventually, they could lose it altogether.
“……”
Istanya glared at Christian with sharp eyes.
“How do you know that fact?”
The fact that The Mark was fading was her secret alone, told to no one.
“Didn’t I tell you? I am a prophet who receives revelations from a Constellation. Of course, I would know this much.”
“……”
“In any case, this humble self will solve the great Holy Emperor’s worries.”
“…How could such a thing be possible?”
Istanya wore an expression of disbelief.
As explained before, her Star Power was received from a Constellation.
In other words, the fading of The Mark meant that the Constellation’s blessing was leaving her, so there was nothing that could be done, no matter what trick was used.
‘In fact, during the Age of Ruin in my previous life, Istanya had lost her Star Power. She could only use the Mana of White Light that common priests use. Though with just that, she manifested a power that exceeded most Star Power.’
However.
“I have a way.”
“!!”
At his firm voice filled with conviction, Istanya’s eyes wavered.
Evan, from the side, spoke.
“It must be true. As far as I know, this man has never once made an empty boast. No matter how impossible the task, he has always created a miracle.”
Evan repeated what he had said before, as if for emphasis.
“Because this man is the great Hero who will save the world.”
Istanya bit her lip hard.
She asked, with the intention of at least hearing him out.
“What is this method?”
“It’s not difficult. Dedicate your soul to me.”
“…What?”
“Did you not understand? I’m telling you to become my vassal.”
“!!”
At that insane story, Istanya had a blank look on her face for a moment, then soon, a fierce aura flared up.
“How dare you speak such blasphemy to me! Do you wish to die?!”
Fwaaat!
It was the moment a white radiance was about to burst forth from the staff she held.
“Stop.”
It was the moment Christian’s low, single word descended.
“!!”
Istanya’s body froze like a stone.
It was the effect of Myriad Demons' Submission.
“Wh-what? Sorcery?”
“Sorcery? No. Feel it properly.”
Swoosh.
Christian revealed the presence of his soul, which he had been suppressing.
“Feel what kind of being I am.”
Istanya’s complexion turned deathly pale.
As expected of the Holy Emperor.
She had discerned what soul-rank Christian possessed.
“A soul-rank like this? You, you are… n-no, Your Grace? Don’t tell me, a Constellation? N-no, that’s not it. Then a devil?”
A voice of complete confusion.
Chris shook his head.
“No, I am neither a Constellation nor a devil. I am human. One who has transcended the soul-rank of a mortal.”
“!!”
“Do you understand now? Why I told you to become my vassal. I will grant you Star Power with my authority.”
However, it was an incomprehensible story.
No matter how much his soul-rank had transcended the shackles of a mortal, Chris was not a Constellation. Naturally, he shouldn't be able to grant Star Power, so how?
“Y-you don’t have Star Power, do you?”
“Is that so? Take a look.”
Chris expanded the shadow of his soul and cast it upon Istanya’s soul.
“Th-this, don’t tell me?”
“How about it? Do you really think I don’t have Star Power?”
It was faint, but.
A trace of Star Power could be felt from Chris’s soul.
“H-how? Are you really a Constellation?”
“No, I told you. I am human. This is merely an authority that my soul has possessed from the very beginning.”
Possessed.
An understandable story.
But it was true.
‘I am of the Law Clan of the Theocracy, after all.’
All members of the Law Clan, who inherited the sacred blood, have latent Star Power.
Although awakening it and succeeding in manifesting it requires even more stringent conditions of the soul, all of them did possess Star Power.
It was the same for Chris.
So, where did the Star Power possessed by the Law Clan dwell?
It was in the soul.
And, since Chris’s soul was currently inside ‘Christian’s’ body, his soul still possessed Star Power.
‘Of course, I only possess it; it’s impossible for me to actually draw it out and use it.’
This went beyond mere talent; the soul had to have a form suitable for manifesting Star Power.
‘Still, it’s possible to grant the blessing of Star Power to others.’
It was because he had reached the rank of an Elder.
Since those who have reached a transcendent rank can share their authority with their vassals, he too could share the Star Power he possessed.
‘Of course, it’s not that anyone can use it just because I grant them the Star Power.’
As just mentioned, to manifest Star Power, the soul had to possess a form befitting it.
It was called a Sacred Soul Body, a trait that Chris was not born with.
Among the Law Clan of his generation, it was a trait that only Olivia possessed.
However, being born with a Sacred Soul Body was not something only possible for the Law Clan.
Istanya, right before his eyes, also had a Sacred Soul Body.
For reference, all the saints of the order who wielded Star Power had a Sacred Soul Body.
Because if one did not have a Sacred Soul Body, they could not use Star Power no matter how much of it they received from a Constellation.
‘In other words, if I grant the blessing of Star Power, Istanya can use it.’
Of course, the absolute amount of Star Power she could use would be less than before.
But, that was fine.
‘The sheer amount of Star Power isn’t that important to Istanya anyway.’
What was important was the symbolism.
If the Holy Emperor of the order were to lose her Star Power, the aftermath would be beyond words. She could be driven from her position as Holy Emperor, not to mention excommunicated.
In the worst-case scenario, she could be branded an unbeliever and burned at the stake.
In fact, in his previous life, Istanya had to struggle desperately to hide the fact that she had lost her Star Power.
‘Well, there were ways to compensate for the reduced amount of Star Power. Depending on how you wield it, even the same amount of Star Power can produce vastly different levels of efficiency. And that happens to be my specialty.’
Chris looked straight at Istanya.
“What say you? Will you become my vassal?”
“……”
Istanya could not answer easily.
No matter the circumstances, for the Holy Emperor of the order to become another’s vassal. It was only natural that it would be difficult to accept.
But Chris said, with a sneer.
“You’re an unbeliever anyway, aren’t you?”
“!!”
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                    “I don’t know what you’re hesitating for, when you’re about to lose The Mark because you distrust the Constellation.”
Istanya’s complexion turned pale.
That was right.
The reason she was losing her Star Power was because she had begun to distrust the Constellation.
She had once possessed a stronger heart for the Constellation than anyone, but after becoming the Holy Emperor and facing various realities, her heart had grown distant.
“I have no intention of making any unreasonable demands just because you’ve become my vassal. I am merely trying to share my Star Power with you.”
Of course, that was a lie.
Chris planned to make Istanya his sucker.
‘Evan alone is not enough. I need to make more suckers in the Alliance to use as my hands and feet.’
Evan chimed in from the side.
“You do not need to worry. I swear on my sword, he is not one to make such a proposal with ill intentions. It is all for the sake of the world. For your information, I am also his vassal.”
As the promising young hero of a renowned swordsmanship house went that far, Istanya’s eyes wavered with conflict.
Chris drove the nail in the coffin.
“If you don’t want to, we can call it off. But, it’s a shame. For the future of the world, it would be a problem if you were to be excommunicated for losing your Star Power. For a person like you to become the ashes at the stake in vain would be a loss for the world.”
It was pressure that emphasized the purely noble intentions of his proposal, while at the same time subtly reminding her that if things continued as they were, she would soon be excommunicated and burned at the stake.
In the end, Istanya nodded her head.
“…I understand. I will become your vassal.”
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
“I accept.”
Fwaaat!
Chris’s soul covered Istanya’s, and the shape of The Mark engraved on her soul began to change.
From a White Wing to the shape of a black moon, holding a radiant sublimity.
And so, Chris succeeded in making Istanya his vassal.
It was the birth of a new sucker.
* * *
‘Good.’
Chris let out a sigh of relief.
He had wondered if he could really make Istanya his sucker, but fortunately, he had succeeded.
‘Handling Star Power doesn’t seem to be a problem either.’
As mentioned before, the absolute amount of Star Power she could wield had decreased.
But, that was fine.
As mentioned before, what was important was the symbolism that her Star Power was intact.
‘I’ve also passed on the method of wielding Star Power efficiently, so the might of her Star Power will gradually grow stronger.’
Although he hadn’t awakened Star Power himself, Chris, who had helped Olivia in his childhood, was more well-versed in how to handle Star Power than anyone.
‘And there’s also the method of combining the Mana of White Light, which became known in the latter half of the Age of Ruin, with Star Power to amplify its power.’
If she just got used to it, she would be able to manifest a Star Power even more powerful than before.
And, taking Istanya as a vassal had an unexpected benefit.
‘To think I would become able to wield Star Power.’
Fwaaaaaat!
A white radiance shimmered from Chris’s hand.
It was not the Mana of Radiance.
Surprisingly, it was Star Power.
‘It’s thanks to my soul-rank rising.’
To use Star Power, the soul must possess the characteristics of a Sacred Soul Body.
However, by becoming an Elder and his rank rising, he had become able to wield a portion of Star Power despite not having a Sacred Soul Body.
However, its manifestation was not smooth. He could only barely use it intermittently.
‘Still, it will be an enormous help.’
It was like gaining a hidden trump card.
‘Since Star Power can be applied for many different effects.’
The insufficient amount of Star Power would grow proportionally stronger as his achievements rose and his soul-rank increased further in the future.
In any case, now that he had made Istanya a sucker, it was time to achieve his real objective.
“…Are you really going to strike the Ghost Sword King?”
Now knowing Chris wasn't some divine prophet, Istanya had reverted to her original personality and informal tone.
“Yes, I have a plan.”
“What kind of plan?”
Chris explained it simply, and Istanya’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
Was it because it was a brilliant stratagem?
The opposite.
It was a plan that was reckless beyond compare.
“Isn’t that no different from a suicide mission?!”
Istanya raised her voice.
“To think you would challenge the Ghost Sword King to a direct duel?!”
That was right.
Chris planned to capture the Ghost Sword King through a duel.
‘A surprise attack would be difficult.’
There would be no opening, and capturing the Ghost Sword King that way would lead to an all-out war between the Holy Empire and the Tri-Alliance. Capturing him honorably through a duel was the best way.
“Or are you saying you've reached the realm of a 9-Star Transcendent?”
“No, my power is still insufficient against the Ghost Sword King.”
No, it wasn't just 'insufficient'.
The Ghost Sword King was an absolute powerhouse, once considered an equal to Nordian in the past.
However, that was fine.
“I will set a condition. That we duel using only pure swordsmanship, the Ghost Sword King’s specialty. If I lose, the price will be you, the Holy Emperor, bowing your head and apologizing to the Ghost Sword King. He won't refuse that.”
The Ghost Sword King was a sword fiend, mad for the blade, and had always enjoyed duels that tested pure swordsmanship. Furthermore, since his desire for honor was extremely high, there was no way he would refuse if he could also receive an apology from the Holy Emperor.
“What? As if I would accept such a condition?!”
“Why not? If things go wrong and you really have to bow your head to the Ghost Sword King, you can just get excommunicated for disgracing the order, can't you? If that doesn't work, seek asylum with the Dark Demonic House. I'll take you in.”
“Are you insane?!”
For reference, Chris had already revealed his identity to Istanya. Now that she was his vassal, it didn't matter if she found out the truth.
When Istanya found out Chris was a magus, the look on her face had been a masterpiece.
-M-my soul, to a magus?
She looked as if she’d been scammed by a devil, so Chris corrected her, clarifying that the contract wasn't fraudulent.
-I never said I wasn't a magus, did I? You should have asked before we made the contract. You really should have checked beforehand.
-You damn devil bastard!!
-Your Majesty, this Evan swears on his sword, Christian is a magus, but he is a magus who will save the world….
-Shut up, you too!!
There was quite a commotion, but in any case, what was done was done. Chris let out a chuckle.
“Well, don't worry too much. The part where you bow your head will not happen.”
“…What do you mean?”
“Because I'm going to win.”
“!!”
Istanya had a dumbfounded look on her face.
“You think you can beat the Ghost Sword King in swordsmanship? Do you think you're the head of some renowned swordsmanship house?”
Dueling with pure swordsmanship didn't mean there was hope.
The Ghost Sword King had another epithet.
The Greatest Sword in the Magus Empire.
In other words, among all the magi who wielded a sword in the Magus Empire, the one who stood at the very pinnacle was the Ghost Sword King.
‘In truth, the real 'Greatest Sword in the Magus Empire' is the 6th-ranked 'Demon King of Silver Snow'. But if you exclude those at the Demon King level, it’s true that he has the best swordsmanship skills.’
Even for Chris, it was an impossible task, but.
“No, it's possible. There is a way.”
“What?”
“I plan to receive swordsmanship training from someone whose skills are not inferior to the Ghost Sword King's.”
What in the world was this nonsense?
“Unless they're the head of a renowned swordsmanship house, there's no way someone like that exists….”
“There is.”
Chris turned his gaze.
It was toward Evan.
The greatest genius of the current generation of the renowned swordsmanship house.
His level of Stellar Radiance had not yet fully matured, but his swordsmanship skills alone were those of a supreme swordsman who could overwhelm any knight in the Alliance.
Chris looked straight at Evan and spoke.
“Evan, you will teach me swordsmanship. So that I can defeat the Ghost Sword King.”
* * *
If the person with the most outstanding swordsmanship in the Magus Empire was the Ghost Sword King, then who was it in the Alliance?
The current head of the renowned swordsmanship house, the leader of the White Tiger Order, the First Sword of Karn, and so on—there were several candidates, but Chris believed Evan was also among their ranks.
‘Evan's swordsmanship is not merely at the 6-Star level.’
Currently, Evan was at a state of having reached the end of 6-Star.
A frightening growth speed.
The first reason such growth was possible was thanks to the many blessings of the Constellations, but there was another important reason.
It was because his swordsmanship achievements far surpassed his level.
‘It's a situation where his level of Stellar Radiance can't keep up with his swordsmanship achievements.’
In terms of the pure art of the sword, Evan's current achievements were rapidly approaching his previous peak.
‘It wasn't like this in his previous life. I wonder what triggered such explosive growth.’
In his previous life, Evan only began to grow in earnest after the Age of Ruin had truly begun.
Before that, he was just a rookie with some potential, but this time, it was completely different.
‘Even if he received the blessings of the Constellations more quickly… could there have been a catalyst for his awakening that I don't know about?’
There was indeed a catalyst that Chris didn't know about.
It was Chris himself.
In his previous life, Evan was consumed by his desire for revenge against his family, suffering from an inner demon for a long time, which prevented him from growing properly.
He only cast off that inner demon after the Age of Ruin began, when he witnessed the world's miserable state and set aside his personal vengeance.
In contrast, in this life, not only did he avoid falling prey to an inner demon thanks to Chris, but he was also spurred on by Chris's appearance of working for the world (?), making desperate, bone-grinding efforts to catch up to him. Thanks to that, he achieved this miraculous growth.
In any case, Chris planned to improve his own swordsmanship skills under Evan's guidance.
‘Of course, even for me, it's not something I can master in just a day or two.’
But there was a way for that, too.
“Open the ‘Land of Warriors’.”
“!!”
Istanya had a surprised look on her face.
It was a sacred site within the Holy Emperor's palace, one that possessed very special properties.
‘It's a place where one can see immense training effects, just as the name suggests.’
In particular, the time efficiency was enormous.
What would take ten days to achieve on the outside could be achieved in just one day in the ‘Land of Warriors’.
One could see a training effect of a full ten times.
An unbelievable effect.
However, there was one strange point.
If such an effective sacred site existed, why weren't the skills of the Holy Empire's knights overwhelmingly superior?
There was a reason.
Despite its tremendous effect, it was rare for any of the order's Starlight Knights to actually train in the Land of Warriors.
“…Are you really saying you'll enter the Land of Warriors? Don't you know it's impossible to withstand, no matter how great you are? You'll either die or be left a cripple even if you survive.”
Because it was extremely difficult to endure.
‘The moment you step inside, all sorts of calamities strike.’
That much was fine.
There was another, more fatal reason why the Land of Warriors was considered not just a sacred site, but a forbidden zone.
‘You have to endure the misaligned axis of time.’
There were several reasons for the high training efficiency of the Land of Warriors.
Abnormal gravity, various life-threatening calamities, a concentration of vital energy so thick it felt like pressure, and so on.
Because one had to train while enduring all these hardships, great achievements could be made.
However, the most decisive factor was the axis of time.
‘On average, time flows more than five times slower.’
In other words, one day on the outside becomes five days in the Land of Warriors.
This wasn't something to be happy about simply because the training time increased.
‘Due to the discrepancy in the timeline, one experiences an enormous strain—physically, mentally, and spiritually.’
A human is completely adapted to the current axis of time.
From their body and the flow of their energy to their mind and the state of their soul.
However, if that suddenly changed by a factor of five, a huge strain was inevitable.
‘It's impossible to withstand.’
Occasionally, some would challenge it spiritedly, but it would only end in reckless bravado.
The strain from the distorted time axis, in particular, left massive aftereffects, so even those who barely survived were often left crippled.
‘To capture the Ghost Sword King, I have to go this far.’
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                    “Christian. Even for you, it’s dangerous.”
Evan said, his voice filled with a concern that was unusual for him.
In fact, back when he was the heir to the renowned swordsmanship house, Evan had once challenged the Land of Warriors that Chris was now speaking of.
This was because the Holy Empire opened the Land of Warriors to its external allies as well.
He had challenged it with youthful bravado, but he had a memory of quickly scrambling out, unable to last for long.
However, Chris spoke as if it were nothing.
“It's fine. I can do it.”
He said it because he really could do it, but Evan frowned.
As if he was displeased with something.
“Why are you always like this….”
“…Like what?”
“…Never mind.”
Chris tilted his head, then looked at Istanya.
“Anyway, you understand, right? Open the Land of Warriors.”
“…Understood. For how long should I open it? Half a day? Or a full day?”
Almost no one could endure a full day.
Since time moves five times slower in there, half a day on the outside would be over five full days inside.
For reference, the person who has lasted the longest in the history of the order is said to have been there for about three days.
However.
“Ten days.”
“!!”
Everyone’s eyes widened.
That was a full 50 days on the inside.
Chris said with a grin.
“I'll be back, so in the meantime, you just provoke the Ghost Sword King as I told you.”
It was time to become stronger again.
* * *
Istanya provoked the Ghost Sword King just as Chris had instructed.
First, she widely publicized the birth of a new Hero.
Having become a Hero with no way out of it, Chris once again felt like he’d swallowed something foul, but it couldn't be helped.
‘The Ghost Sword King won't face just anyone, after all.’
Afterward, Istanya sent a written challenge to the Ghost Sword King in the name of the Holy Emperor.
-In the name of the Holy Emperor, the Hero shall pass judgment on the Ghost Sword King.
The duel will be one of swordsmanship, and if the Hero is defeated, I, the Holy Emperor, will personally apologize to you, the Ghost Sword King, for this wrongful challenge.
From the Ghost Sword King's perspective, it was an offer with no reason to refuse.
Who in the world could surpass him in swordsmanship?
Besides the now-deceased Sword Emperor, who was the First Sword of the Alliance, and the Demon King of Silver Snow, there was no one.
Furthermore, the condition was that the Holy Emperor would bow her head if his opponent lost?
He laughed loudly and welcomed it.
He even paused his plans to move his army toward the Dark Alliance and accepted the duel.
On the other hand, there was strong opposition within the Holy Empire.
A sudden duel like this?
Furthermore, entrusting a duel to a Hero who had appeared out of nowhere, whose identity was unknown, was a natural reaction.
However.
“Have you forgotten the sins the Ghost Sword King has committed against this order until now?”
“But….”
“Enough. The fact that the Constellation has sent us a new Hero must surely be a sign to punish the Magus Empire. First, we will establish the Constellation's will by passing judgment on the Ghost Sword King.”
Istanya, an unbeliever, nonchalantly used the Constellation's name.
Now that she had received Star Power from Christian, she could commit such blasphemy without a second thought.
“If the Hero is defeated, I shall take full responsibility.”
“!!”
At those words, there was no more opposition.
‘This is good. I should use this opportunity to drive Istanya out.’
The corrupt high priests had backed Istanya as Holy Emperor to use her as a puppet.
However, since she had gone against their will and tried to oppose them at every turn, they were already looking for an opportunity to dethrone her anyway.
On the other hand, there were also those who genuinely approved.
“Long live Her Majesty, the Holy Emperor!”
“Make the Ghost Sword King pay the price in blood!!”
The magus who had shed the most blood in the Holy Empire was, without a doubt, the Ghost Sword King.
To hear that such a person would be brought to justice, the common priests and the Starlight Knights of the battle groups all cheered.
The existence of the new Hero, in particular, lit a fire in their hearts.
“All hail the Hero!!!”
“The Constellation has not abandoned us!”
“The time has finally come to drive out the darkness of the Magus Empire!”
Meanwhile, at that moment, that great Hero.
‘Damn it all. Why am I suffering like this. Aaargh! I want to quit everything!! Damn it! To hell with it!!’
He was sprawled out in the Land of Warriors, cursing up a storm.
One day had already passed in the outside world. Inside, five days had passed, and the signs of his exhaustion were clear.
“…Is he alright?”
Evan asked with a heavy expression.
For reference, Evan was giving Chris swordsmanship lessons.
However, he wasn't staying in the Land of Warriors the whole time, but was repeating a cycle of briefly entering to give his lesson and then leaving again.
‘It's this difficult just being in here for a moment.’
Evan bit his lip hard.
It felt as if his body couldn't adapt to the misaligned axis of time and was being turned inside out.
It wasn't just his physical body; the mana flowing in his core, and even his mental stability and the state of his soul were unstable.
It was a feeling more agonizing than the pressure of being dropped into the deep sea, unable to breathe.
‘And yet, Christian, you?’
He bit his lip hard at the sight of Christian lying sprawled out.
It must be just as hard for Christian.
Because Chris was also a human who felt the same agony.
And yet, the reason he was undergoing this ordeal-like training must be due to his single-minded desire to save the world.
Every time Evan looked at Christian, he felt so ashamed of himself that he couldn't bear it.
…For reference, this was all a misunderstanding.
‘Ah, I hate swinging a sword. I like taking the easy way out; this kind of effort doesn't suit me. I just want to drink. Alcohol. Alcohol. Alcohol. Delicious meat and alcohol. A life of debauchery. I want to be a scoundrel.’
The reason Christian was struggling right now was simply because he hated training, not particularly because of the distorted time axis.
How?
‘Well, the distortion of the time axis isn't that difficult for me.’
He possessed the rank of a Transcendent Being.
Therefore, the endurance of his soul and mind had become so immensely strong that he could easily withstand the change in the time axis.
‘My body is a problem, but I just have to ‘adapt’ it.’
Adaptation.
It was an incredible story.
It meant that he had completely readjusted all his body's reactions and biological metabolism to match the altered time axis.
‘Using the Life-Saving Arts makes it possible to change the minute reactions of the body.’
Of course, adjusting to the time axis in such a way was something only possible for Chris.
Thanks to that, he was in a state where he felt no agony at all.
‘In fact, if I wanted to, I could stay here not just for 50 days, but for much longer.’
The reason he said he would only stay for ten days by the outside world’s standard was that he didn't have the luxury of dragging it out any longer.
‘Things don't end with just capturing the Ghost Sword King.’
Chris planned to make the Tri-Alliance kneel before the Dark Alliance this time.
Starting with the Ghost Sword King, he had to eliminate the Beast King and the Duke of Illusion, and then force the Ghost Sword, Magical Beast, and Illusion Demonic Houses to submit.
‘On top of that, before the forces of our Dark Alliance that have advanced into the Four Kings' Castle's territory are worn down, I have to overthrow the Karn Empire's imperial family and make them strike the Four Kings' Castle from the rear.’
Thinking that far, Chris felt a surge of anger and let out a sigh.
‘Aaargh. Why is there so much to do! Damn it! Becoming a Hero when it's not even in my destiny! All I want is wealth and glory!’
However, seeing that look on Chris's face, Evan misunderstood again and said something unexpected.
“I will train here as well.”
“…Huh? It’ll be tough, though?”
Chris could endure it without difficulty for several reasons, but Evan could not.
However, Evan looked at Chris with eyes that seemed to burn with will and said in a strong voice.
“I will not fall behind you. I will not let you bear the world's burden alone.”
Spurred on by Chris, who was taking on a terrible ordeal (?) for the sake of the world, he had resolved to train alongside him!
Chris nodded his head, bewildered.
“Ah… sure. Do as you please.”
And so, the two of them trained together and grew at a stormy pace.
The Land of Warriors was not just different in its axis of time; its environment, including gravity and temperature, was vastly different from the outside.
It was incomparably harsh, but in return, if one could just endure it, the training efficiency was exceptionally outstanding, beyond all comparison.
In particular, thanks to receiving Evan's unsparing instruction, Chris's swordsmanship skills grew enormously in a short period.
However, the one who showed an even crazier growth than Chris was Evan.
‘Tough bastard.’
Chris clicked his tongue as he watched Evan train.
He had thought Evan would be out in a few days, but he didn't know what kind of resolve he had made while watching Chris, because he was enduring until the very end.
The sight of him swinging his sword with bloodshot eyes was frightening.
‘He improved his swordsmanship so quickly because he trains with that kind of vicious spirit.’
Moreover, Evan achieved an unbelievable miracle.
‘I think I need to send him out now.’
Seeing Evan, who had reached his limit, Chris tried to stop him, but.
“I'm... alright. I won't... lose. Never... to you….”
“……”
Having reached the limit of his limits, he gritted his teeth, his complexion as pale as a corpse.
“Hey, Evan? Yo? Hey?”
Even when Chris called out, there was no response.
He surpassed his limits and reached a state of no-self.
Slice!
As Evan swung his sword, the empty space far away was cut.
He had reached the state of cutting principles, the level of 7-Star!
‘...Crazy bastard. It's not like he's the protagonist of some hot-blooded novel. To break through to 7-Star with sheer grit.’
Thud.
Seeing Evan collapse, unable to endure after reaching 7-Star, Chris shook his head.
‘I can't lose either.’
In truth.
No matter how much he trained for 50 days in this sacred site, it was impossible to obtain a level of swordsmanship equal to the Ghost Sword King.
All he could do was close the gap as much as possible.
‘The outcome of a duel isn't always decided by skill alone. If I can just reduce the gap to a certain extent, there's a chance to cause an upset.’
Chris thought to himself.
‘In swordsmanship, I must at least reach the state of a Sword Master.’
Sword Master.
Unlike achievements measured in Stars, achievements in swordsmanship were difficult to clearly define.
This was because each person's path was different, and the achievements they gained were also different.
However, there was one commonality among those who had reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship.
-They had become the Master of the Sword.
It wasn't just about skillfully wielding a sword; one could only reach the summit of swordsmanship by becoming the master of the sword and controlling it perfectly.
For reference, Evan's swordsmanship was also in this state of a Sword Master.
‘Of course, I am still lacking to challenge the state of a Sword Master.’
No, it wasn't just 'lacking'; it was a statement that would make another who had reached the state of a Sword Master let out a hollow laugh.
It wasn't that Chris's swordsmanship was poor. Excluding the top-tier swordsmen, his skills were among the best.
However, Sword Master was an achievement one could not guarantee reaching even after dedicating their entire life to a single path of the sword.
However.
‘I can do it.’
No, beyond whether it was possible or impossible, he absolutely had to achieve it.
He could only face the Ghost Sword King if he at least reached the level of a Sword Master.
First, Chris put on a bracelet that sealed his energy.
What he needed to obtain now was a pure achievement of the sword.
Forgetting everything else, he focused solely on the sword.
Fwaat!
He swung his sword, and Chris's consciousness sank deep within.
Time passed in an instant, and the time for the duel drew near.
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                    The battle between the newly appeared Hero and the Ghost Sword King!
The eyes of the entire continent were on them.
To be precise, the eyes of the people of the Alliance were on them.
This was because the magi of the Magus Empire were preoccupied with the upheaval in the Southern Magus Nation, namely the fall of the Demon King of Azure Flow and the war with the Four Kings' Castle.
Everyone in the Alliance was talking about this duel.
However, the voices were not positive.
“Who do you think will win?”
“The Ghost Sword King, obviously, right? There’s no way some unknown Hero could be a match for the Ghost Sword King.”
“No, in the first place, I don’t even know if he’s a real Hero.”
People first began to doubt the authenticity of the Hero.
It was only natural.
His appearance was as if he had fallen from the sky.
Where he was from, who he was, not even his name was known.
If the Holy Emperor had not personally vouched for him on her own name, no one would have acknowledged him.
“Even if he is a real Hero, it’s impossible. A duel of pure swordsmanship, of all things. Unless they’re the head of the renowned swordsmanship house, there is no one in our Alliance who can face the Ghost Sword King in swordsmanship.”
These were words that subtly revealed their fear of the Ghost Sword King.
“I have no idea what Her Majesty the Holy Emperor is thinking.”
“No matter how politically cornered she is, isn’t she taking too much of a risk?”
“This Holy Emperor was a fine person who stood against the corrupt priests, but it seems she will fall like this.”
“But you never know, do you? The Hero might win.”
“As if. He’ll be a Hero who disappears as soon as he appears.”
People shook their heads.
And so, amidst everyone's attention, the day of the duel arrived.
The location of the duel was a neutral zone between the Holy Empire and the Tri-Alliance.
Countless people had flocked to the site even before the duel began.
Most of them were sent by the various powers of the Alliance to confirm the identity of the new Hero.
‘So many have gathered. The Mirror Ice Palace, the Celestial Magic Tower, the Gold Cross, the Gray Zone, and even the Karn Empire.’
Those who recognized each other’s faces shook their heads.
It seemed as if figures from nearly every nation and power in the Alliance had gathered.
Remarkable figures were often seen.
‘The Young Mistress of the Mirror Ice Palace.’
People looked with surprised eyes at a young elf girl with snow-white silver hair.
The Mirror Ice Palace was a group centered around the High Elves, who were called the nobility among elves.
The next in line to lead, the Young Mistress of the Palace, had come in person.
‘Sir William, the “Fierce Tiger” of the Round Table, is here too.’
The Round Table was an alliance of noble houses.
For reference, the renowned swordsmanship house was excluded from this.
As the foremost noble house in the Alliance, the renowned swordsmanship house refused to be bundled with other families and formed its own independent power.
‘Even Sir Asran, the “Sword of Light” and Vice-Commander of the Karn Empire’s Imperial Guard.’
People gulped as they saw a woman with an impression as hard as steel.
‘It’s obvious his head is going to be taken by the Ghost Sword King, so to think such great people have gathered.’
‘Sir Asran, in particular, must be busy with the affairs of the Karn Empire, so for her to come all this way.’
Currently, the most chaotic place in the Alliance was the Karn Empire.
The struggle for the throne had intensified, and all sorts of factions had begun to get involved.
The Alliance's most powerful military groups, the ‘Renowned Swordsmanship House’ and the ‘White Tiger Order’, were each supporting different successors, and with the ‘Gray Zone’, the Alliance's own den of demons, showing signs of interfering, there were even whispers of a civil war.
‘They’re probably here to win the Hero over for the Crown Prince.’
‘If they receive the Hero's support, they'll be able to seize the high ground in the succession dispute.’
It was only natural, as the symbolism of the Hero in the Alliance was immense.
This was especially true in the current situation, with the Magus Empire's movements being so unusual.
‘That's only if the Hero survives this duel, though.’
‘It’s obvious he’ll become the shortest-lived Hero in history.’
Just then, the flag of the Holy Empire began to appear in the distance.
It was the Holy Emperor's procession.
“We greet Her Majesty, the Holy Emperor!”
The figures in the area all paid their respects to the Holy Emperor in unison.
Although they all belonged to different factions, it was proper etiquette, as the Holy Emperor was one of the three most supreme figures in the Alliance, along with the Pontiff of the Gold Cross and the Emperor of the Karn Empire.
‘Who is the Hero?’
Everyone quickly scanned the Holy Emperor's surroundings.
One figure who seemed out of place caught everyone's eye.
A man with a steel-like impression, his sculpted features were reminiscent of a protagonist from a heroic tale.
An appearance that looked like a Hero to anyone.
“Is that the newly appeared Hero?”
The man pointed out by the people, Evan, stepped forward and shook his head.
“I am not the Hero. The Hero is this person. Everyone, pay your respects to the great Hero.”
“!!”
Only then did the people’s gazes fall upon a figure behind Evan.
He was a boy with blond hair and blue eyes.
It was Chris in disguise.
‘That boy is the Hero?’
‘He doesn't look like it at all?’
People tilted their heads.
Chris was currently disguised with the legendary artifact, the Emblem of the Constellation. Since a drastic change in appearance from his original form could create a sense of incongruity, he had taken on an appearance somewhat similar to his original self.
Therefore, he looked just as slender as his original form.
He looked only like a pampered young noble, a far cry from the image of a powerful Hero that usually came to mind.
They might have been convinced if they knew of Chris's achievements in Stellar Radiance, but they couldn't tell as he was deliberately concealing his energy.
And his impression.
‘…He has such an ill-mannered face. What kind of Hero has such a detestable impression?’
The Hero was frowning slightly, and to anyone, he looked like he had a bad personality.
The feel of an unpleasant and arrogant young noble?
In truth, there was a reason for this.
Chris was in a very bad mood right now.
Seeing the people who had flocked to see him, it finally hit him that he had truly become the Hero.
‘Damn it, and this bastard Evan has no idea how I feel.’
He was infuriated to see Evan looking at him with a thoroughly proud expression.
‘I swear, one day, I will pass this Hero title onto you, Evan.’
He was in the middle of composing his frayed nerves when, suddenly, a rough voice was heard.
“Haha! I see the great Hero! I am William of the Round Table! It is a humble position, but I serve as the head of the War King noble house.”
A man with a physique as massive as a mountain.
Like his booming voice, his impression was also frank and open.
Chris’s eyes glinted with interest.
‘William, this guy was here too?’
He was a person he had a deep connection with in his previous life.
Because he was another one of the Hero’s companions.
‘He wasn't a full member, but a guest member like Istanya.’
Unlike the other members of the hero’s party, he was quite old, currently in his early forties.
‘And unlike the other companions who grew strong late in the game, his achievements were already mature, so he was active from the very beginning of the Age of Ruin.’
His current achievement also seemed to be around high 7-Star.
For a member of the Alliance, who were on the whole underwhelming, it was a tremendous achievement.
There was a reason he was called the Fierce Tiger.
However.
‘It's not enough.’
Chris crossed his arms.
Was it because he had seen so many truly formidable figures after becoming a magus of the Magus Empire?
He felt that it was far from enough.
‘Before the great war begins, William needs to reach at least 8-Star.’
William's other epithet was ‘The Shield’.
The higher his achievement rose, the more the Alliance’s losses could be reduced.
‘The problem is how.’
William was not a genius like Evan or Archmage Ranya, who would grow on their own if left alone.
He would need someone’s help to gain achievements quickly, but the problem was that he wasn't the type to easily listen to others' advice.
‘Unlike his bandit-like appearance, he comes from a prestigious family, so he's a guy with an incredibly strong sense of pride.’
Just look at him now.
Seeing the look in William’s eyes directed at him, Chris let out a smirk.
They were blazing with a competitive spirit.
He could see his desire to put this Hero who had appeared out of nowhere in his place and reveal his true colors.
“But a Hero, all of a sudden. How strange. I may not look it, but this body of mine is well-connected and knows the faces of most up-and-comers, but I’ve never seen you before.”
William, expressing his suspicion toward Chris.
If Chris hadn't been scheduled to fight the Ghost Sword King, he had a face that looked like he would have immediately challenged him to a duel.
The Holy Emperor Istanya, who was standing behind him, frowned, but Chris raised his hand as if to say he would handle it.
‘A duel, he says. I had to teach him a lesson anyway. I might as well use this chance to put him in his place.’
It seemed like a good idea to use a duel as a pretext for giving him a lesson.
‘You should be grateful. My teachings are not something you can receive easily. Of course, since it’s a ‘practical’ lesson, it might be a little rough.’
Having finished his thoughts, Chris opened his mouth.
Unlike the magi, who would just throw a punch if they wanted to fight, the people of the Alliance, who cared about face, first needed to have the groundwork laid.
“I've never seen your face either.”
“…You speak informally.”
“Aren't you doing the same? I am a Hero, so you could say my status is equal to that of a head of a small house like you.”
“…Wh-what? A small house?”
“The War King noble house? I’ve never even heard of it. Was there such a house in the Round Table? The name is certainly very grand, though. The War King? Pfft, ah, my apologies for laughing.”
William’s face turned bright red.
Just as Chris said, the War King noble house was a minor house in the Round Table, only recently gaining momentum thanks to its current head, William.
“This generation’s Hero is quite rude.”
“I only spoke the truth. You, on the other hand, are quite sensitive. If it's because I struck a nerve, then I will apologize. It's a rule that you shouldn't tell someone who is truly lacking that they are lacking. I was indeed inconsiderate.”
“You bastard!!”
Unable to hold back, William drew his axe.
“Head of the house. Refrain from being rude to the Hero.”
Evan said as he stepped in front of Chris.
“Wasn't this bastard the one who was being rude?!”
Evan tilted his head.
“I do not know what you mean by rude. There was nothing incorrect in what the Hero said. Is it not true that the War King noble house is a minor house?”
“Th-this bastard…!”
Hearing that from Evan, who hailed from the most powerful of all the noble houses in the Alliance, the renowned swordsmanship house, made William jump even more.
Meanwhile, the people in the area had expressions of great interest.
‘Picking a fight with Sir William, the Fierce Tiger. Is he insane?’
‘It seems he doesn't even have the eyes to recognize his opponent.’
William ground his teeth.
“Since you have an important duel ahead of you, I will not take action against you here. Instead, bow your head and apologize to me at once.”
It was a generous offer, given that they were in front of the Holy Emperor.
However.
“I believe I'm the one who should be receiving an apology.”
“…What?”
“Didn't you first send a disrespectful gaze toward me, the Hero? Isn't that right, Evan?”
Evan nodded his head, playing along.
“That is correct, Sir Hero. This man was the first to send an insolent gaze toward you, Sir Hero. Apologize to the Hero at once, Head of the house.”
William looked as if he was about to explode.
Fwaat!
In the end, he drew his axe.
“You bastard, I can't let this go any longer. To think a punk like you is a Hero. There must have been some mistake. The result of your duel with the Ghost Sword King is obvious without even seeing it, so I shall first teach you the proper way of things.”
Everyone’s attention was focused on them.
Chris let out a smirk.
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                    “That would be a bit problematic. The duel with the Ghost Sword King was decided in the name of Her Majesty, the Holy Emperor. It would be troublesome to get into a scuffle before the duel.”
“So you're saying you'll avoid it?”
“No, let’s do this. Since the duel with the Ghost Sword King is to be a pure swordsmanship battle without using mana.”
Chris beckoned with his finger.
“It should be fine if you and I have a ‘betting duel’ of mana.”
“!!”
The venue stirred.
It was a duel where they would press their hands together and compete to see whose energy was more powerful, a far more dangerous contest.
“Are you serious?”
The look in William’s eyes changed.
Unlike the duels of the magi, the duels of the people of the Alliance rarely went to extremes.
This was because they avoided killing blows and maintained a certain line.
But a mana duel was different.
One wrong move could not only damage one's core but also leave them a cripple.
“If you're worried about me, don't be. Because I won't lose.”
“!!”
“Ah, if you're the one who’s scared and wants to avoid it, then fine. I'll understand.”
William’s expression hardened completely.
“Don't regret this.”
“Ah, a duel with nothing on the line is dull, so how about we make a bet?”
“…What?”
“If you lose, you will follow one of my commands. If I lose… well, it doesn't matter. That won't happen.”
“You bastard!!”
They pressed their hands together.
Fwaaaaaak!!
William drew up his energy.
A powerful and fierce energy, befitting his epithet, ‘The Shield’.
‘Oh?’
Chris raised the corners of his mouth in a smirk.
‘You’re holding back in a mana duel?’
William was not drawing up his energy with all his might.
It was only about half?
He must be underestimating Chris.
‘How can you act as The Shield with a mentality like this.’
Fwaaaaaat!
Chris drew up his own energy in response.
“!!”
At the sight of the surging Mana of Radiance, William’s face hardened.
It was an energy that far surpassed his expectations.
“Keuk!”
He let out a groan, and Chris scoffed.
“Is this all you’ve got? They called you the Fierce Tiger, but I’m disappointed. Just like the head of a house with nothing but a grand-sounding name, are you also just a bluff?”
“You bastard…!!”
William’s face turned bright red.
“I was deliberately showing you mercy so as not to leave you a cripple, but prepare yourself!!”
Finally, he unleashed an attack with his full power.
‘It's certainly an immense energy.’
Chris nodded as he watched William’s energy surge toward him.
It was like a tidal wave was crashing down.
‘His energy has always been among the best in the Alliance.’
William was a knight raised by the War King noble house, a relatively minor house within the Round Table, with the family’s very fate on the line.
They had poured all the family's resources into him, feeding him all sorts of elixirs, and thanks to that, William came to possess a massive amount of energy.
This was the reason William was able to gain the epithet, ‘The Shield’.
However.
‘What's the use of having a brutishly large amount of energy if you don't even know how to control it properly?’
He dismissed him curtly.
An ignorant brute with only strength.
That was the current William in Chris’s eyes.
‘He was the same during the Age of Ruin.’
Although he had achieved many things, if you asked whether William’s actual skills were that great, the answer was no.
William only began to grow into someone worthy of the Hero’s party after he met Chris and fixed his chronic problem.
‘He was so damn stubborn about listening back then, too.’
-Who do you think you are? To say such things to me?
He remembered how William had burst into anger after hearing his advice.
Of course, it soon changed to this.
-Y-you are my savior. I'm alive thanks to you.
Remembering William's 180-degree change in attitude, a smile came to Chris’s face.
In fact, at the time, if William hadn't awakened thanks to Chris’s advice, he would have died in the subsequent battle against the demons, so it was no different from having been granted the grace of life.
He was a prideful man, but he was the type who never forgot a debt of gratitude, so after that, William treated Chris extremely well.
It was time to bestow the same ‘grace’ upon him again.
‘Though it will be a bit rougher this time.’
Whoosh.
Chris drew up his energy.
In truth, Chris was invincible in this kind of contest of energy. This was because his Dark Demonic Energy possessed the property of dominance.
If he were to subtly mix the properties of his Dark Demonic Energy into his Mana of Radiance, William would be defeated without being able to do a thing.
But Chris deliberately did not use such a trick.
Instead, he used an ‘orthodox’ method.
Kwaaang!
Their energies clashed in the center.
In terms of the pure amount of energy, William had an overwhelming victory.
Chris’s own energy had always been on the lacking side compared to others of the same achievement level.
This was because he accumulated magi and mana separately.
‘If you were to combine my mana and magi, I wouldn't be lacking either, but right now, I have to use only mana.’
Therefore, the amount of Chris's 'mana' was embarrassingly small compared to William's.
At least two times over.
Perhaps a difference of nearly three times.
“It’s not too late, even now. If you admit your rudeness and apologize, I will let you off without injury.”
William said with a menacing glare.
However.
“It's hard to hear what a dense oaf is saying.”
“You bastard…!”
It was in that moment.
Suddenly, an upset occurred.
Slice.
Chris’s energy began to cut through William’s.
Like a sharp sword cutting through rock.
“!!”
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
“What are you so surprised about? I just focused my mana to a single point to make it sharp. You can't do something like this?”
William had a look of disbelief on his face.
To make the mana moving inside one’s body as sharp as a blade?
That was absolutely impossible.
“Don’t tell me you thought a mana duel was just about pushing with brute force? Is this the level of the War King noble house?”
“Shut up!!”
A vein popped on William’s forehead.
He no longer had the leeway to even open his mouth.
But he was pushed back helplessly.
Despite a difference in quantity of nearly three times, William’s energy was continuously driven back.
Like a disorderly mob being defeated in a battle against an elite army.
Chris didn't stop at simply making his energy sharp.
He displayed all sorts of dazzling skills.
“I'm teaching you kindly, so feel it for yourself. This is how you handle mana.”
The Gyeong method of channeling a shockwave.
The Hwa method of flowing with the opponent's energy to deflect it.
The Yu method of using softness to envelop and neutralize the opponent’s energy.
As if toying with him, all sorts of feats were performed using mana.
William’s mana was continuously pushed back without being able to put up a decent fight, and finally.
“Keoheok!!”
“Sir William!!!”
He coughed up a mouthful of blood and fell to his knees.
His core had been damaged.
Astonishment spread through the venue.
‘Impossible.’
‘To win against Sir William in a mana duel?’
Chris dusted off his hands, then spoke to the kneeling William.
“I believe this is my victory.”
“…You, you bastard.”
“You lost, so as we bet, you have to do as I say, right?”
For reference, William had never agreed to that bet, but Chris didn't care.
“Strive harder.”
“…What? What?”
Chris put on a thoroughly pathetic expression.
“Because your mana control methods were so dull, they were yawn-inducing. I’m telling you to put in some effort.”
“!!”
“I gave you a personal demonstration today, so you can do it, right?”
“You bastard!! Keoooheok!!”
Unable to contain his rage, William burst out in anger, then coughed up another mouthful of clotted blood before fainting and collapsing.
The venue fell silent, and Chris shrugged his shoulders.
‘Well, I’ve stimulated him this much, so he’ll train hard. He’s the type to get stronger when he has a goal.’
He had injured his core, but it was nothing to worry too much about.
‘It’s not like I dealt a fatal wound, and if you want to learn how to control mana properly from the very basics, the experience of recovering your core is the best.’
In other words, the reason Chris was so mean to William today wasn't because he had a bad personality, but because he was playing the villain for William's sake.
Really. Truly.
People carried William away, and everyone looked at Chris with shocked gazes.
As he shrugged, he made eye contact with a few figures.
The first was a person he had met before, Asran, the Sword of Light from the Karn Empire.
‘It seems she came to recruit me, the Hero, to the Crown Prince’s side.’
When their eyes met, Asran placed a hand on her sword and gave Chris a knight's salute.
For reference, during the time Chris was the Emperor of the Karn Empire, Asran was a loyal retainer who had protected him with her life.
He felt a sense of warmth.
‘I’ll have to talk to her separately later. I had to go to the Karn Empire after finishing things with the Tri-Alliance anyway.’
Another figure was also looking at him.
‘A High Elf. From the Mirror Ice Palace?’
It was an elf girl with white-silver hair.
She seemed to not be fully grown yet, with a youthful appearance of roughly fifteen years old in human terms.
A jewel embedded in her forehead, containing the energy of a spirit, showed that the girl was a High Elf.
‘With that appearance, she seems to be Yvonne, the Young Mistress of the Palace.’
After the Demon King of Azure Flow, the former Fairy Queen, had become corrupted, the High Elves had fallen into decline, and the number of surviving High Elves was not large.
‘No matter how surprising the appearance of a Hero is, for a High Elf, and the Young Mistress of the Palace at that, to come in person is unusual.’
He wondered if the Mirror Ice Palace also had some business with the Hero, like Asran, but it didn't seem to be anything special.
She was simply sending him a searching gaze.
‘No, it's not just observing.’
Chris frowned.
‘Hostility?’
He wondered if he had seen it wrong, but he hadn't.
The elf girl had a doll-like face and was showing a strange smile toward Chris, but he felt an eerie sense of foreboding.
His intuition, enhanced by his risen soul-rank, was sounding an alarm.
That elf girl was hostile toward him.
‘She's no ordinary person.’
Chris felt a sense of vigilance.
‘Moreover, that gaze. It's not simple hostility.’
What was it?
It was a feeling like a predator looking at its prey.
Of course, it wasn't outwardly obvious.
The elf girl, with her pretty and lovely appearance, was simply smiling.
But Chris felt a sensation similar to when he had faced the gaze of the mad killer, Sherad.
‘What is this?’
Before he could react, the young elf mistress turned her back with a flick and disappeared.
‘…What the.’
He had an unsettling feeling, but he couldn't chase after her.
Kiiiiiaaaaaaaaaak!!
A demonic shriek began to be heard from far away.
Everyone’s face hardened.
It was the appearance of the Ghost Sword Demonic House.
* * *
A deathly silence descended upon the venue.
The magi of the Ghost Sword Demonic House had tattoos in the shape of ghosts on their faces.
Combined with the sinister demonic energy flowing from their entire bodies, they looked like demons that had descended upon the earth.
The most overwhelming of all was the magus riding in a palanquin at the center.
An old man was holding a single sword in his arms.
His physique was not large.
His forehead was full of wrinkles, clearly showing the traces of time. His gaunt body looked as if it would have difficulty even swinging the sword he held.
But that was only his appearance.
The energy emanating from the old man's body was like Mount Tai.
More than enough to overwhelm everyone in this place.
That old man was the Ghost Sword King.
‘He's as formidable as they say.’
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
The feeling was almost identical to when he had first seen Nordian.
The overwhelming presence befitting one of the strongest heads among the 12 prestigious houses of the Magus Empire.
Finally, the palanquin stopped, and the Ghost Sword King’s eyes flashed open.
Ignoring the Holy Emperor completely, he looked directly at Christian.
“Are you the Hero?”
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                    Chris nodded his head.
Unlike usual, he felt no desire to provoke his opponent.
“That is correct.”
“You’re a fledgling.”
“!!”
It wasn’t a provocation.
He truly thought so.
Because the gap between the Ghost Sword King and Christian was that great.
“You are not a match for me.”
“……”
“I had expectations, hearing of a newly appeared Hero, but I came for nothing. This is problematic. If I cut down a fledgling like you, it will only damage my dignity. Still, I came all this way, so I can’t just go back.”
The Ghost Sword King looked all around him.
“Should I just kill them all?”
“!!”
An indifferent voice, devoid of any killing intent.
But for that very reason, it felt all the more genuine.
For the Ghost Sword King, killing everyone in this place was the same as stepping on an ant.
“Having made me come all this way for nothing, shouldn’t you all pay that price?”
Everyone in the venue froze and gripped their swords.
The Starlight Knights drew their blades, forming a circle to protect the Holy Emperor.
‘Of course, what else would you expect from the Killing Fiend.’
Chris shook his head.
During the Age of Ruin, the Ghost Sword King had sided with the Demon King of Bloodletting and spilled an immense amount of blood in the Alliance.
So much so that the people of the Alliance later came to call him not the Ghost Sword King, but the Killing Fiend.
As a touch-and-go atmosphere flowed, the Ghost Sword King shook his head.
“Enough. I will just go back. All of you, consider it a stroke of luck. If my house did not have an important event ahead, none of you would have kept your lives.”
An unexpected statement.
It seemed he was trying to avoid a clash, as he was likely planning to strike the rear of the Dark Alliance soon.
The Holy Emperor was also here, so if blood was wrongly shed, it could lead to an all-out war with the Holy Empire.
It was just as everyone was letting out a sigh of relief.
Chris stepped forward.
“Stop.”
“!!”
Everyone’s eyes widened at Chris, who had fearlessly stopped the Ghost Sword King.
“What is it?”
“Did you not agree to a duel with me? Are you avoiding it?”
The Ghost Sword King burst into laughter.
“Hahaha!!”
A chill ran down everyone’s spine.
It was only laughter, but it felt as if their very souls were being cut.
The Ghost Sword King’s eyes shone menacingly.
“Do you not realize what great mercy I have shown you? Now that it has come to this, I suppose I will have to take your head. Even if it is beneath my dignity, a Hero is a Hero, so if I take your head, it can at least be used to liven up a drinking party.”
A figure standing beside him stepped forward.
“I will take care of him, Head of the house.”
He was a young man with a sharp impression.
It was a familiar face.
‘Akhen, the Evil Spirit Lord of the Ghost Sword Demonic House. A man who rose to the core of the Ghost Sword Demonic House at a young age due to his outstanding talent.’
He was another one who was infamous.
This one, in particular, was a bastard who not only cut down enemies on the battlefield but also slaughtered civilians for fun.
A man who had to be killed, should the opportunity arise.
“Very well. You take care of him.”
“Thank you.”
Akhen stepped forward and drew his sword.
Chaaang!
“As it happens, I was in a foul mood because of some annoying punk from the Dark Demonic House. This is perfect.”
“……”
“Prepare yourself. I won't give you a clean death.”
The annoying punk from the Dark Demonic House.
It seemed he was talking about Chris.
Akhen was also a promising prospect of the Ghost Sword Demonic House, and it seemed the accomplishments of Christian, who was of a similar age, had gotten on his nerves.
“Wait, there is something I would like to ask the Ghost Sword King first.”
“Shut up with your useless talk and….”
“You’re the one who should shut your mouth. The Hero is speaking, you small fry. I was speaking to the Ghost Sword King.”
“!!”
As Chris rebuked him, Akhen snapped his mouth shut.
He had been overwhelmed by an unknown pressure.
“What is it?”
“If I defeat this man, will you keep your promise and have our duel?”
“Very well.”
“There is more. Please promise that you will accept the outcome like a magus, no matter what blood is shed during the duel.”
“!!”
It meant that he was not to be held responsible even if his opponent died.
The Ghost Sword King let out a hollow laugh.
“This generation’s Hero is full of confidence. Do as you please.”
The face of Akhen, who was standing in front, turned bright red.
Kiiiiiaaaaaaaaaak!
As he drew his sword, a demonic shriek echoed out.
It was the Ghost Sword Arts.
A secret art unique to the Ghost Sword Demonic House that amplified power by trapping the resentment of those they killed within the sword.
That wasn't all.
Hwaaaat!!
A cool, indigo demonic energy rose up.
An energy so chilling that even those standing far away felt their hair stand on end.
“I'll kill you!!”
Along with the demonic shriek, the indigo black sword energy surged forward.
Papapat!
Countless additional swords fell toward Chris. It was a continuous attack using his will.
An attack that combined both power and swordsmanship, it flew exquisitely, predicting Chris’s possible paths of evasion.
However.
‘If this were before, I might have found it threatening.’
Chris let out a smirk.
For reference, the man's level was mid 6-Star.
It was an excellent level, but unfortunately for him, the difference in class with Chris was too great.
Chris was no longer at a level where he would associate with such ‘rookies’.
‘How should I handle this.’
For a split second, so many possible counters came to mind that he had trouble choosing.
Chris chose the method with the most impact.
Sreuk.
He drew his sword and aimed at the approaching swarm of black sword energy.
But there was something surprising.
He didn't draw up any mana at all.
As if he were in a practice match.
“Look at that!”
“Why isn't he using mana? That’s dangerous!”
The spectators from the Alliance cried out in surprise.
Akhen also frowned.
He couldn't understand his opponent’s actions.
But he wasn't particularly wary.
He just considered it a foolish act.
‘So this is the Hero. What a fool.’
Hwaaaaak!
It was the moment the black sword energy surged forward.
Suddenly, an upset occurred.
Seuk.
Chris took a light step forward.
It was a simple motion, but the distance closed in a flash, and the direction of the black sword energy heading for Chris was strangely thrown off, dissipating into nothing.
A footwork so exquisite it could draw gasps.
‘Petty tricks…!’
Akhen of the Ghost Sword Demonic House roared in anger and brandished his sword again.
A continuous attack using his will, even stronger than before, poured out.
At that moment, Chris’s sword cut through the empty air.
It was a movement that was neither strong nor fast.
It was even like a butterfly in flight.
But then, something surprising happened again.
That single strike, like a fluttering of wings, strangely bypassed the surging black sword energy and aimed precisely for Akhen’s neck.
At this rate, before the black sword energy could reach him, Akhen’s neck would be cut first.
“!!”
Akhen hastily withdrew his sword to evade, but the same situation repeated itself.
He repeatedly tried to unleash his powerful will-techniques, but they were nullified by Chris's simple movements every time, and finally.
“Aren't your fundamentals too lacking? Is this all the Ghost Sword Demonic House's swordsmanship amounts to?”
“!!”
The moment Akhen’s eyes widened.
Slice!
Chris’s sword cut straight through Akhen’s neck.
“Keok?”
A look of disbelief on his face, as if he couldn't believe what had just happened to him.
“The level of the Ghost Sword Demonic House is nothing special either.”
“Y… you….”
Akhen opened and closed his mouth, trying to say something, but it was too late.
He collapsed with a thud, and the venue fell into a dead silence.
To defeat a high-ranking magus of the Ghost Sword Demonic House without using any mana at all.
Everyone stared at Chris, completely shocked.
“How about it? With this, am I qualified to face you?”
“……”
The Ghost Sword King’s face turned icy, and he stepped down from his palanquin.
It was an affirmation.
“If that is your wish, then I will kill you.”
“My, I believe that fellow just said something similar. Could it be that the Ghost Sword Demonic House is actually the Bluffing Demonic House?”
“……”
As expected of the Ghost Sword King.
He showed no particular reaction to the provocation.
He simply had a gaze that had sunk even deeper.
So much so that it made one’s pores prickle.
As goosebumps were about to form, Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
“Come.”
Fwaat!
Finally, the duel began.
* * *
The conditions of this duel were as follows:
To fight with pure ‘swordsmanship’ only, without mobilizing magi or mana.
The Ghost Sword King kept that promise.
He truly faced Chris using only pure swordsmanship, without mobilizing any energy at all.
However.
‘Damn it. He's ridiculously strong.’
Chris twisted his lips.
He could now understand why the Ghost Sword King had so confidently accepted a pure swordsmanship duel.
With his sword alone, the Ghost Sword King was strong.
Strong enough to cut down average magi or knights as if swatting insects.
“Is this all you've got?”
Fwaat!
The sword was swung.
It was not a will-technique, nor was it a miraculous ability.
But it was all the more threatening for it.
Though it was nothing more than a single line, he was unable to move an inch.
Kaaang!
Raising his sword to barely defend, Chris retreated.
“You’re not a Hero, you’re like a little rat.”
“Still, I'm doing pretty well, aren't I?”
The Ghost Sword King frowned at Chris’s response.
But inwardly, he looked surprised.
Because it was rare for anyone to be able to block his sword, even to this extent.
“I trained hard to lock you away in Purgatory.”
Chris responded with a grin.
For reference, Purgatory was the deepest prison in the Holy Empire.
After winning this duel, Chris planned to imprison the Ghost Sword King in Purgatory.
‘Killing him is problematic as it could lead to an all-out war. It would be best to keep him as a prisoner. All the better to control the Tri-Alliance as I see fit.’
Of course, that was only if he won.
Fwaat!
The sword flew at him again.
Chris focused all of his mind to block the sword, and the nerve-wracking scene continued.
“It’s no good. He’s no match for him.”
“The Hero’s swordsmanship is certainly incredible, but.”
The spectators shook their heads.
The Hero's swordsmanship was nothing short of brilliant.
So much so that among those present, excluding Sir Asran, the Sword of Light of the Karn Empire, there was no one who could guarantee they could face the Hero in swordsmanship.
But his opponent was just too much.
Just as the Ghost Sword King had first said, the difference in their class was too great.
“Wh-what do we do?”
Ruina, who had tagged along, whispered urgently to Evan.
“At this rate, that bast… I mean, Sir Hero is going to die!”
“It's alright. I believe in him.”
“Believe in what! He’s no match for him! There's a limit to how blind you can be!”
The Holy Emperor Istanya, standing beside them, also nodded her head.
“It looks bad to me, too. Is it alright to just stand by and watch?”
She said it with the intention of intervening if things took a turn for the worse.
But Evan showed a response that was still incomprehensible.
“It is alright. He will win.”
“No, what. He’ll win? I’ve been thinking this for a while, but are you really blind?”
“Yes, Your Majesty. Sir Evan is crazy. He’s not in his right mind when it comes to that guy.”
As Istanya and Ruina reacted with bewilderment, Evan frowned and said.
“Look. Look at Chris’s current state.”
All they could see was him being pushed back helplessly.
However.
“He has not allowed a single sword strike to land until now. Even with such a difference in skill.”
“!!”
Only then did Istanya’s expression change.
She realized something was strange.
He seemed to be pushed back helplessly, yet he had not suffered even a single minor scratch until now.
That wasn't all.
In real time, as they exchanged blows, the aspect of the duel was gradually changing.
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                    “Look. His movements. They are gradually improving.”
That was right.
From a situation where every single strike was life-threatening.
To a point where he could barely block them.
And then again, to a point where it was still overwhelming, but manageable.
Everyone who realized this fact stared with wide-eyed wonder.
‘No, how?’
The reason was simple.
Chris’s swordsmanship skills were improving in real time.
‘Each and every one of the Ghost Sword King’s strikes is a priceless exemplar that you couldn’t see even if you paid for it.’
Chris thought as he ‘devoured’ the trajectory of the Ghost Sword King’s blade flying toward him with his eyes.
There are many powerful knights and magi.
But it was rare to find one who had mastered swordsmanship to such an extreme.
This was because, as one could see in Chris’s case, once a certain level was reached, the power of ‘will’ became more important than achievements in swordsmanship.
Of course, achievements in swordsmanship must serve as a foundation for the power of the will to become stronger, but most high-ranking knights and magi who wielded a sword would, at a certain point, focus on training their will rather than polishing their swordsmanship itself.
‘Of course, even for me, it's impossible for my skills to improve enough to face the Ghost Sword King on equal footing just by watching his sword.’
Nevertheless, the reason for such a noticeable change was simple.
Chris was beginning to ‘adapt’ to the Ghost Sword King’s sword.
‘I was already familiar with his sword style.’
In his previous life, the Ghost Sword King was one of the primary enemies of the Alliance.
Therefore, countless knights had analyzed the Ghost Sword King’s sword.
Chris, too, had researched the Ghost Sword King’s sword with the Hero’s party.
‘Based on that analysis, I conducted simulated duels in my mind's eye during my recent training.’
When training to become a Sword Master, one does not simply swing a sword.
He had also held simulated duels in his mind’s eye, taking the Ghost Sword King as his opponent.
Thanks to that, now that he was experiencing the Ghost Sword King’s sword directly, he was able to adapt quickly.
‘Of course, that doesn't mean it's manageable by any means.’
It was only that things had gotten slightly better.
Every single split second was still a life-or-death crisis.
Fwaat!
The Ghost Sword King’s sword split the light.
It had already surpassed the level of form, making it impossible to even surmise what kind of swordsmanship it was.
The pinnacle of speed.
It was too late to react after seeing it.
One had to predict the direction of the attack through the minute reactions of the body before the sword was thrust and evade.
But the Ghost Sword King twisted even that prediction.
A single ray of light split into countless branches.
Making both reaction and prediction useless.
Chris unfolded his sword according to his searing, primal intuition and showed a dazzling movement as if brushing away the scattering light.
“Ooh!!”
The spectators cried out in admiration..
He had barely been able to block it, but the crisis was not over.
The Ghost Sword King showed no change in expression. He was not tired, nor had he shed even a single drop of sweat.
That was right.
This was the decisive difference between the two.
For Chris, each and every move was a life-or-death crisis, but for the Ghost Sword King, it was nothing more than light swordplay.
Just then, the Ghost Sword King suddenly stopped his sword and said something unexpected.
“I retract what I said before. You’re not bad, for a fledgling. It is a sword worthy of being called a Hero's.”
It was a compliment.
However, it was not well-intentioned.
“Someone of your level is more than qualified to be a sacrifice for my Ghost Sword. It’s been a long time since I've tasted the thrill of seeing blood.”
The Ghost Sword King smiled with his wrinkled face.
It was a chilling smile, as if he felt ecstasy from cutting down a strong opponent.
‘Is this guy the same type as Sherad? Crazy bastard.’
Chris calmed his breath.
The Ghost Sword King’s atmosphere had changed.
If before it had felt like he was lightly warming up, now it felt like he was about to get serious.
And then.
Fwaat!
Chris hastily twisted his body to the side.
There had been no precursor, but it was an action based on instinct.
That choice saved Chris’s life.
A single line stretched out, and after a moment of silence, a fierce wind blew.
The Ghost Sword King’s sword had momentarily twisted space, creating a powerful wind pressure.
‘To create something like that without even imbuing it with demonic energy.’
His attack had been nullified, but the Ghost Sword King let out a continuous laugh, as if he were enjoying himself.
“Kukuk. Good. How long has it been since I've had such fun? Struggle with all your might and please me even more.”
A voice like one toying with a cornered rat.
But Chris showed an unexpected reaction.
“How about you wipe off that blood first?”
“What?”
The Ghost Sword King’s eyes widened.
Drip.
A single line of blood was trickling down the back of his sword hand!
Chris had landed a blow, aiming for the gap in the split second between the King’s thrust and the retraction of his sword.
“…You bastard.”
“On the contrary, I had expectations, hearing you were the Ghost Sword King, but you are nothing special. Don’t tell me you thought you could just show off your power without even being able to land a hit?”
“!!”
It was a taunt, mocking the fact that despite all the threatening attacks he had launched so far, he had not been able to inflict a single scratch on Chris.
He didn't stop there.
“I heard a story that the greatest combat magus among the heads of the prestigious Magus houses is Head Nordian of the Dark Demonic House, and it seems to be true. If I had known, I wouldn't have challenged you to a duel.”
“You bastard…!”
The Ghost Sword King, who had maintained his composure until now, became enraged for the first time.
For reference, among the heads of the prestigious Magus houses—excluding the Necromancy and Mystic houses, who were a ‘Heaven beyond Heaven’—the following four were considered the strongest.
All of them had reached the pinnacle of 8-Star.
The Vengeful Spirit of the Curse Demonic House.
The Obsidian King of the Obsidian Demonic House.
And the Ghost Sword King and Nordian.
Among them, the Ghost Sword King and Nordian were often compared as fellow combat magi.
‘So they actually fought, and my grandfather won.’
Therefore, the Ghost Sword King would grind his teeth at the mere mention of Nordian. On the other hand, Nordian didn't even pay the Ghost Sword King any mind, wounding his pride even further.
On top of that, Nordian had recently become a Lesser Demon King, making him an opponent the King could no longer touch, which must have made it all the more bitter.
“I will make you regret moving your tongue so carelessly.”
Still, as expected of the Ghost Sword King.
He suppressed his anger and calmly launched his assault.
However, there was a clear difference from before.
‘His killing intent has grown thicker.’
He wasn't agitated.
However, the intensity of his attacks had become far more violent.
“D-danger!!”
A terribly precarious situation unfolded, and it looked as if he would collapse, spraying blood at any moment.
But it was in the instant that a continuous sword attack aiming for his leg, chest, and neck grazed past his body.
Once again, the unbelievable happened.
Fwaat!
Once again, blood spurted from the back of the Ghost Sword King’s hand.
In a life-or-death situation, he had succeeded in counterattacking again.
The Ghost Sword King’s eyes hardened.
“Petty tricks.”
He pressed Chris even harder, but another upset occurred.
Chris was being pushed back relentlessly, like a powerless branch caught in a storm, but he wounded the Ghost Sword King’s body again.
This time, as if to show him, it was in a direction perpendicular to the previous wound, forming a cross.
‘You may look down on me, but my swordsmanship has also reached the state of a Sword Master. It's problematic to be underestimated like that.’
When they had first exchanged blows in a light, probing manner, there had been no openings to exploit.
But now that he was attacking with his full power, openings were created, no matter how great the Ghost Sword King was.
Although still far from a match for the Ghost Sword King, Chris’s swordsmanship had also reached a high state.
Combined with his innate talent, he was able to somehow dig into those openings.
‘Of course, inflicting these minor wounds is my limit.’
But that was fine.
Chris’s real ‘counterattack’ was just beginning.
“…They say even a cornered rat will bite. How amusing.”
“It seems you still have the leisure to strike a pose. Hey, old man, your bones must be aching. How about you just go and rest comfortably in Purgatory? I’ll give you special treatment.”
At the provocation, which had now dropped all honorifics, the Ghost Sword King’s face became infinitely colder.
“Insolent whelp. The game is over. I will take your head with this next strike.”
The Ghost Sword King’s sword seemed to become gigantic, then came crashing down toward Chris.
It was not that the sword had actually grown larger, but an optical illusion caused by the presence imbued in the Ghost Sword King’s sword.
It was as if a mountain were crashing down.
The Mount Tai Sword.
It was the Ghost Sword King’s powerful ultimate technique; its sword presence alone covered all directions, making it impossible to evade in any direction once caught within its range.
“S-such a…!”
“No!!”
The spectators held their breath at the sight of a crisis where he would be helplessly and brutally crushed.
Even Evan placed his hand on his sword.
‘I have to block it!’
A sacred duel?
He didn't care about that.
Saving Chris was the first priority.
But Evan stopped in his tracks.
He had seen the smile that appeared on Chris’s lips.
Surprisingly, it was a smile of ‘victory’.
‘He took the bait.’
Chris thought to himself.
A question here.
Why did Chris receive swordsmanship lessons from Evan?
Was it simply because his swordsmanship was excellent? There was another, more decisive reason.
He recalled the past.
-Evan, there is only one way for you to defeat the Ghost Sword King. You have to make him use the Mount Tai Sword.
In his previous life, the Ghost Sword King had shed much of the Alliance’s blood for a long time.
Countless knights had challenged the Ghost Sword King, but they all became prey for his Ghost Sword.
‘Especially since the Ghost Sword King bastard at the time had even received power from a devil, so he was much stronger than he is now.’
So, the Hero’s party had devised a plan.
First, they used Ranya’s ability to deploy a magic circle that bound all mana, magi, and authority, inducing a one-on-one duel of pure swordsmanship with Evan, just as Chris was doing now.
‘That alone wasn’t enough. At the time, Evan’s swordsmanship was insufficient against the Ghost Sword King.’
It was Chris, the guiding light of the Hero’s party, who had found the answer for Evan to defeat the Ghost Sword King.
Chris perfectly copied the stance Evan had taken during the duel before his regression.
Just as he had taught Evan in the past.
He placed his right foot back and aimed his sword at a slant.
A famous ready stance.
“That’s?”
“Could it be, from the renowned swordsmanship house?!”
The Flash of the Dead Sea.
The advantage of this technique is that, depending on how it is executed, it can exert a powerful effect even without mana.
‘Precisely at the core.’
Fwaaaat!
A single ray of light that split the dead sea pierced through the center of the giant mountain.
“!!”
The momentum that seemed to overturn the heavens and the earth faltered.
Chris did not stop.
On the contrary, he moved forward, repeatedly unleashing the Flash of the Dead Sea.
Precisely toward the same core.
Like a spear piercing a barrier of evil.
Finally, Shatter!
The Mount Tai Sword was neutralized.
But it was not the time to celebrate.
Because the Ghost Sword King had merely withdrawn the Mount Tai Sword; Chris had not dealt him any damage.
On the contrary.
“How ridiculous.”
Hwaak!
His sword fell as if a wave were crashing down.
It was the Ghost Sword King’s other ultimate sword technique, the Wave Sword.
In that moment, another story from the past came to mind.
-After the Mount Tai Sword is neutralized, the Ghost Sword King’s reaction is what's important. If he takes a step back or becomes wary of you, it’s a failure. It’s over at that point, so run without looking back.
He had deliberately made Evan enter the Ghost Sword King’s striking distance.
To be positioned at a distance perfect for unleashing the Wave Sword.
-You have to induce the Ghost Sword King to use the Wave Sword.
In truth, it was a gamble.
There was no guarantee that the Ghost Sword King would use the Wave Sword.
At the time, it had been a desperate move, taken because they absolutely had to stop the Ghost Sword King.
But Chris was different now.
He had laid the groundwork to ensure that the Ghost Sword King would use the Wave Sword.
‘Earlier, I deliberately wounded the Ghost Sword King's hand.’
The current distance and direction between Chris and the Ghost Sword King.
Furthermore, considering the posture of the Ghost Sword King’s arm, shoulder, and body, the sword forms he could take were narrowed down to a few.
However, because the wound Chris had inflicted beforehand placed a minute restriction on his hand’s movement, the most effective move for the Ghost Sword King right now was the Wave Sword.
-If the Ghost Sword King uses the Wave Sword, it's your victory.
At the time, Chris had said this with a grin.
-Show that damn bastard that you are the Hero.
What it means to be a Hero is not the Mana of Radiance or the blessing of a Constellation.
The miracle of making the impossible possible—that was the true symbol of a Hero.
Just as Chris was doing right now.
Chris’s sword advanced head-on toward the Wave Sword.
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                    “Th-that?!”
“Reckless!!”
It was clear he would be brutally shattered, like a small boat swept away by a stormy sea.
But an unbelievable miracle occurred.
Chris’s sword calmly cut through the waves made of sword presence and advanced.
He wasn't breaking through with force.
As if ignoring the Wave Sword, he advanced without meeting any resistance.
The Willow Branch.
A secret technique of the renowned swordsmanship house.
A technique that used the pinnacle of parrying, it could deflect all of an opponent’s attacks.
A technique that was the perfect counter to the Wave Sword.
Of course, to deflect such a violent wave of sword presence was only possible for someone with the senses of Chris or Evan.
‘I am the Master of the Sword. The sword is completely under my will.’
Following its master’s pure will, Chris’s sword ignored all the sword presence and advanced.
The Ghost Sword King’s face turned white.
He hastily tried to withdraw the Wave Sword and strike Chris’s blade away with the edge of his hand, but it was too late.
Fwaat!
Chris’s sword, which had been swaying like a twig, suddenly changed its momentum and shot out like a ray of light.
Finally.
Tak.
A deathly silence fell upon the venue.
Chris’s sword was touching the Ghost Sword King’s neck.
It was his victory.
“I-impossible.”
“The Hero won?”
The spectators from the Alliance were lost in shock, and Evan alone nodded his head as if he had known all along.
But the reaction of the magi from the Ghost Sword Demonic House was strange.
Fwaat!
They suddenly scattered and began to surround the people from the Alliance.
“What is this?”
“What are you trying to do?!”
The faces of the Alliance members, who had noticed the opponent's intentions, hardened.
The Ghost Sword King, with his neck held at swordpoint, let out a laugh.
“Kukuk, brilliant. That was quite fun. But the child's play ends here.”
“Will you not admit defeat?”
“Defeat?”
The Ghost Sword King scoffed.
“You are all going to die here anyway, so what defeat are you talking about?”
That was right.
From the very beginning, the Ghost Sword King had no intention of accepting defeat.
“No, we have to run!!”
“Her Majesty, the Holy Emperor! Quickly, get to safety!!”
If the Ghost Sword King were to unleash his true power, there was absolutely no way they could stand against him.
The members of the Alliance drew their weapons with pale faces.
Chris raised the corners of his mouth in a smirk.
“Just as I expected, you're playing dirty. Kneel.”
“…What?”
“I told you to kneel, now.”
It was in that moment.
The unbelievable happened.
Stagger.
The Ghost Sword King’s body swayed.
“What the?”
He hastily tried to draw up his demonic energy, but it was useless.
As if his core had been sealed, it wouldn't budge.
“Why?”
“Didn't you make a vow before the duel? That upon defeat, you would follow the winner’s words.”
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
“Since you've already made a ‘pact’, you are now in a position where you must give me absolute obedience.”
The Ghost Sword King had a look of disbelief on his face.
It was just a superficial, false oath.
It had no real binding force, did it?
“That's why you should watch who you're running your mouth to. Haven't you ever heard that you shouldn't carelessly make false promises to a devil or a Constellation?”
“!!”
This had happened because Chris’s soul possessed the rank of a Transcendent Being.
An ‘oath’ made to Chris now had a binding force as powerful as one made to a devil or a Constellation.
“Wh-what are you?”
“Me? I'm the Hero. And you, you're really not listening, are you? Are you not going to kneel at once?”
Myriad Demons' Submission was unleashed.
Thump!
The Ghost Sword King fell to his knees on the ground.
A shocking sight.
“I-impossible? E-even if he is a Hero?”
“What do you mean, impossible? Everything is possible for me. Now it’s time for you to pay for your sins.”
THWACK!!!
Chris kicked the Ghost Sword King squarely in his core.
“Keoheok!!”
Having been struck while completely defenseless, the Ghost Sword King suffered a fatal internal injury, coughed up a mouthful of blood, and collapsed.
As the Ghost Sword King was subdued, the Holy Emperor Istanya shouted.
“Defeat those demons!!”
“Waaah!!”
The Starlight Knights and the members of the Alliance charged at the magi of the Ghost Sword Demonic House. The Ghost Sword magi, unable to respond properly with the Ghost Sword King taken hostage, soon retreated.
And so the commotion came to an end, and everyone’s gaze fell upon one place.
It was toward Chris.
As it happened, Chris was standing with the Ghost Sword King at his feet, lost deep in thought.
‘…Ah, that was hard as hell. I’d like a beer to wash that down. Damn it, why do I always have to go through such hell.’
...That is what he was thinking, but to others, the scene looked like a moment from a heroic legend.
“…That is the Hero.”
The voice of someone, filled with awe, flowed into the hearts of all.
It was the moment the birth of the new Hero spread throughout the continent.
* * *
The Hero had defeated the Ghost Sword King!
The news struck the continent like a blow.
Whether they were of the Alliance or a magus, everyone was plunged into a great shock.
“How could a Hero, of all people, defeat the Ghost Sword King?”
“And he won with pure swordsmanship?”
“Impossible. Wasn't the Hero supposed to be a rookie? And yet the Ghost Sword King was defeated?”
The entire Magus Empire was in an uproar.
The shock felt by the magi of the Tri-Alliance, in particular, was immense.
There were three lords who led the Tri-Alliance.
The Ghost Sword King, the Beast King, and the Duke of Illusion.
Among them, the Ghost Sword King’s prestige could not be compared to the other two.
At the unexpected defeat of the Ghost Sword King, who had reigned as the absolute leader of the Tri-Alliance, they were all left utterly stunned.
On the other hand, the people of the Alliance cheered fervently.
“Waaah!! All hail the Hero!!!”
“The Hero will drive out the demons of the Magus Empire!!”
He would have been an object of admiration even as a regular Hero, but he had subdued the Ghost Sword King.
The new Hero, upon his appearance, instantly rose as a hero and a beacon of hope for everyone in the Alliance.
Meanwhile, there were some who heard the news of the new Hero's appearance with a somewhat strange gaze.
They were Nordian and Count Khazar.
“…No way, it can't be?”
“…I think it is.”
“…That crazy bastard?”
“……”
In truth.
Before beginning this operation, Chris had told Count Khazar and Nordian his secret.
He had revealed that he could use the power of Stellar Radiance.
-Since I'm such a genius, I got bored of learning only demonic energy, so I tried learning the power of Stellar Radiance as well.
He had told them because he would now have to be active in the Alliance in earnest.
And enough trust had been built that he felt it was alright to tell them this much.
Of course, both of them had jumped up in shock.
-This crazy son of mine? What were you thinking, doing something like this?!
-…Yes, it was rash. It doesn't matter to us, but if this fact were to be revealed to the outside world, it could cause a huge problem.
It wasn't criticism, but concern.
Concern that it would become an unnecessary pretext for trouble.
-In any case, you could have become a Demon King more powerful than anyone with just Dark Demonic Energy, so why did you do something so unnecessary?
Something unnecessary.
Nordian’s words were not wrong.
Dark Demonic Energy was a power superior to any other energy in the world.
Especially with Chris’s talent, he should have been able to fully awaken the authority of Dark Demonic Energy.
There was no need to covet the power of Stellar Radiance.
However.
-It is to obtain a power that surpasses Dark Demonic Energy.
-…What?
-I plan to dominate not only the darkness, but the light beneath my feet as well.
Nordian’s eyes wavered.
He had understood Chris’s words.
-Dark Demonic Energy is the power of dominance. But that dominance is limited to the darkness. It can only rule half of the world.
-…….
-But I will make the other half, the light, submit as well. And so, I will obtain a truly great power.
That was right.
Chris hadn't learned the power of light simply to use it as a hidden weapon.
This was the reason Chris was training in the power of light as well.
‘Simply possessing Dark Demonic Energy is not enough.’
If he grew as he was, he would become one of the greatest Demon Kings in history.
He might even be able to surpass the Demon King of Annihilation.
But that was not enough.
‘If I can make Dark Demonic Energy dominate even light, I will obtain a truly great power that surpasses all others.’
And so, Count Khazar and Nordian had accepted that Chris possessed the power of Stellar Radiance.
However.
‘Even so, to become the Hero? This crazy son of mine!’
Count Khazar swallowed a curse.
They were certain that the Hero who had appeared as if dropped from the sky was Chris.
After all, Chris had told them he was going to take care of the Ghost Sword King.
But then, Nordian suddenly burst into laughter.
“Hahaha! As expected of my grandson.”
“…Father?”
“If he’s going to raise hell in the Alliance, he might as well be the Hero. At this rate, won't our Christian be the best in both the Magus Empire and the Alliance? Just like my grandson.”
A classic doting grandfather.
Nordian seemed proud that Chris had become the Hero.
“With my grandson being so active, I can’t just stand still either.”
Nordian climbed onto the castle walls.
The Dark Alliance’s army, according to Christian’s plan, had captured the Basque Fortress and now held the Corridor of Death under their feet.
In the distance, the army of the Four Kings' Castle could be seen.
“It is time to show the entire Magus Empire the greatness of our Dark Demonic House.”
Hwaaaaaaak.
Dark Demonic Energy rose up from Nordian’s body, and the curtain rose on the war between the Dark Alliance and the Four Kings' Castle.
* * *
Meanwhile, at that moment, our great Hero Chris.
“Waaah!! All hail the Hero!!”
“Sir Hero, please look over here!!”
“He's so handsome!!”
He was participating in all sorts of parades and commemorative events celebrating the birth of the Hero.
‘Damn it, why do I have to participate in this kind of event!’
He had no choice.
For the Holy Emperor Istanya to seize power in the Holy Empire, it was essential for her to ride on the Hero's prestige.
Although he had effectively brought it on himself, he got goosebumps every time he heard the cheers directed at him.
He scowled deeply, but no matter what he did, the people cheered.
“Look at that cool face. He’s so beautiful.”
“…I think he’s angry, though?”
“Hush! How dare you doubt the Hero? One can see the anguish of him worrying about the continent's future!”
Evan, who was standing next to him, nodded as if in agreement, infuriating Chris even more.
‘Damn it. If I'm going to attend a banquet, I should at least be able to have some fun, but since this body can't handle alcohol, I can't even do that.’
The Holy Empire, befitting its status as the most culturally developed nation in the Alliance, had a great variety of fine liquors.
Every time he participated in the various commemorative banquets, all sorts of sweet liquors would make a glamorous appearance, but they were all a tantalizing sight he couldn't touch.
He grew even angrier, as he was in a position where he could only lick his lips.
‘Damn it, this cursed Dark Demonic House bloodline that can't handle alcohol. To hell with it. I'm going to act out.’
It was as he was sighing heavily in a corner of the banquet hall, strawberry juice in hand.
Istanya approached.
“Care for a drink?”
“…Didn't I tell you I can't drink?”
Since there was no one else around, Chris also dropped his formal speech.
“Ah, right, you said you pass out after just one drink? Pfft. So, strawberry juice? You’re a complete baby.”
“…I’m an adult. I just turned eighteen a while ago.”
“What good is that? You can't even have a single drink. Never mind the strawberry juice, do you need some milk?”
Istanya teased him, thoroughly enjoying herself.
‘This brat. I used to be a much better drinker than you!’
For reference, the two of them were drinking buddies in their previous life. They always shared cups of liquor while bickering.
“Anyway, you’re leaving now?”
“I have to go.”
‘I have to make the Tri-Alliance submit.’
Having lost their leader, the Ghost Sword King, all activities of the Tri-Alliance were currently halted.
But he couldn't be complacent.
‘Either the Beast King or the Duke of Illusion will become the new leader.’
No matter who became the leader, there was a high possibility they would join hands with the Four Kings' Castle and strike the rear of the Dark Alliance.
‘After dealing with them both, I must make the Tri-Alliance kneel before the Dark Alliance.’
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                    However, it was a story that was difficult to easily accept.
The reason Chris had been able to defeat the Ghost Sword King was because it had been a duel of pure swordsmanship.
If it had been a fight where they used their full power, he would never have won.
And yet he was going to take down the Beast King and the Duke of Illusion?
Furthermore, to get them, he would have to go directly into the heart of the Tri-Alliance.
‘It's like walking into a tiger’s den to catch a monstrous tiger.’
An impossible story.
But Chris thought with determination.
‘I can do it.’
Meaning he had something else in mind.
But Istanya’s expression was strange.
She was looking at him with an unusual gaze.
“Why? Don't tell me you're sad that I'm leaving? You haven't fallen for me, have you?”
“…Are you insane? A kid who can't even drink is not my type. Though your face is pretty, so I might consider taking you as a pretty toy to play with.”
“…Is that something a Holy Emperor should say?”
Istanya scoffed, then her expression turned serious.
“Actually, there is something I have to tell you.”
“What is it?”
“Be careful of the Celestial Realm.”
“!!”
Chris flinched.
It was an unexpected warning.
“The Celestial Realm? Are you talking about the Constellations?”
“Yes.”
Istanya nodded her head heavily.
“Before, before I lost The Mark, I heard a revelation from the Constellations about you.”
“…About me?”
“Yes. It was a revelation that you would become a great darkness and destroy the world.”
Chris had a dumbfounded look on his face.
“What kind of nonsense is that?”
“Yes, I don't think so either. The you that I have seen for myself is arrogant, ill-mannered, detestable, and a punk I want to punch, but you are not a villain who would destroy the world.”
Istanya continued gravely.
“Just because it’s a revelation from the Constellations doesn't mean it's unconditionally true, so I don’t believe it. However, whether it’s true or not doesn't matter. What's important is the fact that the Constellations view you that way.”
It was a statement heavy with meaning.
“You, of all people, should know, right? That the Constellations are not always righteous. That sometimes, for the sake of ‘justice’, they do not hesitate to do terrible things.”
If devils follow evil, then the Constellations follow justice.
However, that justice did not mean unconditional good.
For the sake of the justice of a ‘greater cause’, they sometimes forced great sacrifices or committed terrible deeds.
‘The case of the Demon King of Azure Flow is a prime example. For the sake of the Celestial Realm's justice, they abandoned the World Tree, which ultimately led her, the Fairy Queen, to sell her soul to a devil.’
Chris asked.
“Are you saying the Constellations are going to make a move against me?”
“That's not it. As you know, devils and Constellations cannot interfere with the mortal plane due to the Pact of the Dark Heaven. They won't be able to act directly. However, I'm telling you to be wary.”
The Pact of the Dark Heaven.
Indeed, before the boundary of the Three Realms collapsed, the Constellations and devils could not intervene in the affairs of the mortal plane.
All they could do was give revelations in this manner.
Even that was only possible to a limited extent, under various restrictions.
For example, there were even restrictions on those who received a revelation about Chris spreading it as a rumor to others.
‘So I don't need to worry too much for now.’
Chris frowned.
‘Me, a darkness that will destroy the world? What is the Celestial Realm thinking?’
In any case, it was by no means good news.
“I understand. I’ll keep it in mind.”
Istanya let out a sigh, then had a complicated look in her eyes.
“Do you know why I became an unbeliever? It’s because I could not accept the self-righteous justice of the Constellations.”
“……”
“Above all, I came to know something. That the Celestial Realm is planning something unusual concerning the 'fate' of this world.”
“…What do you mean?”
Istanya shook her head.
“I do not know the exact details either. It is merely that, while receiving a revelation, I vaguely read a fragment of the Constellations' will.”
Istanya continued gravely.
“For the sake of their justice, the Constellations are trying to greatly twist the 'fate' of this world.”
Chris was silent for a moment.
‘…The Celestial Realm is plotting something?’
As far as he knew, the Celestial Realm hadn't done anything particular in his previous life.
In the latter half of the Age of Ruin, after the boundary of the Three Realms collapsed, the Celestials and the Constellations had descended to the mortal plane to fight against the forces of demons that appeared; that was all.
But what if that wasn't the case?
What if there was another hidden story behind the world's destruction that he didn't know about?
‘Just what on earth.’
There were too many questions.
Now, even the fact that the Demon King of Bloodletting had destroyed the world was a question.
‘And the Demon Emperor’s intentions are a complete mystery.’
Chris came to a fresh realization.
The truth that had been revealed on the surface in his previous life was just the tip of the iceberg.
A great secret was surely lurking behind the scenes of the world.
Though there were countless questions, there was one that Chris had to uncover before all others.
“By any chance, do you know anything about the turning back of the timeline?”
“What do you mean by that? Are you saying that the world’s time has returned to the past?”
“Yes.”
Chris nodded his head.
‘First, I have to uncover the secret of my regression.’
The answer to all his questions would be related to the truth of his regression.
Perhaps a clue might even exist in the Holy Empire.
‘First, I have to find out who made me regress.’
There were almost no beings in the world who could cause a great miracle like regression.
It was something that was only possible for a Constellation or a devil, and a being of a great rank at that.
Since the Holy Empire had a mountain of data on devils and Constellations, there might be a clue.
‘…And besides devils and Constellations, there are others who could cause a regression.’
Chris thought gravely.
‘The Demon Emperor and the Magus Chancellor.’
He recalled his meeting with the Magus Chancellor.
The feeling of facing a bottomless abyss.
Since the Magus Chancellor and the Demon Emperor possessed a power no less than that of the great ranks of the Dark Heaven, they should be able to cause a regression.
‘For now, I'll have to dig into this side from within the Magus Empire. If I succeed in becoming the Castle Lord of the Four Kings' Castle as planned, I might be able to obtain a clue.’
Since the Four Kings' Castle was a main player in the world’s destruction in his previous life, there was a high possibility it held a thread of the truth he didn't know.
“The turning back of the timeline, is it? It is the first time I have heard of it. I will try asking the ‘Guardian’. As a Sacred One, he may know something.”
The Guardian of the Holy Prison.
He was one of the Seven Honored Ones, the 9-Star superhumans of the Alliance, and he protected the Holy Emperor's Palace.
For reference, the Seven Honored Ones were also called ‘Sacred Ones’, a title that was the counterpart to the Demon Kings.
The Guardian of the Holy Prison was one of the strongest among the Seven Honored Ones, but he was under a restriction that prevented him from leaving the Holy Emperor's Palace, so he could not act unless the Holy Empire was facing a crisis of destruction.
Afterward, Istanya left, and Chris, feeling a tightness in his chest, chugged his strawberry juice.
‘Damn it.’
When he had first regressed, he had thought it wouldn't be difficult.
Because he had thought all he had to do was stop the Four Kings' Castle and the Demon King of Bloodletting. And the Mystic Demonic House.
But the further he went, the more he realized that wasn't the case.
The enemies that had been revealed were only a part of the truth.
There were great beings behind the scenes, toying with the fate of the world.
For a moment, he felt a sense of hopelessness, but he soon shook his head.
‘Don't be ridiculous. As if I'd let the world be destroyed like this.’
He deliberately thought of the good things in the world.
All sorts of delicious foods and liquors.
He couldn't let it all be destroyed when he hadn't even properly enjoyed them.
‘I don't care if it's the Constellations, the devils, or the Demon Emperor, and I don't care what they’re plotting. I will stop it all.’
There was only one way.
He had to become stronger.
Beyond just becoming a powerful Demon King, to a point where he could make the Constellations, the devils, and the Demon Emperor kneel.
‘To do that, I must successfully conclude my business with the Tri-Alliance this time.’
Chris wasn't simply planning to deal with the Beast King and the Duke of Illusion.
While dealing with them, he planned to make the essences of Ghost Sword, Magical Beast, and Illusion his own.
In order to move ever higher.
Because his goal was to dominate all kinds of darkness and light, to complete a perfect darkness, and to obtain a truly great power.
‘Let’s do this.’
Fwaat!
As he left for the Tri-Alliance, Chris once again made a vow with a determined gaze.
‘For the sake of wealth and glory, I will never lose!’
* * *
Chris did not immediately run to the Tri-Alliance… instead, to save time, he made use of Ruina.
“Aaargh! What am I, a transportation shuttle? This transportation artifact costs a ton of money to use!”
“I was thinking of putting in a good word for you with the emperor after we finish our business in the Karn Empire. Are you going to miss the chance to build a connection with the Emperor of the Karn Empire?”
“Loyalty, loyalty, loyalty!!!”
For reference, Chris had made a secret pact of sorts with Asran, the Sword of Light of the Karn Empire.
He would leave for the Karn Empire as soon as his business with the Tri-Alliance was finished.
“L-loyalty is loyalty, but still, please give me the travel fee!! This thing is seriously expensive!”
Evan interjected from the side.
“Sir Ruina, please stop going on about money. It’s getting tiresome.”
“Aaargh! Sir Evan, you really!!! You wretched man!!”
Evan paid her no mind and looked at Chris.
“It is time for us to part again. I’ll see you next time. I will have become stronger by then. In order to be of help to you.”
…He was already getting stronger at the speed of light, and yet he was saying he’d get even stronger.
‘…If you want to be a help to me, the best thing would be to take this Hero title off my hands.’
Vowing that he would one day pass the Hero title onto Evan, Chris opened his mouth.
“Wait, could you stop by the Celestial Magic Tower for me?”
“What for?”
“Deliver this letter to the next Master of the Magic Tower.”
It was Ranya.
Another figure from the Hero’s party, who would become a 9-Star Archmage in the future.
Evan tilted his head.
It wasn't a difficult request, but he had one question.
“Didn’t you pick the wrong envelope?”
“I picked the right one.”
“But… isn't this the kind of envelope one uses to send a duel challenge?”
In the middle of the envelope was a drawing of crossed swords.
It was the traditional format used in the Alliance when challenging someone to a duel.
“It is a challenge to a duel, so it’s right to send a duel challenge.”
“!!”
“Well, it’s not that we’re actually going to fight. It's a battle of discourse between mages.”
Evan, after getting Chris’s consent, opened the envelope and was silent for a moment.
This is what was written.
-As the Hero, I cannot acknowledge someone as lacking in talent as you to be the heir to the Celestial Magic Tower.
-Try to solve the topic I have written below. If you can't even solve something like this, it would be better for your future to quit being a mage.
‘If I want to use Ranya as a sucker too, I have to make her grow quickly. I can't wait until we meet later.’
Chris thought to himself.
Meanwhile, Evan, who had glimpsed Chris’s inner thoughts with his mind's eye,
‘As expected, this is also for the sake of the world. He's playing the villain for Ranya's growth. He's such an easily misunderstood guy. I, at least, will know your true heart.’
Evan nodded his head with a resolute face.
“Is there anything else I can do for you?”
Chris thought for a moment, then spoke.
“By any chance, could you look into whether a new nine-tailed fox has appeared in the Alliance?”
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                    “A nine-tailed fox? In the Alliance, not the Obsidian Demonic House?”
Most nine-tailed foxes belong to the Obsidian Demonic House.
“Ah, there are circumstances.”
‘The Chatterbox of Darkness’s whereabouts are unknown. I doubt she would be in the Magus Empire.’
Chris frowned.
One fortunate thing was that when they had met before, he had placed a mark on her with Heavenly Poison, so he could at least tell whether she was safe or not. For now, it seemed nothing had happened.
‘Still, I have to find her before it’s too late. The Mystic Demonic House might target her again.’
Chris also looked toward Ruina.
“You look into it, too.”
“How much will you pay me?”
“……”
“Hey, I’m an expensive person, you know? It’s a problem if you keep trying to work me for free… Sir Evan, I told you not to look at me like I’m trash!”
And so, after some twists and turns.
Fwaat!
Chris, with Ruina’s help, traveled to the Tri-Alliance, and Evan departed for the Celestial Magic Tower.
An unexpected person appeared in the place where they had been.
White-silver hair.
Pointed ears. A spirit stone embedded in her forehead.
An elf girl with a beauty as if from a painting.
It was Yvonne, the Young Mistress of the Mirror Ice Palace, who had been at the duel with the Ghost Sword King before disappearing!
The one who had sent Chris an unidentifiable, ominous gaze at the time.
That wasn't the only suspicious thing.
“Christian of the Dark Demonic House.”
A surprising fact.
Chris was currently disguised as the Hero, and no one in the Alliance knew his identity, yet this elf girl knew.
“It was a shame this time, but that’s alright. We’ll be meeting again soon in the Karn Empire, after all.”
Yvonne smiled sweetly.
Chillingly so.
“Everything is according to the will of the great ones.”
* * *
The place where the Tri-Alliance was located is the Western Magus Nation.
It is ruled by the 8th-ranked Demon King of Lament and, as is the case with the other Magus Nations, the prestigious Magus houses are in charge of actually governing their respective territories.
It faced the Holy Empire, the Mirror Ice Palace, and the Round Table, making it the place where the most intense conflicts with the Alliance occurred.
Therefore, the Ghost Sword, Magical Beast, and Illusion Demonic Houses of the Western Magus Nation were more accustomed to joining forces with each other than fighting amongst themselves.
For houses to be on good terms with each other was something that would be unimaginable in other parts of the Magus Empire.
The Tri-Alliance, an alliance where no single party was superior and all held equal authority, was also a form of union that would be unimaginable in other Magus Nations.
This was possible partly because the three prestigious houses of Ghost Sword, Magical Beast, and Illusion had comparable military strength, without any one side being dominant.
However, signs of a crack were beginning to appear in this solid Tri-Alliance.
It was because of the fall of the Ghost Sword King.
‘Who will be the next leader, the Beast King or the Duke of Illusion?’
‘Both of them have been grinding their teeth for the leader's seat, so it’s unlikely they’ll yield.’
Grinding their teeth.
It was a strange expression, but it was true.
Originally, the position of leader of the Tri-Alliance was not one of authority that held superiority over the other houses.
It was merely the role of a representative who mediated the conflicts between the three houses.
But the Ghost Sword King had shattered that harmony.
The Ghost Sword King had reigned like a king of the Tri-Alliance, and thanks to that, the Illusion and Magical Beast Demonic Houses had had their pride greatly wounded.
The Tri-Alliance’s principle that all three houses were equal had been broken long ago because of the Ghost Sword King.
‘That's why the Beast King and the Duke of Illusion are ignoring the Ghost Sword Demonic House's request to attack the Holy Empire to rescue the Ghost Sword King.’
‘At this rate, a split in the Tri-Alliance will be unavoidable.’
The magi of the Tri-Alliance held their breath and warily watched the Beast King and the Duke of Illusion.
Meanwhile, the magi of the Tri-Alliance were not the only ones observing the movements of the two.
[Who should we choose as the next leader of the Tri-Alliance?]
[The Beast King would be good. The Duke of Illusion is cunning and difficult to handle.]
It was the Four Kings' Castle.
The Four Kings' Castle had originally formed an alliance with the Ghost Sword King, but that had fallen through when the Ghost Sword King was defeated by the Hero.
They needed to form a new alliance with the new leader, but they had decided to simply install a leader who suited their own tastes.
With the power of the Four Kings' Castle, there were any number of ways to intervene.
[I will take on this task.]
A man with a dark complexion, Navid, stepped forward.
He was an Executor-level key executive of the Four Kings' Castle and a top-level 7-Star magus of the Curse Demonic House.
[I will be sure to make the Beast King a slave to our castle.]
A chilling statement.
It meant that beyond simply backing him as leader, they would use some sort of scheme to turn him into a puppet of the Four Kings' Castle.
Afterward, the Four Kings' Castle moved swiftly, and the Executor Navid made secret contact with the Beast King.
At this rate, the Tri-Alliance was in a crisis of being controlled at the whim of the Four Kings' Castle.
‘What is this?’
Navid, who was on his way to the Beast King, hardened his face.
A chilling sensation of some kind had seized him.
“Where are you off to?”
“?!”
From a tree in the dense forest, Christian was looking down on him.
“How?”
“Ah, I knew a rat from the Four Kings' Castle would be snooping around the Tri-Alliance again. I roughly back-calculated and tracked the wavelength of dark magic you leaked while communicating with the Four Kings' Castle.”
Navid had a look of disbelief on his face, but it was a possible feat for Chris.
Navid hid his bewilderment and soon put on a menacing expression.
“This is perfect. I’ll capture you alive, take you to the Four Kings' Castle, and make you an experimental subject.”
For reference, Navid was a top-level 7-Star magus.
He emanated a powerful presence, but.
“Well now, shall we see how that turns out?”
Chris twisted the corners of his mouth.
*    *    *
Puk!
“Keok?”
Navid coughed up a mouthful of blood.
Chris’s Holy Sword Ernhild was piercing Navid’s chest.
“H-how?”
“How? It's because you're weak, that's how.”
Navid’s level was low 7-Star.
On the other hand, Chris had now reached high 7-Star in terms of Stellar Radiance.
He could win easily if he used the power of Stellar Radiance.
‘Well, even if I hadn’t fought with Stellar Radiance and had fought with Dark Demonic Energy, I would have won without much difficulty.’
For reference, Chris’s Dark Demonic Energy was still at low 7-Star.
However, the power of the Dark Demonic Energy he possessed was incomparably stronger than other powers of darkness.
Therefore, he would never lose to an opponent of the same class.
“Y-you bastard…!”
He tried to put up a final resistance, but it was useless.
Fwaat! Puk!
His life was completely extinguished.
“Alright, that’s done. Come over here.”
After he contacted them with a communication magic tool, a few figures appeared a moment later.
Unexpectedly, they were Alros and Jupien.
“G-greetings, Your Grace the Grand Duke.”
Alros looked at Chris with anxious eyes.
‘Aaargh! Why did this devil call me again?’
Sensing that something unusual was waiting for him, he had a tearful expression.
Meanwhile, Jupien frowned and crossed her arms.
“Why did you call me for, you bother? I was just about to have some fun.”
Jupien, befitting a hot-blooded, gutsy idiot of a magus, had been looking forward to the battle with the Four Kings' Castle, and she looked full of complaints at having been suddenly called over by Chris.
“There’s something for you two to do. But Jupien, you’re speaking informally? I’m a Grand Duke now.”
“I’m your older sister. You can expect me to use formal language when you can actually hold your liquor.”
“……”
Chris would always become small whenever the topic of alcohol came up.
“Anyway, what is it?”
“Listen up. It’ll be fun.”
Chris raised the corners of his mouth, and soon, Jupien’s and Alros’s eyes widened.
It was a story they could have never imagined.
“How about it?”
“Yeah, okay. I'll do it. It sounds like fun.”
Jupien’s face brightened, and,
“Aaargh!! I refuse!! Just kill me! No, I'd rather go to the battlefield!!”
Alros screamed.
There was a reason for his abhorrence.
“You're going to offer the two of us to the Beast King as sacrifices?!”
Because, as expected, it was another extremely dangerous job.
“You don't have to worry too much. You probably won't die.”
“What do you mean, ‘probably’?! It means I really could die if things go wrong, doesn’t it?!”
Alros looked at Jupien as if pleading.
“Lady Jupien, please say something. Aren’t you in much more danger than I am?! You could really die!”
“I'm fine with it. Sounds like fun.”
“What?”
“It's thrilling.”
With that, Jupien began to do push-ups.
As expected of a hot-blooded idiot. It was a sight that showed she never stopped training for a moment.
“I have to train a little more before the operation. This is exciting.”
“……”
Alros had a fed-up look on his face as he began to sulk.
“Well, don’t think of it too badly. Alros, this is a good thing for you, too.”
“…What do you mean by that?”
“We’re going to swindle the Beast King, and in the process, I will advance your family’s Beast Taming Arts by a level.”
“!!”
For reference, the collateral branches of the Dark Demonic House each had their own specialty.
Alros’s family, the house of Count Tiramin, specialized in the Art of Beast Refinement, which controlled magical beasts.
And the head of that art was the Beast King's Magical Beast Demonic House.
“It’s a chance to show off to your family.”
“…Aaargh, my life is more important than my family. Can’t I just not….”
“Sorry, that's not an option. You can choose to do it happily, or be forced to do it unwillingly. The choice is yours.”
“You wretched Grand Duke!!”
And so, the plan was decided. Chris asked the two a question.
“Ah, there’s one thing I need to confirm. I am your master, correct?”
“…What are you suddenly talking about?”
“I’m the Grand Duke, aren’t I? So I’m the master of everyone in the house, which means I’m your master too, right?”
“…You’re already working me like a slave, what’s the point in asking now? If you put it that way, then yes. How dirty and cheap.”
Alros grumbled in reply.
“Jupien, what about you?”
“You’re the Grand Duke, so it’s correct. Master and younger brother. But, I’m busy with my strength training, so could you not ask weird questions?”
Chris nodded his head.
The reason he had suddenly asked such a strange question was simple.
‘I have obtained their souls.’
It was to casually bind the two as his vassals.
The words a person speaks carry ‘meaning’.
Especially words spoken to one of a high soul-rank gain a binding force similar to an oath just by being spoken.
This was the reason for the saying that one should not speak carelessly to a devil or a Constellation.
‘Of course, this is a scam. Well, it doesn’t matter. It’s not a bad thing for them either.’
Because Chris's symbol was talent, just by becoming his vassal, they would be influenced by it and could expect a certain degree of improvement in their own aptitude.
Above all.
‘I need them to capture the Beast King and the Duke of Illusion.’
Chris shifted his gaze.
Toward the Executor of the Four Kings' Castle, Navid, who was lying dead.
Sreureureuk.
Chris’s appearance began to change.
To look exactly like Navid.
It was not on the level of a plausible imitation.
Using the Emblem of the Constellation and the state of assimilation from his 7-Star Dark Demonic Energy, he had replicated Navid’s very existence, like a doppelgänger.
“Let’s go.”
It was the beginning of the operation.
The first target was the Beast King.
* * *
In the southern part of the Western Magus Nation, there was a vast, dense forest region.
It was the territory of the Magical Beast Demonic House.
Unusually, the Magical Beast Demonic House did not have a special fortress or base like other prestigious Magus houses.
Only villages, scattered sporadically here and there throughout the forest, could be seen.
This was a characteristic that had arisen because the Magical Beast Demonic House was, in the first place, a federation of demi-human tribes.
The dog-people, the cat-people, the snake-people, and so on.
Though there were several demi-human tribes, the main pillar of the Magical Beast Demonic House was a single tribe.
Werewolves, the Lycanthropes.
The village of the Lycanthropes was in the deepest part of the forest region.
It was on a scale that could rival a small city, and every figure walking around the village emanated the presence of a powerful warrior.
Into this village of warriors, a single figure who did not fit in with the surroundings was stepping foot.
It was Christian, disguised as Navid.
Beside him, he was accompanied by a cart covered in cloth.
“Halt, who goes there?!”
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                    The werewolf warriors stopped Christian in his tracks.
Chris stared at the werewolves for a moment.
Chris was currently imitating Navid perfectly.
No, on the contrary, he was exuding an even deeper and more sinister atmosphere.
It was in the moment the werewolves flinched at his gaze, which seemed completely empty.
“I have come from the Four Kings' Castle.”
“!!”
The werewolf warriors began to murmur.
They aimed their weapons at him with hostility.
“What business does a disgusting bastard from the Four Kings' Castle have here?”
For reference, due to its tyrannical actions, the Four Kings' Castle was not viewed favorably anywhere in the Magus Empire.
Even the Ghost Sword King had only joined hands with them privately and in secret; they were not official allies, so the common warriors below knew nothing of it.
“I have come to hold the Beast King accountable for his sins.”
“…What?”
“He dared to break the secret pact he made with our castle and was about to betray us.”
The werewolves had bewildered looks on their faces.
The Beast King was in secret communication with the Four Kings' Castle?
Furthermore, what did he mean, the Beast King had then betrayed the Four Kings' Castle?
A story that was completely incomprehensible.
It was utterly confusing.
“Look.”
Shwaak.
Chris, disguised as Navid, pulled the cloth off the cart he had brought with him.
Then, a surprising sight was revealed.
It was a mobile prison made of iron bars, and inside, an unbelievable person was locked up.
Black hair and crimson eyes.
An appearance with an arrogant impression.
“Th-that person? Could it be?”
“Grand Duke Christian of the Dark Demonic House?!”
Of course, it wasn't the real Chris, but Alros, disguised with the Emblem of the Constellation.
‘You wretched, damn devil!!’
Alros, who had been gagged, sent Chris a resentful glare.
A bewildering situation.
Just what was Chris thinking, pulling off such a bizarre act?
‘To lure the Beast King, of course.’
Chris opened his mouth to the werewolves.
“The Beast King made a secret pact to cooperate with our castle, but behind our backs, he was also in secret communication with the Dark Demonic House. This is an act of making a mockery of our castle. I will hold the Beast King responsible. Bring the Beast King here at once.”
“!!”
The werewolves looked at each other for a moment.
They didn't know what was what, but they were not the kind of werewolves to meekly accept such a story.
“First, I think we'll have to fix that attitude of yours.”
“We’ll let you meet the king as you wish. But only after we break all of your arms and legs.”
As expected of a warlike combat tribe.
They approached Chris, emanating a menacing killing intent.
Chris let out a smirk.
“Is it because you are lowly beasts? It seems you don’t even have the eyes to recognize your opponent.”
“…What did you say?”
“You’re the ones who bared your teeth without knowing your place, so do not blame me.”
Sreureureureuk.
An intense, ash-gray energy extended out.
It was his Dark Demonic Energy, disguised as ash-gray energy through his state of assimilation.
Fwaaaaaaaat!!
The ash-gray energy soared into the sky as if gushing up.
“Wh-what kind of energy is this?”
The werewolves flinched back with pale faces, and.
After that.
“Kuaaaaaaaak!!”
“Uwaaaaaak!!! Stop!! Stop!!”
The werewolves who had been rushing at Chris suddenly rolled on the ground, writhing in pain.
They had been hit by an area-of-effect curse.
‘Rabble like this are simple now.’
The ones who had just rushed at Chris were at the level of common magi.
The strongest was 5-Star?
It wasn't something to think of as 'only' that level.
Because even a 4th or 5th-Star level was a sufficiently powerful force. In particular, from the 5-Star Elder Class onward, one was classified as being at a ‘high-level’ state and was acknowledged in any group.
It was just that Chris now stood in the ranks of a true powerhouse, incomparable to such people.
‘And thanks to learning Myriad Demons' Submission, the power of my dark magic that affects the mind has become much stronger.’
Myriad Demons' Submission was an authority that subdued the mind.
It created a synergy that could manifest such a powerful effect.
‘Of course, releasing my energy into the air like that just now was a bit of a stretch.’
There was a reason he had deliberately shown off his energy as if to display his power.
‘I had to spread the rumor that the Beast King was in secret communication with the Four Kings' Castle.’
He had deliberately scattered his energy so that it could be detected even by the Illusion Demonic House far away.
In other words, it was a stratagem to drive a wedge between the Illusion Demonic House and the Magical Beast Demonic House.
‘This is only the beginning. By the way, I wonder when he’ll come.’
Chris waited for someone with a leisurely expression, and.
“Halt!!”
Kuuung!
A thunderous roar that seemed to make the mountains ring echoed out, and.
A giant something dropped from the empty air and was raising its massive body.
A silver mane that covered its entire body.
A physique that seemed to be twice the size of the other werewolves.
An overwhelming presence that seemed to place everyone around it under its feet.
It was the Beast King.
* * *
The commotion was brought under control with great speed.
The Beast King dragged Chris to a secret location.
“What is the meaning of this? Did I not say that making a secret pact with you was to be kept secret? Do you want to die?”
The Beast King growled roughly.
But Chris, on the contrary, responded coldly.
“Did I not say? It is because you were trying to betray our castle. Did you think you could get away with scorning our castle?”
“No, what I’m asking is what is this bullshit. When did I…!”
“Grand Duke Christian of the Dark Demonic House has already confessed.”
The Beast King’s gaze shot toward Alros, who was disguised as Chris.
“What do you mean by that? When did I ever conspire with your Dark Demonic House? Can you not speak properly before I tear you limb from limb!”
“……”
Alros snapped his mouth shut.
He was so completely terrified by the Beast King’s presence that he didn't dare to even open his mouth.
Just then, Chris interjected.
“Something is strange. Are you really saying that you were not trying to conspire with the Dark Demonic House?”
“Did I not say so?! What do you take me for? I am the Beast King. I do not speak with two tongues.”
The Beast King glared at Alros.
“We’ll find out if we torture this one. What kind of scheme he was plotting to spout such nonsense.”
“I doubt the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House would open his mouth to mere torture. Instead, may I try my hand at it?”
Chris beckoned with his finger.
“Making one’s opponent tell the truth is, after all, a specialty of our Curse Demonic House.”
The Beast King thought for a moment, then nodded his head.
It was true that he didn't seem like the type to talk under torture.
His mind would have to be subdued, but unfortunately, the Magical Beast Demonic House, being a house of combat magi, was weak in this area.
“Do it at once.”
“Understood.”
Chris placed his hand on Alros’s head.
Alros sent him a resentful, tearful glare, but Chris pretended not to see it.
‘It’s all an act, so just bear with it for a moment. It won’t hurt.’
Fwaat!
Ash-gray demonic energy seeped into Alros’s head, and Alros’s eyes became empty.
“Speak. Why did you lie, saying that the Beast King was conspiring with your Dark Demonic House?”
“That is….”
Alros gave the pre-arranged answer according to Chris’s ‘instructions’.
“…I was following the Duke of Illusion’s plan.”
“!!”
The Beast King’s face hardened.
The Beast King’s rival and the head of the Illusion Demonic House.
“The Duke of Illusion reached out to our Dark Demonic House to eliminate the Beast King, and we decided to frame him.”
* * *
That was right.
This was Chris’s operation.
To drive a wedge between the two and make them clash.
“The Duke of Illusion did that?”
“It is possible. The Duke of Illusion is cunning, so he is more than capable of plotting such a thing.”
Chris nodded his head.
“In the first place, the reason our Four Kings' Castle chose you, the Beast King, was because we could not trust the Duke of Illusion. He likely planned to drive a wedge between us, then borrow the power of the Dark Demonic House to strike you.”
The Beast King’s face turned red.
“I will never forgive him. To think he would dare to pull such a trick.”
“So what will you do?”
Chris looked at the Beast King intently.
“Will you strike the Duke of Illusion?”
“!!”
The Beast King flinched.
He could not answer easily.
Because it was no ordinary matter.
A war between the houses would break out.
“My, you are weaker than I thought. Your opponent has already drawn his sword, and yet you hesitate.”
“…You bastard.”
“Even if you don't want it, the Duke of Illusion will strike you anyway. On the contrary, if you do not wish for a large-scale war between the houses, it would be better to eliminate the Duke of Illusion quickly.”
The Beast King was silent.
It was certainly too late to back down.
“If you are worried about the war escalating, our Four Kings' Castle will make a move to lure out the Duke of Illusion.”
“!!”
“Instead, you, the Beast King, must also come alone.”
“…Come alone?”
The Beast King frowned.
“Yes. If too many are involved, the cunning Duke of Illusion will notice. Or.”
Chris let out a smirk.
“Are you not confident you can eliminate the Duke of Illusion by yourself?”
“You bastard!! How dare you!!”
The Beast King roared.
“I am the Beast King. I can lightly snap the neck of a mere illusionist punk like that.”
“Then there should be no problem. However, in exchange for helping you, please give us a price.”
“…A price?”
“Luring out the Duke of Illusion is, in many ways, a risky venture for our Four Kings' Castle as well. It would not be right to do it for free.”
“…What is it you want?”
Chris raised the corners of his mouth in a grin and spoke of another objective of his current operation.
“Share the Magical Beast Demonic House's obsolete original text, the Record of Beast Refinement, with our castle.”
“!!”
“In any case, it is merely an original text with no particular use, so it shouldn't matter much, right? I understand that the current Art of Beast Refinement of the Magical Beast Demonic House is not closely related to the Record of Beast Refinement.”
He wasn't wrong.
In the past, it had been a secret art that formed the backbone of the Magical Beast Demonic House, but now, it was not a particularly important original text.
They were simply storing it because it had been an important secret art in the past.
“What do you intend to use the Record of Beast Refinement for?”
“Our castle is making puppets using magical beasts, but we lack an understanding of the Art of Beast Refinement. As a last resort, we intend to reference the previously obsolete original text. In truth, we covet the secret arts currently used by the Magical Beast Demonic House, but you would never permit that.”
“……”
“Ah, instead, we will also show our sincerity in our own way.”
“Sincerity?”
“Please accept this demonic sword.”
It was a demonic sword that had a strange, ink-black color.
It was a demonic sword he had brought with him when he went to the Holy Empire this time.
The Berserker Sword.
At this point in time, no one knew of it, but in his previous life, during the Age of Ruin, it was an extremely famous demonic sword.
“…This is excellent.”
“As expected, I believed that you, the Beast King, would recognize the value of this demonic sword.”
The Beast King stroked the sword with an entranced look on his face.
He checked to see if any tricks had been played on the demonic sword, but he saw nothing of the sort.
“Our Four Kings' Castle would also be pleased if you were to take the Duke of Illusion's head with this sword.”
“…Very well. I will give you the Record of Beast Refinement. However, how can I trust you? What if you betray me?”
A look of sudden suspicion on his face after all the chaotic events that had occurred.
Chris replied as if it were nothing.
“We will leave you a hostage until the Duke of Illusion is dealt with.”
“A hostage?”
“This one here.”
Chris nudged the unconscious Alros.
“We will entrust our castle's most valuable hostage, Grand Duke Christian of the Dark Demonic House, to you, Beast King. With this, I believe you will trust in the sincerity of our Four Kings' Castle.”
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                    Leaving Alros behind had a separate reason.
‘I have to use Alros to make the underlying preparations to eliminate the Beast King.’
However, since the brutish werewolf bastards might try to harm Alros, he had given them a strong warning beforehand.
-Grand Duke Christian will be used as a valuable experimental subject by our castle in the future, so do not lay a single finger on him.
-If Grand Duke Christian is injured, we will hold the Magical Beast Demonic House responsible.
After leaving the territory of the Magical Beast Demonic House, he released the magic and returned to his original form.
The next target was the Illusion Demonic House.
He met a few people on the way.
He met with Yulian and Merian, whom he had called over in advance, and gave them a certain mission. He also met with Ruina.
This was to give her instructions for the things he would set in motion in the Karn Empire after his business with the Tri-Alliance was finished.
“Wait, stop. What did you just say? Are you in your right mind?”
“Why? Didn't I tell you before? That I would be getting involved in the struggle for the throne.”
“I knew that, but there was no talk of this, was there?!”
Ruina raised her voice.
“You're going to impersonate a royal and challenge for the throne yourself?!”
That was right.
This was the reason Ruina was freaking out.
Because Chris was about to pull another crazy stunt.
And it was a crazy stunt that couldn't even be compared to what he had done so far.
Not simply providing aid to one of the royals, but personally impersonating a royal to become a principal party in the struggle for the throne.
“Weren't you trying to help the Crown Prince?!”
“Realistically, it’s impossible to put the Crown Prince on the throne in the current situation. You should know that as well.”
“No, even so, for you to become a royal yourself and aim to be the emperor?! What kind of dog-barking nonsense is that?! No, in the first place, how are you going to impersonate a royal? You don't even have an Imperial Soul!”
The royals of the Karn Empire have a unique characteristic in their souls that others do not.
A characteristic called the Imperial Soul, it is used to identify the royals.
It was a feature that was impossible to fake, so it was impossible for anyone to impersonate a royal.
‘Well, there's no need to impersonate. My soul is still the soul of a Karn Empire royal.’
In his previous life, he was born of the blood of the Theocracy’s Law Clan and the Karn Empire's imperial family.
And as a direct descendant of the current emperor, his bloodline was the noblest on the continent.
Of course, since he couldn't say that, he gave a vague excuse.
“Do you not know who I am? Faking something like that is no trouble at all. You just prepare the fake identity.”
“A fake identity?”
“Yes. The origin of the Hero I'm currently playing is unknown, so we'll make him out to be a hidden child of the current emperor. Since the current emperor was a famous playboy, it wouldn't be strange for one illegitimate child to pop up out of nowhere.”
Ruina had a fed-up look on her face.
But at the same time, she got goosebumps.
The current ‘Hero’ was causing a huge stir in the Alliance.
But what if that ‘Hero’ was the current emperor’s bloodline?
It was sure to cause an enormous stir in the Karn Empire.
“Are you serious? You’re not really trying to become the emperor, are you?”
“Who knows? I have my own thoughts, so you just do as I say.”
Ruina swallowed hard.
‘Crazy bastard. Insane son of a bitch. Why did I join hands with such a devil.’
She couldn't begin to guess what Chris was thinking.
She didn't think he was really trying to become the emperor, but one thing was certain.
An enormous storm was about to hit the Karn Empire.
And that devil, within that storm, would take what he wanted. Just as he always had until now.
But it was too late to back out now.
Because Ruina also had a ‘goal’. One that she could not achieve without Chris.
“Argh, I understand! I’ll trust you!”
“Ah, there’s something else you need to prepare.”
“…What is it?”
“Since we're going to be pretending to be royalty, let’s do it properly. But, it might cost a little money.”
“……”
After hearing Chris’s story, Ruina,
“You call this a little, you wretched man?! Are you trying to bankrupt someone?!”
“Well, if I do well, you do well too, so think of it as an investment. Once this is all over, it will come back to you as a much bigger profit. At this rate, won't you become the greatest merchant on the continent? You should be grateful.”
“Uwaaaaaak! If you can’t even talk sense! You devil bastard!!”
Afterward, Ruina disappeared, and Chris turned his gaze.
The matter in the Karn Empire was for later.
Before that, he had to take care of the matter at hand.
The next target was the Duke of Illusion.
* * *
Unlike with the Beast King, Chris made secret contact with the Duke of Illusion.
“It is an honor to meet the renowned Duke of Illusion. I am Christian of the Dark Demonic House.”
The Duke of Illusion was an old man in his sixties.
With a sharp impression.
His sharp eyes glinted.
“What business does the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House have here? I do not believe the relationship between my house and the Dark Demonic House is one where we would leisurely exchange greetings.”
“I have come because I have something urgent to tell you in private.”
“What is it?”
“I have obtained information that the Beast King is conspiring with the Four Kings' Castle and is planning to strike Your Highness.”
“!!”
The Duke of Illusion’s face hardened.
“What nonsense. Do you wish to die?”
A fierce energy surged forward.
But Chris looked straight at the Duke of Illusion and continued.
“Doesn't Your Highness also have your suspicions? That the Beast King’s recent movements have been unusual.”
The Duke of Illusion was silent.
Just as Chris said, he had had his own suspicions.
“So what is it you want to say?”
“I have come to propose an alliance.”
“…What did you say?”
“Join hands with our Dark Alliance and strike the Beast King. Then you, Duke of Illusion, will become the leader of the Tri-Alliance.”
The Duke of Illusion’s eyes flickered with a deep light for a moment.
It was a light of greed that could not be hidden.
‘The Duke of Illusion desires the leader's seat, after all.’
But he did not nod his head easily.
“I cannot comply. I cannot cause internal conflict within the Tri-Alliance.”
“It’s not that you’re afraid of the Beast King?”
“!!”
Chris twisted the corners of his mouth into a smirk.
“The Beast King is already planning to strike Your Highness. To talk of pacifism when the enemy has a sword aimed at you.”
“……”
“Isn't that a typical coward's excuse?”
“…Shut your mouth.”
Fwaaaaat!
The enraged Duke of Illusion let his demonic energy rise.
But Chris did not stop talking.
“I understand. In truth, Your Highness is no match for the Beast King, are you?”
“…You bastard. How dare you.”
A rough, overwhelming pressure surged forward.
A turbulent appearance, unlike the common opinion that he was like a snake.
This was because Chris had struck a nerve.
‘Among the three lords of the Tri-Alliance, the Duke of Illusion is the weakest.’
For reference, the Beast King and the Duke of Illusion were both at the level of mid 8-Star.
But even though they were both mid 8-Star, their skills were not equal.
The general consensus was that the Beast King was a step… no, two steps above.
If the Duke of Illusion had barely reached mid 8-Star, the Beast King had reached the end of mid 8-Star and was looking toward the high-level state.
“Well, if you truly lack the confidence, then kneeling to the Beast King would be fine, I suppose. If you go to the Magical Beast Demonic House right now and bow your head, the Beast King will also show you mercy.”
“You bastard!!”
“I believe that is the most realistic measure. Ah, or perhaps you don't want to bow your head either?”
The Duke of Illusion ground his teeth.
A face that showed he could not let go of his greed for the leader's seat.
‘So full of greed, anyway.’
Chris smiled to himself.
‘Well, from my perspective, that's not a bad thing. It makes him easy to use.’
Chris opened his mouth.
“Do not worry. If you join hands with us, you will be able to take down the Beast King.”
“How? Are you saying that Head Nordian will come?”
“That is not it. There is no need for that.”
“…No need?”
“The one who will be helping you is me. My help will be more than enough to take down the Beast King.”
“!!”
The Duke of Illusion had a look on his face as if he had just heard something insane.
“What nonsense is this? What do you think a mere punk like you can do?”
“Mere? Don't tell me you haven't heard who it was that caused the annihilation of the Demon King of Azure Flow?”
The Duke of Illusion snapped his mouth shut.
‘Come to think of it.’
The rumor that had recently stirred up the Magus Empire the most was the annihilation of the Demon King of Azure Flow.
Because it was the fall of a Demon King.
What was even more unbelievable was that this arrogant young whelp before his eyes had played the most decisive role in defeating the Demon King of Azure Flow.
-If it weren't for my grandson, Christian, we would have been the ones to be defeated.
Nordian had said so, and Grand Duke Vessian and Duke Huam had affirmed that it was true.
Unbelievable, but it meant that it was the truth.
“Whether you trust me or not is Your Highness's choice. However, keep this in mind. If you refuse my hand, you will have to bow your head to the Beast King for all eternity.”
The Duke of Illusion glared at Christian with bloodshot eyes.
A look of conflict.
‘It's a famous story that the Duke of Illusion has a complex about the Beast King.’
The Duke of Illusion had lived his entire life being subtly looked down upon by the Ghost Sword King and the Beast King.
Therefore, crushing the Beast King was the Duke of Illusion’s lifelong wish.
Still, as the Duke of Illusion could not readily make a decision, Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“It is a shame that you hesitate, even after I have said this much. It seems I have misjudged you. In any case, since the Beast King will become the leader of the Tri-Alliance, I suppose I will go and see him instead.”
He had once again wounded the Duke of Illusion’s pride, and.
“…Understood. I will do as you say.”
The Duke of Illusion finally nodded his head.
‘Excellent!’
Chris whistled to himself.
“However, I will ask again. Do you really have a way to eliminate the Beast King?”
“Of course. However, there is something I will need Your Highness to cooperate with.”
“…Cooperation?”
“Yes, there are some preparations that need to be made to capture the Beast King.”
Chris spoke of another objective he was aiming for in the Illusion Demonic House.
“Please allow me to assimilate the Illusory Sacred Stone.”
* * *
The Illusory Sacred Stone was a magic stone that contained the essence of the Illusion Demonic House.
It could allow Chris's illusion arts to advance to a higher dimension.
Naturally, the Duke of Illusion refused, but Chris explained why the Illusory Sacred Stone was necessary to capture the Beast King.
“I cannot help Your Highness with the power of the Dark Demonic House. Strictly speaking, this is an internal affair of the Tri-Alliance. If it becomes known that an outsider like me has interfered in the dispute for the leadership, Your Highness will also be in a difficult position.”
He was right.
There was only one way.
“I will assimilate the Illusory Sacred Stone and help Your Highness with illusion arts.”
“…What nonsense.”
“It is possible. Please listen.”
After hearing Chris’s explanation, the Duke of Illusion’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
Because it was an unbelievable story.
“…Is such a thing possible?”
“Your Highness must have also heard of the things I have accomplished until now. This much is more than possible.”
In the end, the Duke of Illusion nodded his head and permitted him to use the Illusory Sacred Stone.
‘Bingo.’
Requesting the Illusory Sacred Stone was, of course, a demand filled with Chris’s personal, selfish desires.
‘If not for an opportunity like this, it would have been impossible to assimilate the Illusory Sacred Stone.’
Of course, it was also true that it was necessary to capture the Beast King.
“Then I will prepare the troops to strike the Beast King.”
“No, we do not need troops. Just the two of us, Your Highness and I, will be enough to strike the Beast King.”
“…What?”
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                    The Duke of Illusion had a dumbfounded look on his face, but Chris was serious.
‘The two of us are enough.’
After that, time passed quickly.
First, he leaked the Duke of Illusion’s movements to the Beast King.
The information was that in a few days, the Duke of Illusion would be heading to the sacred site of the Illusion Demonic House.
Since he had leaked the information in the name of the Four Kings' Castle, as he had mentioned to the Beast King beforehand, the Beast King would not be suspicious.
During the remaining time, Chris focused on mastering the Illusory Sacred Stone and the Record of Beast Refinement he had obtained from the Beast King.
‘Even for me, it’s impossible to master the essences of two houses in such a short time.’
But it didn't matter.
He would quickly assimilate only the most core parts and store the rest in his mind for now.
So that he could slowly make it his own later.
“The time has come. You can really do as you said, right?”
On the eve of the decisive battle, the Duke of Illusion was still showing his doubt, so Chris let out a smirk and gave him a demonstration.
Fwaaat!
A single illusion bloomed from Chris’s hand.
It was a small, fluttering butterfly.
It was an insignificant illusion, but soon the butterfly showed a change.
The butterfly’s flapping wings created a wind.
It was ‘Reality Intervention’, the 5-Star level of illusion, where an illusion causes a phenomenon in reality.
That wasn't all.
Its flapping wings created a sharp gust of wind.
It was ‘Reality Augmentation’, the 6-Star level that went beyond simple intervention to amplify a phenomenon.
It didn't stop there. The butterfly landed on the Duke of Illusion’s shoulder.
Feeling the touch of the butterfly, the Duke of Illusion’s eyes widened.
A texture as if it were real. No, it wasn't just similar; it was a real, living butterfly.
It was ‘Reality Manifestation’, the 7-Star state of miracles in illusion arts.
In other words, Chris had risen to the 7-Star level with illusion arts.
‘Of course, I can’t say I’ve properly become a 7-Star illusionist yet.’
He had only raised his level quickly, without a proper foundation.
But the fact that he had succeeded in performing the 7-Star ‘Reality Manifestation’ held great meaning.
Chris spoke with a grin.
“On that day, Your Highness will witness a miracle.”
The preparations to capture the Beast King were complete.
* * *
The day of the decisive battle arrived.
The Duke of Illusion and Chris, just the two of them, headed to the location they had leaked to the Beast King.
In truth, the Duke of Illusion had wanted to bring more troops, but Chris had stopped him.
“The Beast King will not fall for it if many people are with us.”
“…Even so, it is highly likely that just the two of us will not be enough.”
A sign that he still did not trust Chris.
“I believe I am more than enough, but you seem to have many worries.”
“!!”
“If you lack the confidence, you can go and kneel to the Beast King, even now.”
The Duke of Illusion’s face turned bright red, and he moved forward.
‘Such a coward, and yet so greedy. What a petty man.’
Well, it didn't matter.
In the end, everything would be accomplished according to his will.
Whether it was the Beast King or the Duke of Illusion, they were all just dancing on the palm of his hand.
Soon, they arrived at their destination.
Ooooh.
It was a small forest, but the atmosphere was extremely dreary.
The sun was clearly high in the sky, but no light came in, and the ash-gray trees had no life in them at all.
Kiiiiiaaaaaaak.
There were even the occasional demonic shrieks and the sight of specters.
‘So this is the Land of Illusions, the sacred site of the Illusion Demonic House.’
It was a place where reality was twisted and all sorts of illusions appeared.
‘Well, it's not a sacred site with any particularly great effects.’
It was the place where the founder of the Illusion Demonic House had first created his own unique illusion dark magic, so the Illusion Demonic House managed it with some importance.
It was the moment they were about to step toward the shrine in the middle of the forest.
Kuuuung!
The sound of the forest vibrating echoed out.
“It seems he has come.”
Grrrr.
Along with a rough howl, a mountain-sized werewolf appeared.
The Beast King.
He was already in his bestial form, his sharp fur and blade-like claws glinting menacingly.
“It has been a while, Beast King.”
[Yes, there is no need for a long talk. Hand over the leader's seat. Then I will let you rest comfortably in retirement.]
Words that completely ignored the Duke of Illusion.
“I’m afraid that will be difficult. Because you are the one who will die today.”
Chris, who had been standing beside him with a robe pulled over his head, stepped forward.
“I am Grand Duke Christian of the Dark Demonic House. We seem to be old acquaintances.”
[No, you bastard? Then the one at my home is?]
“That’s right, you were tricked.”
The Beast King let out a chuckle.
[Well, I did think something was strange. But it doesn't matter.]
A voice brimming with confidence, even after realizing he had fallen into a trap.
[I will beat you both to death here, then tear the fake one at my home to pieces.]
The Duke of Illusion frowned and shouted.
“Your bravado is useless. Everyone, come out.”
Sreureuk.
From here and there in the forest, the magi of the Illusion Demonic House appeared.
Befitting his suspicious personality, he had not followed Chris’s words and had set up an ambush with his troops in advance.
He was in a situation where he was instantly surrounded, but the Beast King still had a leisurely attitude.
[Just as I expected.]
“…As you expected?”
[You, Duke of Illusion, are more of a coward than a little rat, so I naturally surmised that you would have set up such a trick.]
The Beast King let out a savage laugh.
There was one reason for his confidence.
[Do you think you can harm me, the Beast King, with mere small fry like these?]
It was because he was confident he could break through any trap the Duke of Illusion had laid.
“Everyone, fall back!”
Chris shouted, but it was too late.
Krrrrruuuuung!
The Beast King suddenly let out a powerful roar.
It was ‘Fear’.
“Kuaaaak!”
The ambushing illusionists of the Illusion Demonic House screamed, clutching their ears.
The Beast King’s precise race name is ‘Diamond Lycanthrope’.
A superior race that possesses a rank equal to that of the High Elves or the Vampire True-Blood Clan.
Therefore, the power of his ‘Fear’ was also extremely strong.
The mentally weaker among the ambushing illusionists were instantly thrown into a state of panic, and soon, a storm of blood raged.
Fwaaaaaaaaat!!
[Kuhahahaha!!!]
The Beast King let out a roar.
The very image of a savage beast enjoying the slaughter.
“W-was the Beast King’s power this great?”
“Th-this can’t be.”
The illusionists of the Illusion Demonic House turned pale and stumbled back.
Of course, the Beast King had always been an absolute powerhouse.
But the intense power he was showing now was incomparable to before.
‘It’s the effect of the Berserker Sword.’
Chris thought to himself.
‘Because it amplifies one’s power by an enormous amount.’
For mentally-focused dark mages like those of the Illusion Demonic House, whose physical combat power was weak, the Berserker Sword was a weapon no different from a natural enemy.
Of course, the Illusion Demonic House did not just stand by and take it.
“Most mental attacks won't work on the Beast King! Summon the illusory beasts.”
Fwaaat!
It was another specialty of the Illusion Demonic House.
Phoenixes, two-headed lions, ice snakes, and so on—countless illusory beasts descended upon the land.
Magical beasts from another dimension called the Realm of Illusions, different from spirits.
But even these illusory beasts were no match for the Beast King.
[How dare you! Such pathetic things without even a real form!!]
Wuuuuuuuuu!!!
The Beast King let out another roar.
It was a different kind of roar from the Fear ability he had used before.
Fwaaat!
Along with a distortion in space, a pack of magical beasts appeared.
It was the unique miraculous ability of the Magical Beast Demonic House, ‘Magical Beast Summoning’.
‘A pack of Demon Wolves. And more than twenty of them, at that.’
Each and every one was a high-level magical beast with power equal to that of a 5-Star magus.
Some individuals possessed 6-Star level power, and there was even an Arch Demon Wolf, said to be comparable to a 7-Star magus.
A force that could annihilate an average knightly order in an instant.
As expected, it was a testament to the Beast King’s tremendous mastery of the Art of Beast Refinement.
[Devour them all.]
“Kuaaaaaaaak!!”
The magi of the Illusion Demonic House were pushed back helplessly.
Just then, the Duke of Illusion finally moved.
“Enough. Beast King, you shall now fall into the hell of illusions.”
The Duke of Illusion had not thought that the common illusionists would be able to stop the Beast King.
They were merely a way to buy time.
To activate this spell.
Hwaaaaaaak!
Suddenly, the surrounding scenery changed.
Kaleidoscopic colors dyed the surroundings.
As if they had truly fallen into a world of fantasy.
However, it was not a world of dreams and hopes.
The multi-colored hues gave off a bizarre, twisted feeling rather than being beautiful, and all sorts of chilling demonic shrieks could be heard.
As if they had fallen into a cruel fairy tale.
It was the Duke of Illusion’s Domain of Dominion, the ‘Distorted World of Illusions’.
Sreureu.
The various colors that had been illuminating the empty air liquefied and rose up as a legion of hideous-looking illusory beasts.
Kigik. Kigik.
At the chilling presence flowing from the illusory beasts, Chris thought to himself.
‘Manifested illusory beasts.’
Summoning the illusory beasts of the Realm of Illusions was on a different level from summoning spirits.
To be precise, the illusory beasts of the Realm of Illusions cannot be summoned to the mortal plane.
It is merely projecting the shadow of the illusory beast into reality as an illusion.
But the illusory beasts that the Duke of Illusion had summoned now were different.
Through the 7-Star miracle, ‘Reality Manifestation’, he had actually and perfectly manifested the illusory beasts of the Realm of Illusions in the mortal plane.
Naturally, their power was incomparably stronger than that of the merely projected illusory beasts, but the Beast King only let out a scoff.
[Kukuk, you intend to face me with mere phantoms like that? I will crush this pathetic Domain of Dominion in a single blow!]
The Beast King emanated a powerful presence.
Fwaaaaat!
The area around the Beast King was dyed in a heavy darkness, and a Frenzied Moon, which stimulated the beasts, rose up.
It was his Domain of Dominion, ‘The Frenzied Feast’.
It maximized the power of magical beasts.
The power of the pack of Demon Wolves, which already possessed 5th and 6th-Star level power, was amplified.
At this rate, the legion of illusory beasts was in a crisis of being pushed back helplessly, but suddenly, an upset occurred.
Ttuuk.
The Beast King’s Domain of Dominion could no longer extend its presence and was pushed back.
No, that wasn't all.
Walgak.
The World of Illusions began to devour the Beast King’s Domain of Dominion.
[What? How?]
For the first time, the Beast King was bewildered.
When Domains of Dominion clash, the Domain of the stronger one devours the opponent’s Domain.
But the exact opposite was happening.
[Duke of Illusion, there is no way this is possible with your level!]
Incongruous with the Duke of Illusion’s level, his Domain of Dominion had been abnormally strengthened.
‘How could this be?’
Suddenly, a single thought flashed through his mind, and he turned his gaze.
A boy with a detestable impression, wearing a twisted smile.
It was Christian.
“Hey, beast. Let me ask you one thing. Why do you think we set a trap like this?”
“!!”
“It's because we were confident we could easily capture an ignorant beast like you. No matter how much you rampage, you are nothing but an unenlightened beast.”
The Beast King snorted.
[Don't make me laugh. With a mere trick like this!]
Fwaaat!
He roughly swung the Berserker Sword, but it was not easy.
Thanks to Chris's intervention, the Duke of Illusion’s Domain of Dominion had become incomparably more solid than its original state.
‘Normally, it's impossible to interfere with another’s Domain of Dominion.’
However, illusion arts were different.
‘If one can use Reality Manifestation, one can also intervene in another’s illusions.’
The 7-Star level of illusion arts, Reality Manifestation, was about making an illusion descend as a miracle.
It was possible to make one’s own illusion descend not only into the mortal plane but also into an illusion manifested by another.
‘Of course, even if one were to manifest an overlapping illusion in that way, it would normally be devoured by the opponent’s illusion.’
But Chris was different.
After grasping every detail of what kind of mental image the Duke of Illusion’s Domain was made of, he had complemented it by adding his own illusions into its gaps.
Of course, it was a feat that was only possible for Chris.
[First, kill that arrogant whelp!]
The Beast King commanded his magical beasts.
The pack of Demon Wolves rushed at Chris.
A force that was difficult for even Chris to ignore with his current power.
But Chris twisted the corners of his mouth.
“It seems you're underestimating me too much.”
Chris stretched out his hand.

                
Chapter 303

                    “Stop.”
In that moment, an unbelievable miracle occurred.
The Demon Wolves momentarily flinched.
He had used the Art of Beast Refinement to momentarily interfere with the Beast King’s own art.
It was only a split-second pause, but that was more than enough.
Fwaaaaaaat!
A storm of blood raged.
The necks of the Demon Wolves were instantly cut, their heads flying into the air.
“No?! How can you use the Art of Beast Refinement?”
The Beast King cried out in shock.
“I just did.”
“What did you say?”
“It wouldn't make sense if I couldn't do something that a mere beast like you can, now would it?”
Of course, that was a lie.
‘I pulled a trick for this, too.’
He had used Alros.
He hadn't been left behind in the Magical Beast Demonic House for no reason.
Currently, Alros’s soul was bound to Chris.
He could use Alros as a medium to cast dark magic.
He had secretly spied on the direct lineage of the Magical Beast Demonic House as they performed their art and had devised a method to counter it.
‘And I also referenced the Record of Beast Refinement that I received from the Beast King.’
Although the current Art of Beast Refinement of the Magical Beast Demonic House was completely different from the Record of Beast Refinement, their central context had to be the same.
[You bastard!! How dare you!]
Seeing his precious magical beasts being slaughtered, the Beast King went berserk.
He ignored the illusory beasts and rushed at Chris.
The Beast King’s Art of Beast Refinement was powerful, but he was a magus whose main focus was combat.
A fearsome sword strike surged forward.
Slice!
Chris’s neck was cut and flew into the air.
The Beast King smiled as if in triumph, but soon, his eyes widened.
Sreureu, Chris’s body disappeared like mist.
It was an illusion!
[How?]
It is nearly impossible to fool a person of the Beast King’s level with an illusion.
He could distinguish any illusion with his senses, but.
“No matter how sharp a beast’s senses are, they’re useless if you’re deceived.”
[What?]
“Come on out.”
Surprisingly, another Chris appeared.
It was Jupien, disguised as Chris.
Thanks to the Emblem of the Constellation, which had even mimicked his essence, it was impossible to tell who was the real one.
Chris’s tricks did not stop there.
Sreureuk. Sreureuk.
A third, a fourth, a fifth… a seventh, an eighth.
Countless Chris-es appeared.
It was the Mirror Illusion Art, which creates illusions based on the original body.
The problem was that he had manifested these illusions through the Emblem of the Constellation.
Since they were illusions manifested by copying his essence, even the Beast King’s senses could not distinguish them.
‘Furthermore, with two original bodies for the illusions, myself and Jupien, it will be even more difficult to tell.’
On top of that, this place was a sacred site where illusions lingered.
It was a place where one’s senses were already being interfered with.
In the end, the only option the Beast King could take was to cut down all of the illusions.
But even that was not easy.
First, the Duke of Illusion’s illusory beasts were tying up his feet, and,
“It's a fake. You were tricked again, weren't you?”
[Shut up!!]
“Oh, that was the real one this time. But you’re too slow.”
Chris was not an opponent that even the Beast King could catch while playing hide-and-seek with illusions.
Jupien was a potential problem, but he had prepared a solution for that as well.
‘I didn't make her my vassal for nothing.’
By becoming his vassal, they could share senses in real-time, so at every moment of crisis, Chris could relay a solution to her, allowing her to narrowly evade.
“You! Are you a wolf or a dog? You stink. Go take a bath.”
[You bastards!!]
In the end, the Beast King changed his strategy.
He decided to ignore Chris and strike the Duke of Illusion first.
[These petty tricks are useless!]
Kwaaaang!
The Beast King’s power overturned the Duke of Illusion’s Domain of Dominion.
“Keuk!”
The Duke of Illusion let out a groan.
In the first place, the Beast King was considered the top among the heads of the prestigious Magus houses in terms of pure ‘physical strength’.
And now he was holding the Berserker Sword, so it was difficult to even imagine the extent of his power.
Every time the Beast King swung his sword, the World of Illusions shook as if an earthquake had struck, and the Duke of Illusion’s complexion grew paler and paler.
‘As I thought, he's no match.’
The Duke of Illusion’s achievements were lacking, but the matchup was also very bad.
The Beast King, who reigned as the king of numerous demi-human tribes, possessed a mental defense power that was a level stronger than even other magi of the Absolute Realm, so he had a particularly strong defense against mental attacks like illusion arts.
Therefore, one had to use illusion arts not for mental attacks but to intervene in reality and deal a direct blow, but against the Beast King, it was not enough.
In the end.
“Keolluk!”
The Duke of Illusion coughed up a mouthful of blood.
He had reached his limit.
The Beast King smiled chillingly.
[Kid from the Dark Demonic House. You’re next. I will cut off your head and mount it on a flag, then burn the Dark Demonic House to the ground.]
But Chris only let out a scoff.
An incomprehensible attitude, despite being cornered.
“Well now. I have no desire to listen to the whimpering of a stupid beast that doesn't even know what kind of crisis it's in.”
[What did you say?]
In that moment.
The unbelievable happened.
Stagger!
Hwaak, the Beast King’s body suddenly swayed.
His vision was suddenly covered in darkness, and he felt as if he had fallen into an empty void.
He had been caught in an illusion!
[What?]
The Beast King reacted as if it were impossible.
The Duke of Illusion, who was beside him, was the same.
“Did he cast an illusion on the Beast King? Impossible.”
Even the Duke of Illusion had not been able to delude the Beast King with his illusion arts, but Chris had done it!
“It's thanks to my diligent study of illusion arts for the past few days.”
“…What kind of nonsense is that?”
“I just studied, and it worked.”
Words that made the Duke of Illusion, who had dedicated his entire life to illusion arts, look like a fool.
Of course, he had pulled a trick.
‘I used the Berserker Sword.’
Chris giving him the Berserker Sword was, of course, a trap.
One that the Beast King would never be able to notice.
‘Because it's not a part that could normally be called a weakness.’
The Berserker Sword amplifies its owner’s power like a berserker.
In that process, the mind becomes similar to that of a berserker. However, it only becomes similar; one does not lose their reason, so it could be called a great demonic sword.
The problem was that a faint mental weak point is created in that process.
It was so minute that it was difficult to notice, and even if noticed, it was impossible to exploit, so it couldn't be called a weakness. The problem was that the Beast King’s opponent was Chris.
Throughout the entire battle, Chris had been secretly aiming for the weak point that had formed in the Beast King’s mind, and in the end, he had succeeded in exploiting it.
‘Of course, the power of my illusion arts itself is not that strong.’
What was important was that he had created an opening in his mind.
[You bastard!! I’ll kill you!]
The Beast King tried to shake off Chris’s illusion and charge, but it was too late.
The Duke of Illusion stepped in.
Fwaaat!
The illusion art, filled with the essence of the Illusion Demonic House, exploded into the opening in the Beast King’s mind.
Its power was, of course, horrific.
[Kuaaaaaaaak!!!]
Deluded by some illusion, the Beast King twisted his entire body and screamed in agony.
In an instant, the tide of battle had been reversed.
‘This is the frightening part of illusion arts.’
A fight with the illusionists of the Illusion Demonic House was all or nothing.
If one could withstand the illusion arts, they would win, but if one was deluded by them, it was over in that moment.
“Beast King, to think a pathetic beast like you has looked down on me until now. Fall into the pains of hell.”
The Duke of Illusion’s illusions continued to stack, piercing the Beast King’s mind.
As if he were trying to completely crush and erase the Beast King’s mind with illusions.
[Kuaaaaaaaak!!! Duke of Illusion, you bastard!!!]
The Beast King did not just take it lying down.
He drew up all his strength and tried to shake off the illusion arts.
But it was useless.
“You forgot about me?”
In between, Chris would intervene and disrupt the Beast King’s resistance.
Finally.
Hwareureureuk.
[Kkeuaaaaaak!!]
Flames rose up from the Beast King’s body.
The illusion had gone beyond consuming his mind and had manifested in reality on the Beast King’s actual body.
‘It's over.’
The fire was just the beginning.
A hell of ice, a storm of lightning, a rush of blades—all sorts of illusions were manifested in reality, and the Beast King’s body was instantly and completely wrecked.
Kuuung.
The Beast King collapsed, and the venue was submerged in silence.
They had defeated the Beast King!
“Keok.”
The Duke of Illusion coughed up another mouthful of clotted blood.
He had barely managed to win, but the signs of his internal injuries were severe.
“It doesn't seem like the atmosphere for... congratulations.”
The Duke of Illusion wiped the blood from his mouth and glared at Chris.
With a clear killing intent.
Jupien frowned and tilted her head.
“What’s with that old man?”
“Who knows?”
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“Why are you glaring at me like that? Now that the Beast King has been dealt with, have you suddenly had a change of heart?”
“No.”
The Duke of Illusion let out a smirk.
“I had no intention of letting you live from the beginning.”
A chilling statement.
It meant that the Duke of Illusion had planned to use Chris and then eliminate him from the start.
The reason was simple.
“Are you planning to join hands with the Four Kings' Castle?”
“Yes. The Dark Alliance has no chance of winning against the Four Kings' Castle anyway. If I'm going to join hands with someone, it’s better to take the hand of the winner.”
A cool killing intent flowed out.
“You’ve been quite the arrogant one until now. I will let you meet your end, floundering in the pain of an eternity of illusions.”
A life-or-death crisis.
No matter how exhausted the Duke of Illusion was, he was still a Mid 8-Star absolute magus.
There was no way Chris could win, but.
“Go ahead.”
“…What?”
“Let’s see just how great your skills are.”
The Duke of Illusion frowned at his leisurely attitude.
“That arrogance ends now!”
Fwaaat!
An illusion art pierced into Chris’s mind.
The Punishment of the Eight Hells.
It was a technique where one experienced eight kinds of terrible pain through illusion arts. The pain was not merely mental; the punishment would manifest on the physical body, leading to a gruesome death.
It was the moment the Duke of Illusion was smiling crookedly, anticipating the screams that would soon erupt.
“Wow, this is quite amazing. Such an exquisite illusion art.”
“!!”
Chris burst out in admiration.
In a composed voice.
“What?”
“Ah, you're asking how I'm alright? I know it's a fake anyway, so there's no need to make a fuss, is there? I just have to see through the illusion and reality.”
“Don't speak such nonsense!!”
Lowly illusion arts could be defeated by seeing through their falsity, but high-level illusion arts were different.
One had to possess the mental strength to withstand the ‘compulsory force’ of the illusion art, but,
‘Could it be?’
A single thought came to mind, and the Duke of Illusion’s eyes widened.
“This isn't the end, is it? It would be a shame to end it like this, so please try a little harder.”
The Duke of Illusion gritted his teeth and once again unleashed his illusion arts.
All sorts of illusion arts, launched with his full power, rained down, but the result was the same.
He was still completely unharmed.
“Wh-what?”
The Duke of Illusion stumbled back.
Chris twisted the corners of his mouth into a smirk.
“Let me ask you one thing. Do you think I didn't anticipate your betrayal?”
“!!”
Yes.
Chris had anticipated the Duke of Illusion’s betrayal.
No, on the contrary.
‘I was hoping he would betray me. I had to deal with the Duke of Illusion as well to be able to completely subjugate the Tri-Alliance.’
He had no worries.
“Unfortunately for you, my mental strength is greater than the Beast King's. You may not see it, but this is a body that has transcended the rank of a mortal. No matter how hard you try, you will not be able to bring me down with illusion arts.”
The Duke of Illusion gritted his teeth.
“Wh-what… Shut up!!”
Hwaaaat!
The World of Illusions he had used on the Beast King earlier was unfurled.
All sorts of illusory beasts were summoned and showed a menacing presence, but.
“You've already revealed all your weaknesses, so what are you doing?”
Shatter!
“Keok!”
As Chris flicked his hand, the Domain of Dominion broke apart.
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                    He had assisted the Duke of Illusion’s Domain of Dominion earlier and had grasped all of its weaknesses.
Of course, the Duke of Illusion had exposed his Domain’s weaknesses with the intention of eliminating Chris, but it was a thought that had excessively underestimated Chris.
‘And since he’s exhausted his power fighting the Beast King, it's simple.’
The Duke of Illusion stumbled back with a pale complexion.
But Chris showed an unexpected action.
“Lady Yulian.”
“Sorry, I'm late.”
Sreureuk.
Yulian, who had disappeared after receiving a certain order from Chris, appeared.
In her hand, she held a single sword.
“That sword is?”
“Yes, you recognize it. It is the Ghost Soul Sword, the family heirloom of the Ghost Sword Demonic House.”
He had made Yulian steal the family heirloom of the Ghost Sword Demonic House!
“Why the sword of the Ghost Sword Demonic House? Don't tell me?”
“Bingo.”
Chris nodded his head.
“What do you think will happen to the Tri-Alliance if you are killed by the Ghost Soul Sword?”
“!!”
The Beast King was killed by the Duke of Illusion.
And the Duke of Illusion, who killed the Beast King, is in turn killed by the Ghost Soul Sword.
What would happen?
‘It's the beginning of a complete mess.’
The three houses of the Tri-Alliance would become enemies.
The Duke of Illusion’s face turned pale.
“You bastard, don't tell me you planned this from the start?”
Chris let out a smirk and nodded his head.
“Yes. The Ghost Sword King, the Beast King, and you, Duke of Illusion—you were all played by me.”
“!!”
Chris aimed his sword.
“Let’s end this now.”
The Duke of Illusion, as if in a last-ditch effort, once again unleashed his illusion arts, but it was useless.
Chris took a ready stance.
It was the Mount Tai Sword, the ultimate technique of the Ghost Sword King.
Since it was an ultimate technique used not only by the Ghost Sword King but by the direct lineage of the Ghost Sword Demonic House, it was perfect for a frame-up.
‘I’ve seen it several times, so imitating it is simple.’
Fwaat!
A great light flashed, and the Duke of Illusion froze in his tracks.
A thin line was drawn on the Duke of Illusion’s body, and then, fwaaat, a fountain of blood erupted, and he collapsed, losing his strength.
It was a victory.
It was the moment the Tri-Alliance was shattered.
* * *
The next day.
The bodies of the Duke of Illusion and the Beast King were discovered, and the Tri-Alliance was thrown into chaos.
As the Beast King had been killed by the hand of the Duke of Illusion, and the Duke of Illusion had been killed by an unidentified figure from the Ghost Sword Demonic House.
“Such a terrible thing!!”
“Isn't this all a conspiracy by the Illusion Demonic House?!”
“Shut up! Looking at the traces of the fight, it is clear that the Ghost Sword Demonic House struck our exhausted Head of the house from behind!”
What was even worse was that both the Duke of Illusion and the Beast King, intending to deal with their opponents in secret, had kept this fight a secret.
Therefore, each house blamed the others for this incident.
In an instant, a civil war broke out.
The Ghost Sword, Illusion, and Magical Beast houses all drew their swords against each other, and the Tri-Alliance was plunged into a terrible chaos.
“…Everything has gone according to the Grand Duke’s plan.”
Alros looked at Chris with a fed-up expression.
For reference, Merian, who had received Chris’s orders in advance, had rescued Alros.
‘This guy is a real devil. Aaargh. Why did I have to get on his bad side.’
Just then, Chris shook his head.
“It's not over yet.”
“What? What other demonic acts are you planning to do now? Aak!”
“How dare you speak to the Grand Duke like that?”
Merian, who had slapped Alros on the back of the head, bowed her head.
“The people you spoke of have arrived.”
Chris rose from his seat.
Now, it was time to truly subjugate the Tri-Alliance.
“Welcome. It is an honor to meet the Three Younger Brothers of the Tri-Alliance.”
The ones who appeared were mature magi from the Ghost Sword, Magical Beast, and Illusion Demonic Houses, respectively.
Each and every one of them was a top-level 7-Star magus, and they were key figures in their respective houses.
‘They are famous for a friendship that transcends their houses.’
That's not all.
In his previous life, during the Age of Ruin, they were also righteous men who had opposed the Tri-Alliance’s move to follow the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
Naturally, they were concerned about the current state of the Tri-Alliance.
“…Why did the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House wish to see us?”
“It is to inform you of the mastermind behind this recent incident.”
The eyes of the three men changed.
“Who is it?”
“It is the Four Kings' Castle.”
“!!”
It was a bare-faced lie.
But Chris presented the evidence without batting an eye.
“Look here.”
It was a corpse.
That of Navid, the Executor from the Four Kings' Castle whom Chris had defeated.
“We have secured evidence of a figure from the Four Kings' Castle approaching His Highness the Beast King. Not only that, but there is also evidence of them meddling with His Highness the Duke of Illusion and the Ghost Sword Demonic House.”
Other than the attempt to approach the Beast King, all of it was fabricated evidence.
But as always, Chris’s skill in fabricating evidence had reached the level of art, and there was no way for them to see through it with their insight.
“This can’t be.”
“Those sons of bitches from the Four Kings' Castle, to our Tri-Alliance.”
The three men ground their teeth in anger.
“The Four Kings' Castle is the enemy of our Dark Alliance. I would like for the three of you to form an alliance with our Dark Alliance, join our strength, and stand against the Four Kings' Castle.”
“…But we are not the heirs to our houses.”
Although nothing was officially decided yet, it was highly likely that the vice-heads of the three houses would become the next heads.
All of them were Low 8-Star absolute magi.
On the other hand, these three were now High 7-Star magi; though they were key members of their houses, their chances of becoming the heirs were slim.
“I will help you all reach the state of 8-Star.”
“!!”
“You must have heard what kind of miracles I have performed at the Dark Demonic House. With my abilities, it is more than possible.”
The eyes of the three men widened.
It was a dumbfounding story, but they could not dismiss it as nonsense.
Because it was known that Nordian reaching 9-Star and the Dark Demonic House’s recent exponential growth were all Chris’s doing.
Still, as they could not easily accept it, Chris drove the nail in the coffin.
“Are you just going to stand by and watch the Tri-Alliance collapse like this?”
“!!”
“You must know. That the vice-heads of your respective houses are not great enough men to lead the Tri-Alliance. If the vice-heads were to lead the Tri-Alliance now, they might even sell it out to the Four Kings' Castle.”
The three men swallowed a groan.
What Chris said was right.
“We will do as the Grand Duke says. But will you really give us such help?”
“Yes, as it is also for the sake of our Dark Alliance. However, there is a condition.”
“What is it?”
“During the war with the Four Kings' Castle, you must follow the words of our Dark Demonic House.”
“!!”
The three men shut their mouths.
“It is for the sake of victory. To stand against the Four Kings' Castle, it is impossible unless we cooperate perfectly with each other. I promise that it will not be to the detriment of the Tri-Alliance.”
The three men looked at each other for a moment, then nodded their heads.
“Understood.”
And so, Chris decided to quickly raise the levels of the three men.
‘I already know these three well, anyway.’
These Three Younger Brothers were magi who had stood on the side of the Alliance and fought against the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
Therefore, Chris had also met them on several occasions.
‘And this is also a gain for me.’
These were some of the most skilled magi of the Ghost Sword, Magical Beast, and Illusion Demonic Houses.
To observe their achievements under the pretext of guiding them was an experience that would be a great asset to Chris as well.
‘It’s a chance to steal and learn the core secret arts of Ghost Sword, Magical Beast, and Illusion for free.’
And so, he gave them his crash course, and fortunately, all three were able to gain new achievements.
“This can’t be!! To think the rumors were really true.”
“The Grand Duke is our savior!”
“No, he is the savior of our Tri-Alliance!”
The three men were moved and bowed their heads.
In truth, Chris was the very culprit who had brought the Tri-Alliance to ruin, but he shamelessly nodded his head and accepted their thanks.
“If you are grateful to me, you must be sure to set the Tri-Alliance straight on the right path.”
“Ah! To think you would care so much for the Tri-Alliance. Who could have called such a great person a dog!”
“……”
“The Grand Duke is truly a magus among magi!”
The three men, who already had a hot-blooded idiot side to them, instantly became Chris’s fools and returned to their respective houses.
Now, with them at the center, the Tri-Alliance would be reborn anew.
‘It will take some time for them to take control of the Tri-Alliance. In the meantime, I'll go and visit the Karn Empire.’
Joining forces with the Tri-Alliance was not enough to stand against the Four Kings' Castle.
‘I have to get the Karn Empire completely in my hands.’
In his hands?
It was an expression that was ominous beyond compare.
‘The Karn Empire is the backbone of the Alliance. Simply asking for their cooperation is not enough. I must place it completely under my feet. It's more than possible.’
Just then, Merian and the others approached.
“Your Grace the Grand Duke, we will return to the front line.”
“Alright.”
Chris nodded his head and briefly turned his gaze to the northeast.
It was the direction where the Dark Alliance and the Four Kings' Castle would be in the middle of a battle.
‘It seems they're holding up well for now.’
It was thanks to having the Corridor of Death in their hands.
Because it was a natural fortress blessed by heaven, where they could display the strength of a hundred men for every one, even with their inferior forces.
‘But it's dangerous. If they are pushed back from the Corridor of Death, they will be pushed back uncontrollably.’
After some thought, Chris spoke to Merian.
“Relay what I told you to my father and the Head of the house.”
He had come up with a plan.
After hearing the story, Merian’s eyes widened.
“Kukuk, as expected of you, Your Grace the Grand Duke. Understood. The thought of seeing the blood of the bastards from the Four Kings' Castle is already making me excited.”
“I want to go and fight soon, too.”
“Aaargh! But I don’t want to go!”
Merian disappeared along with Jupien and Alros, and only Yulian remained.
“I don't want to go.”
Yulian smiled sweetly.
“To be honest, I’m not interested in the fight with the Four Kings' Castle or anything else. I’m not a magus of the Dark Demonic House in the first place.”
Having achieved her revenge, Yulian felt liberated.
However, her face was not one of emptiness.
“Because I've found a new purpose in life.”
“??”
“Helping you.”
It was an unexpected story.
“You're not actually fighting for the sake of the Dark Demonic House, are you?”
“What do you mean by that?”
“I’m an elf. I have the special ability of emotion empathy, so I can vaguely read the inner thoughts of others. Besides, you're my ‘master’, aren't you?”
Chris frowned.
Come to think of it, Yulian was his vassal.
So it was more than possible that she could indirectly glimpse his feelings.
‘Did she find out that I'm a snob who only wants wealth and glory? Well, it’s true, so it doesn't matter, but.’
But Yulian said this with a serious face.
“You're struggling alone with a heart that is for the sake of the world, aren't you?”
“……”
“I know everything. That you are struggling so hard with a heart that is for the sake of others.”
…She was completely off the mark.
It seemed Yulian’s emotion empathy ability also had a flaw. Just like Evan’s unskilled mind's eye.
“…No, that’s not it.”
“I know it all. That you are deliberately playing the villain. You're so cute, anyway.”
“……”
Yulian let out a chuckle.
“I want to be your strength, too. I may not look it, but I am your vassal and your older sister.”
He was about to say he didn't need her with a reluctant face, but he shook his head.
‘No, she might be of help.’
Yulian’s level was 6-Star, so at present, her achievements were not very powerful.
However, using her spirits, she was capable of various special tasks.
‘She might be of help in the Karn Empire this time.’
Having finished his thoughts, Chris instructed Yulian on a few matters.
“What? You're going to do that? You really are completely insane, aren't you?”
“……”
“Huhu, I'm serious. Anyway, the imperial capital of the Karn Empire, it's been a while. I used to go there often when I was an elf. There are a lot of good pubs there. I'd like to have a cool glass of beer.”
Yulian let out a laugh.
“Since you can’t drink, your big sister will take you to lots of delicious cake shops instead. To a place that serves fresh milk. Well then, see you later.”
She's definitely making fun of me!
Before he could say anything, Yulian disappeared with a flick.
“Honestly.”
It was as Chris was shaking his head.
Suddenly, a chilling energy descended upon the surroundings.
‘…This is?’
A feeling as if a fierce hostility was binding his soul.
It felt as if terrible screams were swirling throughout the world.
An overwhelming pressure that surpassed the Ghost Sword King he had recently faced, and even Nordian, who had become a Lesser Demon King.
Chris realized the identity of the energy, swallowed hard, and opened his mouth.
“…Greetings to Your Great Majesty, the Demon King.”
A surprising story.
The 8th-ranked Demon King of Lament.
The true ruler of the Western Magus Nation had revealed himself.
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                    ‘To think a Demon King would appear?’ 
It was an unexpected situation.
‘In my previous life, he didn’t react at all, no matter what happened to the Tri-Alliance?’ 
Amidst a chilling hostility, as if submerged in the deep sea, a man with his entire body covered by a robe could be seen.
The Demon King of Lament.
A Demon King from a line of Curse Magi, he was at the same level as the Demon King of Azure Flow, the lower tier of 9-Star.
‘Anyway, this is no time to be standing around blankly.’ 
Chris straightened his posture. An intense pressure bore down on him, but his soul was of a high enough rank to withstand it.
“For what purpose has Your Great Majesty, the Demon King, come to see me? Please state your will.” 
His voice was polite, yet confident.
‘He's an opponent I have no reason to fear.’ 
Chris knew the Demon King of Lament well. In fact, he knew him in more detail than the Demon King of Azure Flow.
However.
[I... came to kill you.] 
“!!” 
[You... have crossed a line that cannot be overlooked. I will kill you.] 
He was saying he would pass judgment on what Chris had done to the Tri-Alliance.
A chilling declaration.
He might be ranked 8th, but he was not an opponent Chris could face. It was a crisis, yet Chris, unexpectedly, was not shaken at all.
“You're joking. You don't care about the Tri-Alliance anyway.” 
[!!] 
“Didn't you just come because you were curious about what kind of person I am?” 
For a moment, the chilling hostility that filled the area came to a halt. Chris could feel the Demon King of Lament sending a peculiar gaze from beyond his robe.
[You are arrogant. How did you know what was in my heart?] 
‘Because I met you in my previous life.’ 
The latter half of the Age of Ruin. The Hero's party had once gathered the remaining forces of the Holy Empire and advanced toward the Tri-Alliance. At that time, the Demon King of Lament had blocked the Hero's party in the same way.
‘He appeared, creating a tense atmosphere, but when it came time to fight, he just let us go.’ 
In fact, the Demon King of Lament had even said this.
-I will let you pass, so win. Against the Demon Emperor.
At the time, he had tilted his head in confusion upon hearing those words. Because the Demon King of Lament had pointed to the Demon Emperor, not the Blood-Drenched Demon King. He couldn't understand the reason then, but now he had an idea.
“In the first place, are you not in a position where you are bound by the Demon Emperor?” 
[!!] 
The atmosphere in the area turned ice-cold. But Chris believed he had spoken the correct answer.
[...You are amusing. That's right.]
The Demon King of Lament let out a low laugh.
[However, it's not just me. We are all in the same boat, anyway.]
“!!”
[You, me, all of us—no one is free from the Demon Emperor's grasp.]
They were words heavy with meaning. It meant that everything in this world was in the palm of the Demon Emperor's hand.
‘I suppose that means all the terrible things that are about to happen are also part of the Demon Emperor's will.’
Chris shook his head and opened his mouth.
“No, you're wrong. I have no intention of being swayed by the Demon Emperor's will. Rather, if the Demon Emperor walks an unjust path, I will be the one to correct it.”
Chris spoke his mind without hesitation. Considering his past life and the current atmosphere, the Demon King of Lament harbored a strong opposition to the Demon Emperor, so he figured it would be fine to say this much.
[Just you? By yourself? Impossible.]
“Do you think I can't do it?”
Chris put on an arrogant expression.
“You've been watching me, so you should know what kind of being I am.”
[…….]
The Demon King of Lament stared at Chris for a moment, as if gauging his potential.
[Yes, you are a monster. I admit it. You will become a great being, incomparable to the likes of me.]
It was high praise from a Demon King.
[But even so, it's still impossible for you. The Demon Emperor is…]
The Demon King of Lament abruptly shut his mouth, as if the topic was something he was reluctant to even speak of. Seeing a Demon King himself show fear, Chris's heart sank.
‘Just what is he?’
The Demon King of Lament slowly backed away.
[However, I will give you one piece of advice.]
“…What is it?”
[Pay close attention to the Four Kings' Castle.]
“!!”
[A fragment of the truth you desire is hidden there.]
After that, the Demon King of Lament disappeared. It seemed his intention was truly just to get a glimpse of what kind of person Chris was.
‘The Four Kings' Castle, he says.’
Chris was lost in thought. Just as he had suspected, the secret he was searching for was clearly hidden in the Four Kings' Castle.
‘Since my plan is to become the lord of the Four Kings' Castle anyway, I'll find out everything once I have it in my hands.’
That wasn't the end of it. There was still the Mystic Demonic House and the Demon Emperor. He might even have to confront the Celestial Realm and Gehenna. It seemed like a distant, daunting task, but he believed he could do it.
No, he would definitely do it.
‘For the sake of the future where, once this is all over, I can drink Bulmongju [TL/N: A type of alcohol made with rice made in korean] and celebrate to my heart's content!’
With firm resolve, he turned his gaze.
He was heading for the Karn Empire.
The place where, in his previous life, he had once been the Emperor.
It was time to take it back into his hands.
***
The Karn Empire.
It was, in name and reality, the most powerful nation in the Crusade Alliance. Its borders met with the Eastern Magus Nation of the Four Kings' Castle—the most dangerous part of the Magus Empire—and the Northern Magus Nation of the Mystic Demonic House. It was nothing less than the shield and hope of the Alliance's people, and throughout its long history of fighting the Magus Empire, it had produced countless heroes.
The most famous hero in the Karn Empire in recent times was Marquis Radia. She was a margrave who, as a woman, was responsible for the northern part of the Karn Empire, and a great hero of her time. When the Artisan Demonic House of the Northern Magus Nation launched a surprise invasion to destroy the dam on the river flowing through the Karn Empire's north, she achieved the feat of stopping them with only a small number of knights. If not for Marquis Radia's deeds at that time, the Karn Empire would have been engulfed in a terrible disaster.
However, Marquis Radia died at the end of the fierce battle, and the Karn Empire's imperial family designated the place where the battle had occurred as a Sacred Ground in her honor.
Nearly twenty years had passed since then, and now the site was all but abandoned, with no one visiting. Only the old retainers who had followed House Radia were managing the Sacred Ground.
“When we die, I don't know who will manage this Sacred Ground.”
“Indeed. The Marquis passed away without leaving behind any bloodline. There are no relatives left, either.”
The retainers spoke bitterly.
House Radia was the most prestigious noble family in the Karn Empire. It wasn't called the most prestigious simply because its power was great. In fact, it was rather lacking in external aspects like political power or monetary wealth, but the people of the empire did not hesitate to name House Radia as the empire's greatest family. Because it was an honorable family that possessed a loyalty that did not spare its own lives for the sake of the empire.
However, the problem was that they were too loyal. House Radia always fought on the front lines and shed much blood every time.
“Especially the last Marquis, who passed away without ever marrying or leaving a child. The few relatives she did have all met their fate together during that last battle.”
And so, House Radia was completely wiped out.
The Karn imperial family did leave the family's name intact to honor their loyalty. But since no members remained, it was a meaningless gesture.
“Isn't it possible the Marquis might have left a child behind?”
“Nonsense, you fool. Do you believe that baseless rumor?”
“I was just saying. It's such a shame.”
That Marquis Radia had a hidden child was an old rumor in the empire. It was a story that came about because Marquis Radia had once gone into seclusion for about a year in a place unknown to anyone, but of course, it was a baseless rumor.
“Anyway, it's bitter. The empire that the Marquis gave her life to protect is becoming more and more of a mess.”
“A mess? It's a complete disaster. The Marquis must be lamenting from the heavens.”
“Every last one of those so-called princes is trying to ruin the empire.”
The situation in the Karn Empire was so bad that even the low-ranking retainers lamented it so.
It was then.
Step.
A figure approached the Sacred Ground.
A boy, so full of grace as to draw admiration.
"Who are you?” 
The boy had an aura that was clearly out of the ordinary, so the retainers asked nervously.
“I am the Hero.” 
“!!” 
The retainers had shocked expressions on their faces.
“Could it be? The one who captured the Ghost Sword King in the Holy Empire?” 
“No! They said he captured a Demon King!!” 
“I heard he cut down ten thousand demonic beings with his Holy Sword?!” 
Because his debut had been so shocking, rumors of the Hero had already spread widely throughout the Karn Empire.
“But, Sir Hero, what brings you to this place…?” 
To the cautious question, the Hero gave an unexpected answer.
“Because this is where my roots are.” 
“…What?” 
“Guide me to where the Sacred Orb is.” 
The retainers were thrown into a panic by the Hero's words. His roots? What could that mean? But before they could ask, the Hero swiftly strode inside.
“W-wait a moment, please!” 
“No one can enter unless they are of House Radia's bloodline!” 
Inside lay the reason this place was called a Sacred Ground.
Fwaaaah! 
A sublime energy was radiating from a beaded bracelet at the center. It was the Sacred Orb, the heirloom of House Radia, and it had been in this berserk state ever since Marquis Radia's death.
‘It's a Sacred Relic that only those of House Radia's bloodline can handle, so the Karn imperial family declared that whoever could control this Sacred Orb would be granted the title of Marquis Radia.’ The Hero, Chris, thought to himself. ‘In other words, if I control this Sacred Orb, I can become Marquis Radia.’ 
An astounding story. The reason he had come here was to launder his identity. After all, to make his debut in the Karn Empire, he first needed a plausible status. The title of House Radia, which held the highest honor in the empire, would be more than enough.
The problem was whether he could control this Sacred Relic.
‘It's simple. It's not like it's my first time.’ 
For reference, in his previous life, one of his many talents was excavating relics and tomb raiding. As expected, he had done this for wealth and glory, but as a result of the Great War breaking out, he never made any money and only ended up being a great help to the Alliance, earning him the useless title 'Excavator of Light'. In any case, he had obtained this Sacred Orb before.
‘It's a type of system that imprints on a bloodline, but that doesn't mean there isn't a way to bypass it. Bloodline imprinting is, after all, just another form of security.’ 
If he could do it back then, now would be even easier. Chris briefly closed his eyes, grasped the Sacred Orb's security formula, and broke right through it. Since it was something he had done once before, it was much faster.
“N-no? H-how can this be?” 
“How?” 
The retainers who were watching the scene stared with wide eyes. He controlled the Sacred Orb that was only permitted to the bloodline of House Radia. What did this mean?
“D-don't tell me, you are...?” 
“Didn't I tell you? That I came to find my roots.” 
It was the moment the retainers' eyes began to fill with emotional tears.
Paaaaah! 
Suddenly, a transparent figure rose from the Sacred Orb. A beautiful woman with a strong impression. It was the spiritual form of Marquis Radia.
“M-Marquis?!” 
“It is a lingering will left in the relic. I have something to discuss for a moment, so would you all step back?” 
Once the retainers withdrew, Chris looked at the spiritual form of Marquis Radia.
“Do you have something to say to me?” 
Instead of answering, Marquis Radia spoke of something else.
-Glory... to the Karn Empire.... 
It seemed the spiritual form that had appeared did not possess a consciousness, but was merely the lingering will of the living Marquis Radia, who had devoted her loyalty solely to the Karn Empire. To leave behind such loyalty even in death, she was truly a remarkable person.
“I will grant your wish.” Chris nodded his head. “So, I'm going to be impersonating your family from now on; I'll need you to overlook that for me.” 
Did she agree? He didn't know, but Chris believed that Marquis Radia would not oppose his fraud. In the end, it was all for the sake of the Karn Empire.
‘Without a method like this, it's impossible to set the Karn Empire's imperial family straight.’ 
Above all, there was no time. He had to finish everything within a month at the latest. He didn't need a conventional method, but a 'drastic' one.
Srrr. 
Marquis Radia's lingering will disappeared, and the retainers came rushing back.
“W-what did the Marquis say to you?” 
“She told me to carry on her will and asked me to take good care of the Karn Empire.” 
“Aaaah! Young Marquis!” 
The retainers shed tears of emotion. They had accepted Chris as the bloodline of Marquis Radia.
“But... Young Marquis, may I ask just one thing?” 
“What is it?” 
One of the retainers asked hesitantly , “Why have you not appeared until now?” 
It was a valid question. Because until now, the Karn Empire's imperial family had searched everywhere for a descendant of House Radia.
“It is because I had to hide my identity.” 
“Why is that?” 
“Because of my father's identity. If it were revealed prematurely, my life could be threatened, so I had to hide.” 
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                    The Appearance of a New Prince!!
The Karn Empire's imperial court was thrown into an uproar, as if a bomb had been dropped. Because the Hero who had recently stirred up the Alliance was revealed to be a prince.
And he wasn't just any illegitimate child, either. He was of the bloodline of House Radia, the most prestigious family in the Karn Empire.
“What? Marquis Radia had a child with His Majesty the Emperor?” 
“In the past, the relationship between the two was certainly unusual, but...” 
The elders of the imperial court recalled the past and nodded their heads.
It was an open secret in the high society of the time that the current emperor, in his youth, had a secret affair with Marquis Radia, with whom he shared a deep connection. 
Chris had known this fact, which is why he had orchestrated this scheme.
“The political situation is already chaotic, and now another new prince appears.” 
“And not only is he the Hero, but he's also of House Radia's bloodline.” 
Even without this, the Karn Empire's imperial court was already a crucible of chaos.
This was because after the current emperor collapsed and fell into a coma, the three princes had been engaged in a fierce struggle.
There would have been no problem if the Crown Prince had been able to take charge, but unfortunately, he was in the weakest position of the three.
The second prince was backed by the central nobles.
The third prince, backed by the regional nobles, was fighting fiercely. 
The third prince, in particular, had gone so far as to bring in a renowned swordsmanship family and the White Tiger Brigade, some of the most prominent military groups in the Alliance.
“Still, it shouldn't be a big deal, right? No matter if he's the Hero, he can't just jump into the struggle for the throne now.” 
“Right, and the fame of House Radia is a thing of the past.” 
However, there was someone who raised a counterargument. It was the Chamberlain of the imperial court. The one most knowledgeable about the affairs of the imperial family.
“It's not something to be taken so lightly. It hasn't been publicly announced yet, but there was an uproar at the Imperial Soul Identification Ceremony.” 
“What do you mean?” 
It was a ceremony to verify the imperial bloodline. Besides simply confirming if one was born with an Imperial Soul, it had another important meaning.
“Do you know what the new prince's succession grade is?” 
“He is a direct descendant of His Majesty and the Hero, so wouldn't it be Grade 1? But since the other princes are also Grade 1, isn't it meaningless?” 
In the Karn Empire, the succession grade is determined by the potency of one's Imperial Soul. Direct descendants are usually born with Grade 1, so the competition is normally between those who possess Grade 1.
“...It was immeasurable.” 
“What?” 
“The ceremony was unable to measure the rank of his Imperial Soul.” 
Thud.
The sound of someone dropping what they were holding in shock was heard.
“D-don't tell me, you mean...?” 
“Yes, that's right. It's the 'Absolute' Grade, which only appears in legends. The same one that the Founding Ancestor who established the Karn Empire possessed.” 
Everyone who heard the story swallowed hard.
The meaning of that story was singular.
It meant that the newly appeared Hero-Prince was first in the line of succession to the throne.
*    *    *
‘I didn't expect the 'Absolute' Grade to appear. Was it influenced by the rise in my soul's rank?’ Chris thought to himself. ‘Well, this is good. I need to cause the biggest uproar possible.’
Just as the ministers had worried, the storm stirred up by the new Hero-Prince only grew stronger.
For starters, the reaction from the common people was extraordinary.
“Waaaah!!! Long live the Hero-Prince!!”
“The heavens have not abandoned our Karn Empire! Long live the Hero!!”
A Hero is, by nature, an object of the people's admiration. Above all, Chris was a master of incitement who knew how to exploit the psychology of a crowd better than anyone.
Paaaat!
A brilliant light poured down upon a beggar sitting on the street.
“Aaaah! I'm better. It doesn't hurt anymore. Thank you.”
Chris smiled and took the beggar's hand.
“I'm glad to hear you've recovered.”
“*Sob*, how can I ever repay this kindness?”
“I am the Hero, an agent of heaven's will. My purpose in life is for all of you to be happy, so please do not worry about repayment.”
...They were truly insincere words, but it was a performance that anyone would be forced to believe.
“Aah. Sir Hero!!”
Chris didn't stop there; he went all around the imperial capital, showing off a 'Hero-like' appearance. The common people, naturally, reacted with wild enthusiasm.
Ruina, who had joined him at some point and was now following beside him, wore an expression like she was about to vomit.
“Isn't this pretense a bit much? There's a limit to how much you can act nice.”
“Lady Ruina, the reason Christian is going through such hardship is all for the sake of the Karn Empire and the world. He is different from someone like you.”
“No, Sir Evan! Do you know that you're even more detestable than this devil?!”
“That is because your heart is not righteous. Instead of only looking at money, try to focus a little on cultivating your mind. You will see the world differently.”
“Uwaaaaah!!”
It was Ruina, who felt like ten years had been shaved off her life because of Evan. Just then, Chris brought up the reason he had called for Ruina.
“I trust the preparations I spoke of are finished?”
Ruina pouted as if she was displeased.
“…Yes, they're done.”
“You didn't do a half-hearted job, I hope?”
“After how much I spent on this, how can you say that!!! My merchant group is about to go bankrupt!”
“There's no way it would falter over this. You're exaggerating.”
From the side, Evan chimed in.
“Christian, you should be the bigger person and understand.”
“You, shut up!”
Chris nodded and then declared the true arrival of the storm.
“Then, let us begin.”
That day.
A letter was sent to every influential family in the empire.
It was an invitation sent in the name of Ruina's Deer Merchant Group.
-We wish to hold a banquet to express our gratitude to the Hero, who is a benefactor of our merchant group.
It was a letter that once again turned the empire's political circles upside down.
Ruina's Deer Merchant Group was no ordinary merchant group.
It was already one of the wealthiest merchant groups in the Alliance, but in recent years, it had been powerfully expanding its influence across the entire continent.
It had extended its influence to the Gold Cross, the renowned Healer Family of the Round Table, and recently, even to the Holy Emperor's Palace in the Holy Empire.
At this rate, it was said that it was only a matter of time before Ruina's merchant group became the greatest on the continent.
This banquet meant that such a powerful entity, the Deer Merchant Group, was backing the Hero-Prince.
That wasn't all.
The invitation listed the following names. It was a list of those sponsoring the banquet, which was effectively a statement of support for the Hero-Prince.
-The Holy Empire, Holy Emperor Istanya.
-The Gold Cross, Law King Olivia.
Along with the Emperor of the Karn Empire, the two most supreme individuals in the Alliance had thrown their support behind the Hero-Prince.
* * *
On the day of the banquet.
As it was the Hero-Prince's official debut into the political world, numerous people had gathered. Most of them did not look pleased. Because a stone thrown out of nowhere was causing major waves. The expressions of those from the second and third princes' factions were particularly sour.
‘The second and third princes did not come.’ 
‘They must be ignoring this on purpose.’ 
However, it wasn't a complete dismissal. Key figures from both the second prince's faction and the third prince's faction had come.
-Marquis Valmond, Commander of the Imperial Guard.
-Heinz, the Vice-Commander of the White Tiger Brigade.
They were powerful individuals representing the second and third princes' factions, respectively.
‘The atmosphere around both of them is tense.’ 
‘I don't know what kind of trouble is about to break out.’ 
Recently in the imperial capital, violent incidents had been occurring almost daily due to the conflict between the factions of the second and third princes. At the forefront of this were the Imperial Guard, controlled by the second prince, and the third prince's White Tiger Brigade. As such, it was highly likely they hadn't come simply to offer greetings.
Meanwhile, there were some people who looked at least a little brighter. It was the Crown Prince's faction, a small minority.
“You must make the Hero my ally today. Understood, Asran?” 
The Crown Prince was a scrawny man with a weak impression. He seemed to be pinning his hopes on the suddenly appeared Hero.
“…I will do my best.” 
Asran, the Sword of Light, nodded with an awkward expression.
“Why that kind of answer? You absolutely must make the Hero my ally! That's the only way I can become emperor!” 
“…Understood.” 
The reason for Asran's lukewarm response was the conversation she had previously had with the Hero. In the Holy Empire, she had approached the Hero and asked for his help for the Crown Prince, but she received a completely unexpected answer
-Are you loyal to the Karn Empire, or are you loyal to the Crown Prince?
Naturally, she was loyal to the Karn Empire. Her loyalty to the Crown Prince was also for the sake of the Karn Empire.
And yet.
-If it were for the sake of the Karn Empire, could you betray the Crown Prince?
It was a story she couldn't understand. The Crown Prince was, at least, the best among the three princes. Though he was weak and lacked ability, he was better than the second and third princes, who only sought their own greed.
-...Why are you asking such a thing?
-Because I want to know your true loyalty.
‘Just what is the Hero thinking? Does he really desire the throne?’
It was as she was sighing in confusion.
“His Highness, Prince Radia!”
It was the Hero's entrance.
Everyone who saw Chris drew in a breath. A powerful grace and an overwhelming pressure flowed from his entire body. Every single step was like that of a sovereign, and his expression was full of composure.
‘Wasn't he raised in hiding? Then how does he possess such grace?’
‘The look of a natural-born ruler.’
The appearance of the one following beside him like a guard knight was also extraordinary.
‘Isn't that young man Sir Evan, the former young master of the renowned swordsmanship family? He's following the Hero?’
This, too, was a matter of great significance. Although he was the former young master, there were not a few in the swordsmanship family who insisted that Evan should be reinstated.
‘The new young master of the swordsmanship family is already in the imperial capital. I wonder what will happen.’
For reference, the new young master of the swordsmanship family supported the third prince. It was a situation where a clash was inevitable.
Just then, the Hero, who had ascended the platform, looked around at everyone.
“You have all taken the trouble to come. My thanks to you all.”
A natural, informal way of speaking.
But then, right from the start, the Hero dropped an unexpected bomb.
“However, it seems there are some who are spoiling the mood. I can see those who are hiding their hideous inner thoughts.”
“!!”
“Is that not so? Marquis Valmond, Sir Heinz?”
They were the Commander of the Imperial Guard and the Vice-Commander of the White Tiger Brigade, respectively. As the Hero suddenly singled out the representative powerhouses of the second and third princes' factions, the air in the hall turned ice-cold.
“…I do not know what you mean by that.”
Marquis Valmond stepped forward and said.
“Baseless slander is…”
“How rude.”
“…What did you say?”
“Who do you think I am right now? Where has your etiquette toward a member of the imperial family gone?”
“!!”
Chris looked down on him with an arrogant expression.
“Let me tell you what crime you have just committed. Daring to step before a member of the imperial family, you did not show the proper etiquette, you spoke without receiving my permission, and even while speaking, you dared to hold your head high with an insolent attitude.”
“!!”
“This is a grave crime, equivalent to insulting the imperial family. Chamberlain, speak. What punishment should be given in such a case?”
“Th-that is…”
The Chamberlain stammered, glancing at Marquis Valmond. He looked as if he didn't want to say anything that would go against Marquis Valmond, one of the most powerful men in the court, but Chris pressed him again.
“It seems you wish to be punished for the crime of insubordination as well.”
“I-I will speak! The punishment is to have one's tongue and wrists cut off!”
Everyone in the hall held their breath.
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                    “So it seems. Since you dared to insult the imperial family, how will you atone for your crime?” 
Marquis Valmond gritted his teeth. 
“…My apologies. In my confusion, I inadvertently committed an act of rudeness.” 
“And not that you were inwardly disrespecting my person?” 
“!!” 
“If that were not the case, you wouldn't be showing such an arrogant attitude even while asking for forgiveness.” 
Chris looked down at Marquis Valmond with a cold gaze. 
“Kneel at once and ask for forgiveness properly, according to etiquette.” 
Marquis Valmond's fists trembled. It was an order he could never follow. 
‘How dare this country bumpkin who came from who-knows-where.’ 
A murderous glint flashed in Marquis Valmond's eyes. 
‘I might as well just do it.’ 
Just as Chris had suspected, he was harboring malicious intent. He had received an order to find an excuse, request a duel, and cross swords with the Hero. If possible, he was to inflict a fatal wound and make it look like an accident. 
‘Rather than bow my head to a punk like that, I'll duel him right now.’ 
Just as the people who sensed Marquis Valmond's intentions wore anxious faces, wondering if a storm of blood was about to erupt, another voice cut in. 
“My, my. This generation's Hero is quite something. I like that.” 
Clap, clap. 
With the sound of applause, a man with a roguish expression walked toward Chris. 
“I am Heinz, Vice-Commander of the White Tiger Brigade. Yikes, you're not going to accuse me of insulting the imperial family too, are you? I'm not an imperial citizen, just an outsider.” 
Chris looked at the Vice-Commander of the White Tiger Brigade. 
“To be honest, I'm not interested in anything else. I came to this banquet because I'm curious about the Hero-Prince's skills. How about you show us those skills that are so renowned?” 
At the straightforward duel request, everyone in the hall once again drew in a sharp breath. 
“No, I refuse.” 
“Hmm? How disappointing. You put on such a grand show, but are you all talk?” 
“No, the likes of you are not worthy of being my opponent. You are lacking.” 
“!!” 
The smile vanished from Heinz's face. 
Chris looked at Marquis Valmond. 
“You come at me along with him.” 
“!!” 
“That should be just about the right level for me.” 
The hall fell into a commotion. To think he would face the Commander of the Imperial Guard and the Vice-Commander of the White Tiger Brigade at the same time. 
That wasn't all. 
“Marquis Valmond, if you can so much as touch the hem of my clothes, I will forgive the rudeness you've shown me today.” 
He was looking down on Marquis Valmond completely, and then, 
“Hein… what was it? Well, I suppose there's no need to remember. There isn't even a speck of a chance you'll touch my clothes, so there's no need for me to promise you any reward.” 
He treated the Vice-Commander of the great White Tiger Brigade as less than the dirt under his fingernails. 
The atmosphere around the two men sank rapidly. 
Heinz smiled darkly and spoke to Marquis Valmond. 
“Marquis Valmond.” 
“…It's Marquis Valmond.” 
“Anyway, Marquis Valmond. We may be enemies, but it seems like a good idea to join forces today. To teach that arrogant Hero-Prince a lesson.” 
“Hmph, I don't need your help. I alone am more than enough.” 
Marquis Valmond stepped forward. 
“You will regret this. Receive my sword. Hyaap!” 
Flash! 
An intense, brown Aura Blade cut through the air. 
But the Hero's reaction was strange. He was just blankly staring as the attack flew toward him. 
“Huh?” 
“D-danger!!” 
Marquis Valmond also furrowed his brow. But he didn't stop his attack. Behind him was the second prince, the most likely candidate for the next emperor, so he judged that he could get away with killing the new prince during a duel. 
‘Die!’ 
But it was at that moment. 
Something incomprehensible happened.
The moment the Aura Blade was about to cut through the Hero's body. 
WHAM!! 
Sparks flew before Marquis Valmond's eyes. With a delayed shock as if he'd been struck in the face with a hammer, his head snapped back. 
“Keok?!” 
Drip, blood trickled from his nose, and he could see the Hero flexing his fist. 
“What did I say?” 
The Hero raised the corner of his mouth. 
“I'm about to yawn. Both of you, come at me at once.” 
The banquet hall grew quiet. 
Everyone was staring at the duel with looks of horror. 
‘N-no way?’ 
‘How is that possible?’ 
Marquis Valmond. He was one of the most powerful figures in the Karn Empire, at the level of a Mid 7-Star. This was not a level to be dismissed as 'mere'. Unlike in the Magus Empire, those at the 7-Star level or higher were extremely rare in the Alliance. Instead, they maintained a balance of power with an overwhelmingly larger number of common soldiers and knights than the Magus Empire. 
‘The Vice-Commander of the White Tiger Brigade is also a Mid 7-Star powerhouse.’ 
Such powerful men had joined forces, yet the duel was completely one-sided. No, would it even be right to call it one-sided? It was closer to a complete mockery. 
An unbelievable scene was unfolding. 
First, there was Marquis Valmond. 
Fwaat! 
His sword cut through the empty air. At first, it was just Aura Blades, but now he was pouring out his unique ultimate techniques with all his might. As befitting the Commander of the Imperial Guard, each and every attack was incomparably fierce. They weren't just powerful; they even possessed a sublime quality that drew admiration, but it was all useless. 
“Is this all you've got? Try a little harder.” 
In contrast, the swordsmanship displayed by the Hero was exceedingly simple. He was using the basic swordsmanship that beginners learn, but surprisingly, the empire's greatest ultimate techniques unleashed by Marquis Valmond could not break through that simple sword. 
‘I may not look it, but I've reached the level of a Sword Master. A guy with fundamentals this poor could never be my opponent.’ 
Poor. These were not words to be said to the Commander of the Imperial Guard, but by Chris's standards, it was true. Of course, it wasn't that Marquis Valmond's level was low. A Mid 7-Star was a level considered among the best in any prestigious Magus House. However, in terms of substance, the difference was stark. 
‘He's a guy who's lived his whole life getting fat and acting high and mighty.’ 
How many real combat situations would the Commander of the Imperial Guard ever have to swing his sword in? It was clear that, at some point, he had neglected his swordsmanship training. 
‘This is why his openings are so glaringly obvious.’ 
Chris let out a dry laugh and swung his sword. 
SMACK!
A loud sound echoed from Marquis Valmond's cheek. He had struck him across the cheek with the flat of his sword. He wasn't cut, but the mental blow from the humiliation was immense.
“Kuaaaah!!”
He let out a roar of fury and unleashed an even stronger attack, but again, WHAM!!
He hastily covered his face and retreated.
A deathly shock descended upon the hall.
‘What, this is impossible?’
‘He's no match for him at all.’
What was even more terrifying was that the Hero hadn't even revealed his true power yet. Just then, a sharp voice rang out.
“Marquis Valmond, you should step back now.”
It was Heinz of the White Tiger Brigade. He was in a similar state, looking as if he'd taken quite a beating as well. His once-roguish face was covered in bruises.
“What did you say? How dare a street mercenary punk like you! And it's Marquis Valmond!”
“Right, Marquis Valmond. I said, shut up. I'm in no mood to listen to your whining.”
“!!”
Heinz brushed his fallen hair back and stepped forward.
“It seems I have underestimated you, Your Highness the Hero.”
“Saying that after getting beaten up just looks pathetic.”
“…I will show you my true skills. I request a duel of real combat.”
“!!”
The hall stirred. Unlike the Magus Empire, the Alliance placed several restrictions on duels. In particular, when those of the 6-Star level or higher dueled, Will-techniques and Miracle-techniques were forbidden to avoid fatalities. But now he was suggesting they remove those restrictions.
“No, absolutely not.”
“To request a duel of real combat with a member of the imperial family!”
A few sensible nobles objected, but Chris nodded his head.
“Fine. But there's a condition. I don't care if it's Will-techniques or Miracle-techniques, but the two of you must join forces properly.”
“!!”
“You have to consider my position, dealing with lacking fools like you. Please, allow me to have a duel worthy of the name.”
Heinz and Marquis Valmond ground their teeth. The two of them stood on Chris's left and right, as if to surround him.
“…Do not regret this.”
“What happens next is not our responsibility.”
“*Yawn*. Do the White Tiger Brigade and the Imperial Guard duel with their mouths? This is getting really boring. May I yawn for a moment?”
“!!”
A dangerous glint appeared in both of their eyes.
Marquis Valmond was the first to move.
“Haaaaap!!!”
The Aura Blade took the form of a giant white lion and leaped toward Chris.
That wasn't all.
A miraculous ability was imbued within it.
The white lion roared, pressing down on Chris's body.
‘An intimidation-type miraculous ability.’
It was a combined attack of will and miracle that aimed to immobilize the opponent before the white lion tore them to shreds.
Next, Heinz moved.
Swish.
Heinz's weapon was the art of throwing daggers. As if performing a magic trick, countless daggers shot out from his sleeves and flew toward Chris like a storm.
This wasn't a simple metaphor.
The daggers truly showed wild variations, creating a vortex centered on Chris. Displaying paths that were physically impossible.
‘A trajectory-altering miraculous ability.’
It wasn't just one.
‘There's also an accuracy-type miraculous ability imbued in them. Some of those daggers must be set to hit me 'unconditionally'.’
Chris whistled inwardly.
Although they were both Mid 7-Star, Heinz of the White Tiger Brigade was far stronger than Marquis Valmond. It seemed to be because the White Tiger Brigade, at least, experienced real combat in various ways.
‘Of course, not that it matters.’
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
Fwaaaah! 
For the first time since the duel began, a radiance enveloped Chris's sword. It was the Mana of Radiance, the symbol of a Hero.
“Watch closely. This is the sword of a Hero.”
He swung his sword.
It was a quiet, single strike. Insignificant compared to Marquis Valmond's white lion or Heinz's vortex. As if it would be crushed at any moment.
And yet.
A moment of silence passed. As if time had stopped. The roaring white lion, the fierce vortex.
“W-what?” 
It was the moment the people who couldn't understand what had happened tilted their heads in confusion.
Marquis Valmond's and Heinz's eyes became bloodshot, and their bodies trembled.
“What, you two?” 
“Keoooook!!” 
“
Gush” 
Both of them suddenly vomited blood, and at the same time.
CRASH!! 
With a sound like shattering glass, the white lion, the vortex, everything collapsed.
“H-how?” 
Heinz, on his knees, let out a sound of disbelief.
“When you expose such an opening, wouldn't it be stranger if I 
couldn't shatter it?” 
“W-what…!” 
Heinz wore an expression of incomprehension. In reality, it hadn't happened because he was lacking. It was simply that Chris was just that extraordinary.
‘Because this is my new miraculous ability, 'Pierce'.’
If his previous miraculous ability, 'Single Point', made an attack hit where his will was directed, 'Pierce', as its name suggested, was a miraculous ability that aimed for the opponent's opening and pierced their core. It was a cheat-like miraculous ability that could display its power not only when directly attacking an opponent, but also when facing miraculous abilities and will-techniques like these.
“Looks like it's about over. What a boring duel.”
The two of them bit their lips hard.
“In any case, since it has ended like this….” 
Chris was continuing to speak. Suddenly, his expression hardened. It was because he saw one of Heinz's daggers rolling on the floor.
“Wait, what's this? Isn't this poison?” 
“!!” 
“Did you dare to use poison in a duel?” 
Heinz had a flustered look on his face.
“What are you talking about? There's no way I would…!” 
“Force that man to his knees at once! Now!!” 
The imperial knights stationed at the banquet hall pointed their swords at Heinz with bewildered faces.
“…Is it really poison, Your Highness?” 
“Yes, take a look.”
The face of the imperial knight who received the dagger hardened. There really was poison on it! And it wasn't an ordinary poison.
“Don't tell me, this poison is?” 
“Yes, it's the poison of the Venomous Demonic House.”
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                    “!!”
The hall was plunged into shock.
Poison from the infamous demonic beings of the Magus Empire?
“It's not true! That can't be!”
“Shut up, you cur!!”
Heinz, having lost his earlier composure, shouted urgently, but it was useless.
“Your Highness, are you alright?”
“I am fine. However, I doubt this man acted alone.”
This time, Chris shifted his gaze toward Marquis Valmond.
“Check that man's sword as well.”
“W-what...! Do not insult me!”
The imperial knights hesitated, as if reluctant to search their own commander. Just then, Evan moved.
Fwaat!
With lightning-fast skill, he struck Marquis Valmond's hand with his scabbard; the sword spun into the air and landed in front of Chris.
Chris picked up Marquis Valmond's sword, ran his hands over it, and then said something like a bolt from the blue.
“This sword also has the poison of the Venomous Demonic House on it.”
“!!”
“Check it.”
An unbelievable story. But it was soon revealed to be true.
“No! There's no way I, Valmond, would do such a thing!”
“That's right! Absolutely...!”
Seeing the two of them cry out as if they had been wronged, Chris inwardly nodded his head.
‘Well, I'm sure they feel wronged. This is a fraud orchestrated by me, after all.’
When he touched the weapons, he had secretly manifested the poison of the Venomous Demonic House with his Dark Demonic Energy and applied it. It was a perfect fraud that no one could notice.
“Chamberlain, what is the punishment for trying to harm an opponent with poison during a duel?”
“…The death penalty.”
This was an indisputable fact.
“And if the opponent is a member of the imperial family?”
“…It is the same. In such a case, Your Highness can punish them directly, without a trial.”
It meant he could behead them on the spot. The complexions of the two men turned pale.
“So it seems. Do you have anything to say?”
“N-no...!”
“Absolutely...!”
But Chris showed an unexpected reaction.
“Yes, something is indeed strange. Though you two may be lacking, I didn't think you were the kind of men who would do something so heinous.”
He himself had framed them, yet he was saying something completely different.
There was a reason.
“Summon the second and third princes.”
“!!”
“These men wouldn't have done this on their own. I will ask their masters, the second and third princes, for the truth of this matter.”
The complexion of everyone in the hall turned white.
That's right.
From the very beginning, Chris's target wasn't these two.
It was the main players in the struggle for the throne: the second and third princes.
* * *
The second and third princes arrived shortly.
Naturally.
It was clear that both of them had rushed over in surprise.
“What in the world is going on?”
The second prince let out a fierce roar.
Unlike the weak-feeling Crown Prince, the second prince had a strong impression.
“Indeed, brother. What is all this commotion?”
The third prince had a villainous impression. The typical face of a tyrant, full of greed.
“We meet for the first time. Well, this isn't a situation for leisurely greetings, so let's get to the point. I assume you were briefed on your way here.”
Chris asked sharply.
“This incident—did the two of you order it?”
“!!”
The air grew stiff.
Everyone looked at the two princes.
Of course, the princes' answers were obvious.
“No.”
“How could that be?”
“Please think carefully before you answer. Their lives depend on your response.”
For a moment, the two princes flinched.
That's right.
If the two princes denied it, Valmond and Heinz would be executed while still bearing the false charges.
When the two couldn't answer, Chris drew his sword and approached the two who were bound and kneeling.
“If this has nothing to do with you two, then I will carry out the sentence right here on the spot.”
It was pressure.
The second prince glared at Chris as if he could kill him and then spoke.
“It has nothing to do with me.”
“Y-Your Highness?!”
Marquis Valmond cried out urgently, but the second prince paid him no mind. It would have been a problem even if the opponent were a normal royal, but this was the Hero. Since they tried to harm the Hero with poison, in the worst-case scenario, they could be branded as a demon's lackey. No matter that he was the second prince, protecting him was politically impossible.
‘To abandon him so easily. Then again, he's not the type of person to take a loss for a subordinate.’
This time, Chris looked at the third prince.
“Is it the same for you, third prince?”
“I….”
The third prince wiped away his cold sweat. A man who seemed far more lacking compared to the strong-willed second prince. But an unexpected answer came out.
“…I-I don't know anything about it. But this man is my subordinate. I cannot say I have no responsibility, so I will share in his punishment.”
Contrary to his villainous impression, it was a surprisingly bold answer.
‘As expected of a greedy man whose head is always working. He's not to be taken lightly.’
In his previous life, the one who was ultimately victorious in the struggle for the throne was, unexpectedly, the third prince. The third prince wasn't doing this for Heinz out of some sense of loyalty. If he abandoned Heinz here, he would become an enemy of the White Tiger Brigade, so he was protecting him against his will.
Chris shrugged and ordered the awkwardly standing imperial knights.
“I understand both of your stories well. Escort these men to prison. They will be punished after further interrogation.”
The two princes watched with stiff faces as the two men were dragged away. Out of nowhere, they had lost their most important subordinates. The blow to the second prince was particularly large. By turning his back on Marquis Valmond, the Commander of the Imperial Guard, he had also lost the trust of the imperial knights.
“…I'll be taking my leave now.”
the second prince said, his voice filled with displeasure. The third prince also looked for an opportunity to leave.
“No, wait. There is an important matter left to discuss.”
“…What do you mean?”
“To the two of you—no, including His Highness the Crown Prince, it's the three of you. I have something urgent to tell you.”
The Crown Prince, who had been cowering in the corner, had a startled look on his face. The second and third princes showed a sharp reaction.
“I don't want to hear it.”
“Right, what reason do we have to listen to a punk like you….”
“You will have to listen. It is a revelation from the Constellation.”
“!!”
Everyone flinched.
It was something that not even the royalty of the Karn Empire could ignore.
Chris continued, a smug, detestable smile on his face.
“You all know that I am the Hero. The great Constellation has given a revelation concerning the three princes, so show the proper respect and listen carefully.”
As the three princes hesitated, Chris spoke in a cold voice. Since he was acting as an agent of the Constellation's will, he dropped his formal speech.
“Do my words look like a joke to you? Right now, I am not simply a royal, but the Hero, acting as an agent of the Constellation's will. What is with that attitude?”
“!!”
“Or, don't tell me you intend to ignore the will of the great Constellation? Surely you're not harboring some wicked darkness in your hearts, are you?”
The complexions of the three princes changed. It meant that they were worshiping demons. They gritted their teeth and knelt before Chris.
“…We will receive the will of the Constellation.”
Chris gestured with his chin with an arrogant expression.
“I don't feel much reverence for the Constellation from you. Especially you, second prince. Did you not even learn the sacred etiquette properly? Where did you learn to hold your head up so arrogantly? Do you think that being a royal of the Karn Empire places you above a Constellation?”
The second prince ground his teeth and then bowed his head to the floor.
The people in the banquet hall stared at the sight with shocked eyes.
They were reminded anew that Chris was not just a mere prince, but the Hero.
Chris scanned everyone in the hall and then raised his hand toward the sky.
Paaaaah!
“Holy Power?!”
“Ooooh!! It's the light of the Constellation!”
As a sublime light descended upon Chris, everyone let out a cry of admiration.
‘Of course, it's a fake I produced with my own Holy Power.’
Chris, having created a thoroughly majestic atmosphere, looked down upon the three princes.
“I shall now deliver the Constellation's revelation.”
“…Please speak.”
“Before the revelation, I will ask. Do you swear, as servants of the Constellation, to accept whatever revelation is given?”
For a moment, the three princes' faces hardened.
They had a feeling that this would be no ordinary revelation.
But to not accept a revelation from a Constellation was unthinkable.
“…We will accept it.”
“Good.”
And then.
“The Constellation has revealed that among you three, there is one who harbors the wicked darkness of Gehenna in his heart.”
“!!”
In that moment, everyone's eyes widened as if they would tear.
What in the world did that mean?
It meant that among the three, there was a demon worshiper.
Chris's stern gaze fell upon the three of them.
“It has commanded me, as the Hero, to find and eliminate this person, so cooperate with the investigation from now on.”
It was a shocking declaration that would shake the Karn Empire's imperial family to its very core.
***
The hall erupted.
“W-what nonsense!!”
“Stop with this rubbish!!”
Everyone, without exception, protested.
But.
“Who dares to call a revelation from the Constellation rubbish? Who was that? Can you take responsibility for those words?”
At that question, everyone had no choice but to shut their mouths.
If they misspoke, they could be branded as a demon worshiper.
On top of that, there were those who lent authority to Chris's words.
“The Holy Emperor's Palace guarantees that this man is the true Hero and an agent of the Constellation's will.”
It was the highest-ranking priest of the Holy Empire, sent by Holy Emperor Istanya.
That wasn't all.
[I, too, shall guarantee it.]
“!!”
A great shock spread through the hall.
The image of a young girl had appeared on a real-time video transmission magic tool.
It was Law King Olivia.
[As the Law King who has inherited the Sacred Blood, I issue a divine command: know that to doubt the Hero is a crime equivalent to doubting the Constellation.]
At the Law King's declaration, the hall grew silent.
‘...I didn't ask her to show up in person like this.’
Chris cleared his throat inwardly.
It seemed Olivia's purpose wasn't simply to help, as she sent an intense gaze toward Chris.
A look that said she had something to say, that she was waiting for something.
‘...I suppose I'll have to go see her at some point.’
Chris shook his head and looked at the three princes.
“To be honest, I didn't believe the Constellation's revelation at first either. But after seeing those two try to poison me during the duel just now, I am certain. The darkness of Gehenna has taken root in the Karn Empire's imperial family.”
“!!”
“Of course, the innocent have nothing to worry about. I swear on the name of the Constellation that no guiltless person will be harmed.”
As he said this, Chris stared directly at the second prince.
“Isn't that right, second prince?”
Under that seemingly penetrating gaze, the second prince clenched his fists tightly.
“…Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Just looking. You're overreacting. I'd be careful if I were you. What if someone gets the wrong idea?”
“You!!”
The second prince lost his composure and was about to raise his voice, but caught himself and snapped his mouth shut.
Everyone in the banquet hall was looking at him with eyes mixed with surprise and suspicion.
-Could it be?
That was the kind of look it was.
Grind, the second prince ground his teeth and spun around.
“I'm leaving!”
The third prince watched the situation and then spoke with an awkward face.
“Haha, I-I can leave too... right? Ah, I'm not worried! I'm innocent, after all. I'm completely clean!”
Chris nodded and replied.
His tone was much softer than when he had addressed the second prince.
“Yes, you may leave. I will see you soon.”
“Haha... why see me? Let's just never see each other again. For royals like us, it's better not to see each other.”
“I will visit you shortly.”
The third prince's face twisted as if he'd bitten into something foul.
As the third prince also turned tail and left as if fleeing, Asran, the Sword of Light, spoke to the Crown Prince beside her in a tone of admiration.
“The Hero really is incredible. To have such resolve and drive.”
In truth, Asran had some inkling about the darkness that had taken root in the imperial family.
She hadn't even dared to think of taking action, yet he showed such decisiveness.
But the Crown Prince's reaction was strange.
“Y-yes.”
“What's wrong?”
“I-I'm going to leave too. I-it's just... I'm not feeling well.”
He stammered with a pale complexion and then quickly disappeared.
Asran's face hardened.
“…Your Highness?”
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                    Afterward, the banquet proceeded peacefully.
Ruina flitted about like a fish in water, making connections, while Evan drank beside Chris.
“…Is that any good?”
“Not really. I don't know why people drink this stuff. It's just bitter and ruins my palate.”
‘…This guy doesn't know how good he has it.’
For some of us, having even a single sip is a lifelong dream!
But there was something strange about Evan.
While saying it tasted bad, he kept downing his drink.
“You're drinking too much. Is it because of that person from the swordsmanship family who's in the imperial capital?”
“…Yes.”
Evan hesitated for a moment, then nodded.
‘The current young master of the swordsmanship family, was it?’
Chris crossed his arms.
He was the one who had usurped Evan's position.
‘A man called the Little Sword King. One of the famous powerhouses of the Alliance.’
“What should I do? Just say the word, and I'll crush him for you.”
Chris grinned.
“Since you're my slave, this master shall grant your wish.”
Evan stared at Chris for a moment, then faintly raised the corners of his mouth.
It was a rare smile.
“Thank you. But it's alright. Can you just leave him to me?”
Chris thought for a moment.
‘This seems dangerous.’
The guy's level was a High 7-Star.
A difficult opponent for Evan, who had just recently reached Low 7-Star.
‘Evan is my best sucker; it would be a huge loss if he got hurt because of some punk like that.’
Meanwhile, Evan, once again crudely reading Chris's thoughts with his Mind's Eye, shook his head.
‘That's Christian for you. Is he worrying about me again? He's a guy who only ever thinks of others.’
“Thank you, but please trust me. This isn't just because of a grudge against my family.”
Evan sent him a direct gaze.
“This time, I truly want to be of help to you.”
The swordsmanship family was the greatest renowned family in the Alliance.
They possessed deadly secret techniques, so no matter how great Chris was, Evan intended to step in, not knowing what dangers he might face.
Because Evan was someone who understood the secret techniques of the swordsmanship family better than anyone.
“Chris, would you like a drink?”
“…No, I can't drink.”
“As expected, are you abstinently restraining yourself for the sake of the world? I should learn from you.”
‘…It's not that, you punk. I just can't drink. Are you messing with me?’
I don't know how a guy with the Mind's Eye can be so dense.
‘Damn it, I can't even drink, and I just want to go home.’
But since he was the man of the hour, he couldn't, so he had just stepped out into the garden to get some air.
Chris's face hardened.
‘This energy is?’
Gooooo.
Suddenly, an energy began to swirl around Chris.
Someone was trying to attack him!
‘7-Star Miracle Magic? Is this a formula from the Celestial Magic Tower? Why would a Miracle Magic-user from the Celestial Magic Tower suddenly attack me?’
It was the moment he was about to draw his sword and cut down the magic's core in one strike.
Chris paused for a moment.
Something about the magic formula was familiar.
‘Well, look at this?’
Chris sheathed his sword and waited quietly for the magic to complete, as if to observe it.
And then.
Paaaat!
The magic activated, and suddenly, the surroundings were enveloped in silence.
As if they had been enclosed in a glass dome.
It was Barrier Magic.
And at an incredible level.
Unless the master of the magic permitted it, no one would be able to escape.
It was a crisis, but Chris's face was calm.
“Come out.”
Raising the corner of his mouth, he spoke a familiar name.
“Ranya.”
The next Master of the Celestial Magic Tower.
The woman who would one day reach the level of a 9-Star Archmage, and who was his former comrade, revealed herself.
With a murderous look in her eyes.
***
‘It's been a while.’
Purple hair swaying at her shoulders, deep ultramarine eyes.
He saw the beautiful, haughty face that he had seen countless times in his previous life.
Noticeably, she was not in the robe typical of mages, but in a dress worn by the ladies of noble families.
Ranya.
The lofty princess of the Magic Tower.
The Magic Tower's greatest genius, who would one day lead the world of white magic.
And.
‘A clumsy fool.’
A grin appeared on his face out of fondness.
Was Chris's smile grating on her nerves?
Ranya's eyebrow twitched.
“Do you know who I am?”
“Of course, I do. Aren't you the Magic Tower's fake genius? A princess in a cage, mistaken about her own greatness.”
“!!”
Ranya's expression turned fierce.
For reference, Ranya's pride was incredibly strong.
“I am not a fake. I am a real genius. Since the founding of the Magic Tower, there has never been a genius more outstanding than me.”
“Oh, is that so? Anyway, what's the princess of the Celestial Magic Tower doing here?”
“I thought you'd be engrossed in your studies right about now. Did you solve the problem I gave you?”
He had previously given Ranya a magical problem through Evan.
“I came because of that problem.”
“Why? To thank me?”
“…Thank you? You gave me a problem from a magically impossible domain; how dare you give such an insult to a genius like me.”
At the time, Chris had written this in the letter.
If you can't even solve something like this, you should just quit being a mage.
“Do you know how many days and nights I stayed up trying to solve that problem?”
“If the Master of the Tower hadn't confirmed that it was an impossible domain, I might have lost my mind to the obsession while trying to solve it.”
Looking closely, he could see deep dark circles under Ranya's eyes, hidden by makeup.
It seemed she had clung to it like a wreck, thinking that a genius like herself couldn't possibly fail to solve it.
Ranya raised her chin loftily and spoke.
“Apologize for mocking and insulting me, the greatest genius of the Magic Tower, by giving me an impossible problem.”
“It wasn't an impossible problem, though?”
“Don't be ridiculous. Otherwise, there's no way that I, a genius among geniuses, would have failed to solve it.”
“The Master of the Tower also said that the problem you gave was so absurd it wasn't even worth discussing….”
“The Master of the Tower? Are his words the truth of magic?”
“!!”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
“You call yourself a genius, yet you unconditionally believe and accept the words of a half-baked 9-Star Archmage?”
“All the geniuses must have frozen to death.”
“……”
“The essence of a mage is the spirit of inquiry and doubt toward everything in the world.”
“It seems you're not only not a genius, but you don't even have the qualities of a mage.”
“Wouldn't it be better for your future to quit magic right now?”
Ranya's face flushed crimson with anger.
“You… shut your mouth.”
“I only spoke the truth, so I don't know why you're angry. Ah, is it because I hit the mark?”
“Your name is tacky, too; how about you take this chance to switch to being a physical-type martial artist?”
“Wouldn't that suit your aptitude better?”
“W-what did you say? You son of a shoe. Didn't I tell you to shut up?!”
For reference, the tacky name 'Ranya', which contrasted with her lofty impression, was her complex.
Unable to hold it in, she burst out with a curse.
‘Now this is more like the old days.’
Unlike her impression as the haughty princess of the Magic Tower, Ranya was surprisingly hot-tempered and had a rather foul mouth.
‘…Why are all the women in the Hero's party like this?’
Come to think of it, he remembered that the Chatterbox of Darkness also had a bit of a temper.
In any case, he found it amusing and let out a chuckle, but Ranya, misunderstanding his laugh as a sign of mockery, grew even more furious.
“Are you laughing? Do you find me funny? Huh?”
“Of course, it's funny. The sight of you, so mistaken about your own greatness without even realizing your shortcomings, is almost cute.”
“You… you… son of a dog…! Do you really need to be taught a harsh lesson to come to your senses?”
Ranya seethed, clenching her fists tightly.
“This is your last warning. Apologize at once.”
“Why all this talk? Stop chattering and come at me.”
“…What did you say?”
Chris crooked his finger.
“This master will personally show you that the problem I gave you is indeed achievable.”
“Ha! Stop with the nonsense. There's no way such a thing is possible just by manipulating the Phase System.”
“And if it's not nonsense?”
Chris stared intently at Ranya.
“If you're so confident, how about a bet?”
“On whether the 'reality interference through rearrangement of the Phase System' that I spoke of is truly impossible?”
Sensing that Chris was serious, Ranya snapped her mouth shut.
“If I win, you will offer your soul to me.”
“!!”
The color drained from Ranya's face.
“Stop with that ridiculous talk.”
“Instead, if I lose, I will tell you the 'truth' of the Celestial Magic Tower that you want to know.”
“!!”
Ranya's face turned white as a sheet.
“How do you know about that?”
“Don't you know I'm the Hero who receives the protection of a Constellation?”
“There is nothing in this world I don't know. I also know what happened back then in 'Argos'.”
“……”
“Anyway, if you don't want to, then forget it. It's no loss to me.”
Ranya bit her lip hard.
“What do you mean by offer my soul? It's not like you're some devil bastard.”
“Ah, it's nothing much. I am the Hero. I'm looking for a suck… comrade to fight alongside for the sake of the world.”
“However, the world is a dangerous place, and I can't just trust anyone, so I'm looking for a comrade who is willing to bet their soul.”
“For your information, the Evan you know is a comrade who has entrusted his soul to me. He is the comrade I trust the most.”
Well, it wasn't a lie.
In a way, it was all true.
“…You must keep your promise to tell me the truth of Argos.”
“If it turns out to be a lie, I will make you pay dearly.”
“Alright, let's begin.”
When Chris didn't draw his sword, Ranya had a puzzled look on her face.
“I'll face you with only magic.”
“Aren't you a knight?”
“I know how to use some magic, too.”
Currently, Chris's proficiency in White Magic was at about the 4-Star level.
Among all his powers, his proficiency in this was the lowest.
A level that couldn't even be compared to Ranya, who had reached 7-Star.
“Then I won't hold back. I'll make you crawl on the floor!!”
“I might let you go if you beg, so if you're scared, raise your hand and plead for your life!”
Ranya unfolded a fan, the kind carried by the young ladies of noble families.
Fwooooosh!!!
Particles rearranged themselves, and a giant water vortex was created in the empty air.
A 5-Star Aqua Storm.
It was a True-Form Magic imbued with will, a spell that could not be countered by ordinary magic below the 4-Star level.
However.
A streak of lightning rose from Chris's hand.
It was a 3-Star Lightning Spear.
Ranya's eyebrow twitched.
‘He intends to face my True-Form Magic with such a low-level spell? Has he lost his mind?’
The moment she was contemplating whether she should withdraw her magic.
Bzzzt!
It was the moment Chris's lightning spear flew through the air.
An unbelievable miracle occurred.
Crack.
The Aqua Storm split apart and then vanished completely!
“!!”
Ranya's eyes widened as if they would tear.
‘H-how?’
No, she could vaguely guess what had happened.
But she couldn't accept it.
Because it was something impossible.
“So much for being the genius of the Magic Tower. It seems the rumors were all nonsense. This isn't all you've got, is it?”
“!!”
“I'll be disappointed if this is all you can do. Try a little harder.”
Ranya's face turned serious.
Paaaat!
A magic circle spread out with Ranya at its center, and a powerful surge of mana swirled.
Along with a chilling energy, one's vision began to distort.
It was Ranya's specialty, a magic that strikes the opponent by interfering with space itself.
Ranya raised her chin with a confident face.
“This is my 7-Star Miracle Magic, 'The Abstract Parade of Distorted Shaking'. It is an original spell that I, the greatest genius of the Magic Tower, personally designed and created….”
“Isn't that naming sense a bit childish? The Distorted what?”
“!!”
“More importantly, it doesn't look all that impressive.”
Chris let out a snort of derision.

                
Chapter 310

                    As Chris crooked his finger, 
bzzzt, lightning spears once again appeared. 
This time, there were quite a few of them. 
A full ten spears appeared at once. 
Of course, they were still just 3-Star spells. 
“With something so pathetic, there's no way you can face my 'Abstract Parade of Distorted Shaking'...” 
“Stop chattering and watch closely.” 
Chris gestured. 
“I'll show you what real magic is.” 
Bzzzzzt! 
The ten lightning spears spread out in all directions, resonating with each other and creating a powerful electric field. 
He had created the phenomenon of a 4-Star Lightning Chain. 
Of course, even so, it was still just that. 
It was a meaningless act before Ranya's Miracle Magic, which controlled space itself. 
CRASH!! 
“!!” 
Ranya's Space Magic began to collapse completely. 
“Keuk?!” 
A trickle of blood flowed from Ranya's mouth. 
She had taken damage as her magic shattered. 
“W-what?” 
“You saw it with your own eyes and you still don't understand?” 
Chris gestured arrogantly with his chin. 
“This is reality interference through the rearrangement of the Phase System.” 
“!!” 
Simply put, it was a method of imbuing will into magic by manipulating the phase of the formula. 
A technique Chris often used. 
‘It's simple for me, but in truth, this is no easy feat.’ 
Just as a knight needs Black Steel Ki or an Aura Blade to imbue their will, the same was true for magic. 
It required 'True-Form' Magic, a vessel to contain the will. 
The same went for Will Magic and Miracle Magic. 
But Chris had manipulated the Phase System, a high-dimensional law of magical arrangement, to artificially create a vessel that could contain his will. 
“……” 
Ranya, looking shocked, froze and fell silent. 
“So? Looks like I won the bet. You're my slave now.” 
Ranya bit her lip hard. 
“…You're not looking at my beautiful face and getting any strange ideas, are you?” 
“…What are you talking about? Are you crazy?” 
Chris shook his head and snapped his fingers. 
Fzzt. 
A black, half-moon shape appeared on the nape of Ranya's neck and then vanished. It was a brand. 
“…This energy, why? Why is it Demonic Energy?” 
“Ah, being a Hero is just a side job. I'm actually a demonic being.” 
“!!” 
Chris slightly dropped his disguise and revealed his original face. 
“I am Christian of the Dark Demonic House.” 
“!!” 
Ranya, naturally, had a dramatic reaction. 
“What! Stop with this crazy talk! This is fraud…!! It's invalid!” 
“I never defrauded you. It's a fact that I'm the Hero. And it's also a fact that I plan to use you as a sucker for the sake of the world.” 
“Shut up! You son of a shoe!” 
Just then, Evan's familiar voice was heard. 
“I was wondering where you were. So you were with Ranya.” 
“Brother Evan!” 
Ranya's eyes filled with hope, as if she'd met reinforcements. 
“Please help me! That demonic bastard did this to me…!” 
“I know. He must have taken on the role of the villain for the sake of the world again.” 
“What?” 
Evan placed a hand on Ranya's shoulder and spoke in a firm voice. 
“It's natural for you to misunderstand. He's a guy who's easily misunderstood. But you, too, will soon come to realize it. That all of Christian's actions are for the sake of the world.” 
“……” 
“I congratulate you on joining Christian's great cause.” 
Ranya's mouth fell open. 
The two of them had known each other for a long time. 
Evan was one of the few great individuals she acknowledged. 
But what was this reaction now? 
‘Has Brother Evan lost his mind?’ 
Ranya turned her gaze to Christian. 
“…What do you plan to do with me now? You must have some grand scheme to have made a genius among geniuses like me your vassal.” 
“Not really, no.” 
“…What?” 
“You're too weak right now. For me to make use of.” 
“!!” 
Ranya's face flushed red. 
But she couldn't help but shut her mouth at Chris's next words. 
“You may have reached 7-Star, but your fundamentals are lacking. Otherwise, you wouldn't have crumbled so futilely before my simple technique. To think you pride yourself on being a genius with skills like these.” 
Chris sneered. 
“All the geniuses must have frozen to death.” 
“……” 
Ranya bit her lip hard. 
A face showing her pride had been deeply wounded. 
‘To provoke Ranya, trampling on her pride is the best way.’ 
She was the hot-blooded type who, when her pride was hurt, would burn with even more passion in response. 
‘In my past life, too, she was shocked by my genius and would burn with incredible fervor.’ 
In other words, the mean-spirited way Chris was acting now was entirely for Ranya's sake. Really, truly. 
“Try to make the reality interference through the rearrangement of the Phase System that I just showed you your own.” 
“!!”
“I've even given you a personal demonstration, so I don't need to give you much time. Do it within half a year.”
It was an absurdly short amount of time.
However.
“It didn't even take me a month, but considering you're a dullard, I suppose you'll need half a year.”
“!!”
Ranya clenched her fists tightly.
“…I will do it. I will definitely succeed and crush your arrogance.”
Now that her pride was fired up, she would probably do it in three months.
‘After all, this secret technique was originally created by Ranya, and I just learned it from her.’
Chris nodded and turned his back.
His business was done, so he planned to leave.
But Ranya followed him.
“Why? We have no more business.”
“I cannot leave like this.”
“Hmm?”
“I must stay by your side and show you my greatness.”
Ranya gestured loftily with her chin.
“…Are you saying you'll help me?”
“It's not help, it's just that I must properly display my greatness to you! My pride will not allow you to think of me as a fool!”
As Ranya shouted with a displeased look, Chris nodded.
‘Well, it's not a bad thing. I need to cause a major incident anyway.’
“Then, follow one of my instructions. However, it might be a little difficult.”
“Tell me anything.”
Hmph, Ranya scoffed, but her eyes widened at Chris's next words.
“W-wait a minute?”
“Why? You spoke so confidently, but now you think you can't do it?”
“I-it's not that….”
Ranya said with a pale face.
“…Don't tell me you're thinking of treason?”
“Why?”
“Why do you ask? Aren't you trying to cause a terror attack on the Imperial Palace?!”
That's right.
What Chris had demanded was the manipulation of the Imperial Palace's Great Barrier.
It was a plan to overturn the Imperial Palace.
***
After the banquet that day, the political situation in the imperial capital began to swirl like a storm.
“To think one of the three princes has joined hands with a demon?”
“Do you believe that?”
“But didn't the Hero say it himself? It's not something we can ignore.”
“Just who could it be?”
“Don't tell me it's His Highness the second prince?”
“Are you crazy? His Highness the third prince is the suspicious one.”
“Watch your mouth!”
The imperial capital was turned upside down.
And then.
In a secluded, deep place within the imperial capital.
In the deep darkness, a figure wearing a robe was conversing with someone through a crystal sphere.
A ring with the imperial family crest, visible from between the folds of the robe, indicated that the man was one of the princes.
“How did this happen? To think the Hero noticed.”
[This is baffling. No matter that he's the Hero, to think he noticed the activities of our Four Kings' Castle.]
An astounding story.
There really was one among the princes who was colluding with the Four Kings' Castle!
“If the Hero were to find out about the things you've done.”
[Do not worry. Our Four Kings' Castle leaves no traces.]
“How can you be so sure?! His opponent is the Hero!”
He raised his voice in a burst of anxiety.
The person in the crystal sphere fell silent for a moment, then let out a chilling voice.
[How arrogant. To whom do you think you are raising your voice?]
“!!”
The face of the man who had raised his voice turned pale.
“K-keok?!”
Shudder, his body trembled.
He had been cursed.
“P-please. Spare me….”
[It seems you think you're something special just because you're a prince. Do not forget. Without our choosing you, you are nothing.]
“I-I will remember. P-please… keok!”
After desperately nodding his head, the man was finally able to break free.
[Do not act so arrogantly and out of line before me, the Vengeful Spirit, ever again.]
It was an astounding story.
It meant that the being on the other side of the crystal sphere was the Vengeful Spirit, the head of the Curse Demonic House and an absolute demonic being who had reached the peak of High 8-Star.
“I-I will remember.”
The man stared at the crystal sphere with a thoroughly intimidated face.
From the other side of the crystal sphere, a voice, now calm again, was heard.
[Do not worry about the Hero. There is a simple way to resolve it.]
“W-what is it?”
[Hasten your succession to the throne.]
“!!”
The man's eyes wavered.
“B-but? I have not yet received the right of succession to the throne. The Crown Prince is being stubborn.”
[Do not worry about changing the Crown Prince's mind. We will take care of it. The Crown Prince will kneel before you and offer the right of succession.]
The man's face brightened.
Until now, the man had borrowed the power of the Curse Demonic House to eliminate or subjugate numerous political enemies.
The Crown Prince would not be able to resist either.
[However, taking direct action against the Crown Prince is a great burden, even for our Four Kings' Castle. There is a condition.]
“What is it?”
[When you ascend to the throne, move the Imperial Army and strike the Dark Alliance from the rear.]
“!!”
The man's eyes hardened.
But he soon nodded.
Countless lives would be lost if he did such a thing, but it didn't matter to him how many insignificant soldiers died.
“I will follow your command.”
And so, a chilling conspiracy began to bloom.
***
Meanwhile, Christian was,
“…What are you doing?”
“Can't you tell by looking? I'm resting.”
lazing about!
Ruina had a fed-up look on her face.
“No, this isn't the time to be lazing around! Not after turning the imperial capital upside down!”
“What's the problem? I worked hard turning things upside down, so now it's time to rest. Ah, this dessert is delicious. Get me some more. By the way, is it impossible to get Bulmongju in the imperial capital?”
“That's a legendary liquor, how am I supposed to get it! No, I'm telling you, this really isn't the time to be so carefree! The princes' movements are currently unusual….”
Ruina, who had been chattering on, abruptly shut her mouth.
She had noticed Chris's underlying motive.
“Don't tell me, you're waiting for the princes to make a move?”
“Bingo.”
Chris nodded.
“I've laid the bait, so they'll struggle desperately. All I have to do is wait and then catch them.”
She didn't know what Chris was thinking.
What was certain was that no matter what conspiracy the princes were plotting, it would all be within Chris's calculations.
“By the way, how is the self-proclaimed genius of the Magic Tower doing?”
Over in the corner, Ranya, with a disheveled face, had papers spread out wide on the floor and was engrossed in calculating a magic circle.
Her initial haughty impression was nowhere to be seen; she looked like a complete wreck.
“Manipulating the Imperial Palace's Great Barrier seems to be too much for you. I think I overestimated your abilities.”
“Hmph, don't be ridiculous. It's more than possible.”
“It seems your calculation for the 8th formula of the 5th variable and 7th phase is wrong.”
“Aah, shoes. I knew that already, okay?!”
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                    “The 4th variable is wrong, too.”
“This one is right! What do you know about it?”
“I'm not saying the calculation is wrong, but the direction of the formula's development is strange. Is that your preference, perhaps? Deliberately developing the formula the hard way to enjoy suffering? Geniuses certainly are different.”
“Shut up!”
Ranya tore at her hair and began her calculations again from the start.
‘Well, I'm only nagging you like this for your own growth, so just understand. It's definitely not because I have a bad personality.’
Chris chuckled and then met Evan's eyes.
Evan had a somewhat peculiar expression.
‘Has he finally seen through my inner thoughts?’
Chris tensed up.
It's not like Evan was an idiot.
And yet.
“Ranya, I envy you.”
“…What did you just mumble, Brother Evan?”
“To see Christian caring for you so much.”
At Evan's level of foolishness, which was even greater than she had expected, Ranya's mouth fell open.
Her expression was one that asked if her older brother had been possessed by a devil, but Evan, as always, was serious.
‘It's true that Ranya's progress had been stagnant for a long time, so she was in a situation where she needed a stimulus. To see through it at a glance and give her the help she needs, that's Christian for you.’
Evan swung his sword with a determined heart.
‘But I won't lose either! The one who is of most help to Christian is me.’
Everyone (even Chris) had a fed-up look on their face at the sight of Evan, but it was unimportant.
Chris completely sprawled out.
‘Ah, whatever! I'm going to rest for a while! I've worked too hard! I deserve a rest! But I can't drink, damn it!’
Chris scowled fiercely.
It was nice to take a break for the first time in a while, but since he couldn't drink, it didn't feel like he was resting.
‘There are so many delicious liquors here in the imperial capital! In my past life, I was too busy playing emperor to drink much, so I've been looking forward to it!’
He was reluctantly sipping a ginger ale and munching on beef, sighing heavily.
“Big sister's here. I brought some carrot cake, do you like it?”
Yulian appeared with a sweet smile.
After carrying out the order Chris had given her.
***
The next day.
Chris finally began to move.
The eyes of everyone in the imperial capital were focused on him.
“Is the Hero finally making his move?”
“Where is he going?”
Chris mounted a horse and rode majestically down the main street.
He deliberately rode slowly so that everyone could follow his movements.
“Don't tell me, this direction is?”
“Isn't that toward the third prince's villa?”
Unlike the Crown Prince and the second prince, who stayed in the Imperial Palace, the third prince had a separate residence on the outskirts of the imperial capital.
“Then does that mean the one who colluded with the demon was His Highness the third prince?”
“Let's go and see!”
One by one.
The number of people following Chris began to grow, and eventually, a large crowd started to follow.
After heading to the outskirts for some time, the third prince's villa came into view.
“Halt!!”
Warriors with rough impressions thrust their spears forward.
It was the White Tiger Brigade, who had sided with the third prince.
‘Judging by the numbers, is about half of the White Tiger Brigade's forces here? I don't see the commander.’
The White Tiger Brigade was the largest mercenary group in the Alliance.
They were split into several groups to carry out missions, so not all of their forces were present.
The commander, the strongest of the White Tiger Brigade, was also absent, but this was not a force to be taken lightly.
The number he could see right now was a full 500 men.
And they weren't just common soldiers; they were all individuals who had learned to use mana.
Due to the nature of a mercenary group, there were few of high rank, but it was still a formidable force.
“I am the Hero. All of you, lay down your weapons.”
The warriors of the White Tiger Brigade looked at each other.
But they aimed their weapons with an even more menacing aura.
“We don't care about some Hero.”
“Is that so? Then I'll have to make you listen.”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
“By the authority of the Hero, I command you.”
Paaaat!
A brilliant light rose up from Chris's body.
“All of you, kneel.”
After he spoke those words.
A miracle occurred.
“!!”
Clang! Clang!!
The hands of the White Tiger Brigade warriors trembled, and they dropped their weapons.
“W-what?”
The shock didn't end there.
One by one, the warriors of the White Tiger Brigade began to kneel before Chris.
A sight that was unbelievable even seeing it with one's own eyes.
“Ooh! That's the authority of the Hero!!”
The people marveled, but in truth, it wasn't the power of the Hero, but the effect of Myriad Demons' Submission.
‘Subjugating punks like these is simple. There wasn't a single one above 5-Star.’
It seemed the high-ranking officer-level warriors were inside the villa.
Just then, individuals with powerful auras appeared from within the villa.
“Halt!!”
Chris turned his head.
‘The officers of the White Tiger Brigade.’
But what drew Chris's attention wasn't the White Tiger Brigade.
Standing at the back was a handsome man with a lofty impression.
It was a familiar face.
‘Little Sword King, Mekel.’
He was the young master of the renowned swordsmanship family.
The ones around him were formidable as well.
‘Retainers of the swordsmanship family.’
There were five retainers, and all of them were at the 6-Star level or higher.
One of them even appeared to be 7-Star.
A powerful force that would be difficult to encounter even in the Magus Empire.
‘To think the forces they dispatched to a place like this are at such a level. The swordsmanship family really is in a league of its own.’
Chris whistled.
He didn't need to worry about the White Tiger Brigade. They were just extras with large numbers.
To get to the third prince, he had to make the swordsmanship family kneel.
Mekel stepped forward and paid his respects.
“I greet the renowned Hero-Prince. I am Mekel de Meyer, the young master of the renowned swordsmanship family.”
“I came to see the third prince. Step aside.”
“Is this to investigate the matter related to the darkness of Gehenna that Your Highness spoke of at the banquet?”
“That's right.”
The young master Mekel let out a dry laugh.
“Haha. To think His Highness the third prince has joined hands with a demon. That's the funniest joke I've heard recently. It's a ridiculous story, so please rest assured and return.”
“How arrogant. That is for me, the Hero, to judge, not you.”
“!!”
“I won't say it twice. Step aside.”
Mekel's face hardened.
“My apologies, but I cannot do that. To doubt His Highness the third prince is the same as doubting our swordsmanship family, who has lent him our strength. Above all.”
Mekel's gaze turned to Evan, who was standing beside Chris.
“Seeing you with a sinner like that, it seems the Hero also lacks a discerning eye.”
“!!”
Mekel smiled slyly.
“Surely you're not unaware that he is a sinner of our swordsmanship family? Instead of needlessly stirring up trouble with His Highness the third prince, how about you keep a better watch on the one beside you?”
Evan clenched his fists tightly.
It was Mekel and his father who had framed Evan and driven him from the family.
And yet, to hear such an insult.
The moment he was about to burst with anger, Chris's hand grabbed Evan's shoulder.
“Evan is a sinner? That's strange. The Constellation tells me a completely different story.”
Chris sneered.
“That the greedy jackals of the swordsmanship family had torn at the bloodline of a noble lion.”
“!!”
Mekel's face hardened.
“That is a baseless story. If you insult the swordsmanship family any further, I will not stand by.”
“I was only speaking the Constellation's revelation. Or, do the jackals of the swordsmanship family ignore even a revelation from the Constellation? To not even hesitate at blasphemy against the Constellation, what impressive authority you have.”
Mekel bit his lip hard.
From the start, defeating Chris with words was an impossible task.
As he shut his mouth and placed his hand on his sword, as if to say he would speak no more, Chris shrugged.
“Well, fine. If you won't step aside willingly, how about this? Let's decide it with a duel.”
“…You and I?”
“No. I am the Hero; it wouldn't be fitting for me to face a mere punk like you. Evan, step forward.”
“!!”
Evan stepped forward with a resolute face.
Mekel sneered.
“Evan, you'll face me? Have you lost your mind since I last saw you?”
“Brother Mekel.”
For reference, Mekel and Evan were cousins.
There was a considerable age gap between them, and Mekel was far ahead in terms of skill, so he used to secretly bully Evan even in their childhood.
Recalling those days, Mekel spoke in a cruel voice.
“You've gotten quite arrogant. If you kneel and beg for forgiveness even now, I'll give you the special treatment of only cutting off both your hands.”
“Your rotten mouth is the same as ever.”
“What did you say?”
“Seeing as you can't even recognize your opponent, it seems your eyes have rotten since I last saw you, too.”
Evan had a defiant look on his face.
Do friends start to resemble each other?
For some reason, his expression was similar to Chris's.
“If you have anything more to say, say it now. It will be your last words, so I'll give you the special privilege of hearing them.”
“You cur!!”
Flash!
A light cut through the empty air.
A secret technique of the swordsmanship family was unleashed.
An incomparably intense and swift sword strike.
And yet.
Fwaaat!
Blood spurted into the air.
“Kuaaaak?!”
“Young Master?!”
Mekel clutched his blood-soaked hand and hastily retreated.
The people belatedly saw that Evan was just drawing his sword.
He had swung his sword and cut Mekel's hand before they could even notice.
A cold voice fell upon the area.
“Stop making a fuss and come at me again. This is just the beginning.”
The people stared at the cold glint in Evan's eyes and swallowed hard.
***
Little Sword King, Mekel.
Like his grand title, he was by no means an easy opponent.
Unquestionably the best among the next generation of the Alliance.
His swordsmanship, in particular, could be said to be among the top of all the knights in the Alliance.
And yet, what was this scene?
Fwaat!
"Kuaaak!"
Blood spurted once again.
Evan's sword was relentlessly pushing Mekel back.
He was barely avoiding fatal wounds, but the flow of the battle was one-sided.
‘This is all thanks to Christian.’
Evan thought to himself.
He possessed a natural talent, but his growth had been stunted for a long time due to internal checks from within his family and his own mental wandering.
If it weren't for Christian, he would never have achieved this level of proficiency.
‘That's not all.’
Evan's gaze grew heavy.
He saw Mekel's sword flying toward him.
It was clearly outstanding swordsmanship.
But for some reason?
Compared to the sword of Christian, with whom he always sparred, it just seemed bland and dull.
It wasn't that Mekel's swordsmanship was far inferior to Christian's. It was at a level befitting his title of 'Little Sword King'.
But it was merely precise.
In terms of application and the subtleties of its use, there was no comparison.
Because Christian's sword, in some ways, was even villainous.
‘That Christian, he has the heart of a saint who cares for the world, yet the way he fights is so vicious.’
Evan let out a laugh.
Sometimes, in a way, he even seemed like a true devil.
‘He must not hesitate to dirty his own hands for the sake of the world.’
If it were to help that kind of Christian, Evan too would become a devil.
‘I will definitely eliminate Mekel this time.’
Evan's gaze turned chilling.
It wasn't because of a thirst for revenge.
Mekel and the others who currently controlled the swordsmanship family were beings blinded solely by greed.
They were people who would bring great harm to the Alliance as well.
‘I will eliminate these pests in Christian's stead.’
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                    Perhaps sensing Evan's killing intent, Mekel gritted his teeth.
“You cur...!! How dare you!!”
Wooooong!!
The air vibrated.
He was about to manifest his miraculous ability.
Blade Storm Chaos.
It was a will-technique that created a storm of blade energy with an Aura Blade, enhanced with a miraculous ability.
The miracle of swiftness.
A speed that transcended the laws of physics was imbued within it.
That wasn't the end.
Blade Chain Collapse.
It was a will-miracle technique that unfolded a barrier with a sword to crush the opponent.
The moment the onlookers let out gasps of admiration at the sight of him unleashing two will-miracle techniques at once.
Evan's sword moved.
‘Christian's miraculous ability that he showed a while ago, Unified Pierce.’
Unified Pierce was a miraculous ability that pierced through the core of an opponent's attack.
A ridiculous miraculous ability, just as expected of Christian.
‘Manifesting such a miraculous ability is impossible for me, but.’
it was possible to imitate it similarly.
Sharp Sword.
Evan's miraculous ability, which could ignore any defense and cut through it, transcending physical laws.
Evan looked at the will-miracle techniques flying toward him.
He saw not the visible phenomenon, but the essence beyond it, piercing through to the core.
Because he had unleashed two will-miracle techniques at once, there was, conversely, an opening.
‘Now!’
Fwaaaaaah!
“Keoeok!”
Evan's miraculous ability cut through the core of the will-miracle techniques rushing toward him, and Mekel vomited a mouthful of blood.
“Young Master!!”
“D-danger!”
The retainers shouted, but it was too late.
Evan closed the distance.
Mekel swung his sword with a pale face, but.
Slice.
The hand with which Mekel held his sword was severed and flew into the air.
“!!”
Thud!
Not stopping there, Evan precisely struck Mekel's core.
Mekel vomited blood as he was sent flying backward and collapsed.
He had completely destroyed his core, turning him into a cripple.
“……”
The area grew silent.
Everyone was too shocked to speak.
But that was only for a moment.
“Young Master!!”
“You cur, Evan!! How dare you harm the Young Master!!”
The retainers of the swordsmanship family drew their swords.
But Evan didn't flinch.
“He is a sinner who dared to block the Hero's path. It is only natural that he be punished. You, too, kneel before the Hero and show your respect.”
“You cur, Evan!! Have you gone mad?!”
The retainers charged, but fwaat! an Aura Blade blocked their path.
It was Christian.
“That's enough. If you do not lower your weapons at once, I will consider it an act of defiance against me, the Hero, and punish you accordingly.”
“Don't speak nonsense!!”
They were not the kind of swordsmanship family to meekly obey the Hero's words.
They unleashed fierce attacks.
‘This is good. It's a chance to cleanse the swordsmanship family.’
Mekel, who had just collapsed, and the retainers now charging were the pests of the swordsmanship family.
Drunk on greed, they had wielded the power of the swordsmanship family and caused immense damage to the Alliance.
Because of these guys, the swordsmanship family, despite possessing great power, had only held the Alliance back during the Age of Ruin instead of fulfilling its role.
‘Above all, Evan must take control of the swordsmanship family. I have to sweep them all away when I have the chance.’
If Evan took control of the swordsmanship family, he would become an even more useful sucker for him.
As he was stepping forward with that in mind, Evan spoke nonsense again.
“Thank you.”
“…Huh?”
“Aren't you trying to deal with them to avenge my grudge?”
“…No, that's.”
It seemed he had once again crudely read Chris's intention to make him the head of the swordsmanship family and use him, and had misunderstood.
‘...That Mind's Eye, just how seriously broken is it? Its accuracy is practically zero.’
Evan shook his head and firmly aimed his sword.
“Revenge is fine now. I have another goal.”
“…What goal is that?”
“You'll know if you watch me.”
He shot forward.
It wasn't just Evan.
Kwaak!
Claws of earth shot up from the ground and grabbed the retainers' ankles.
“Big sister will help too.”
Yulian smiled sweetly, entered her Spirit Form, and disappeared.
Yulian's level was a somewhat lower 6-Star, but her Spirit Arts could be applied in endless ways depending on their use.
Her surprise interference created openings in the retainers' defenses, and Chris and Evan were not the types to miss such openings.
After that, the fight ended quickly.
The retainers were also powerful, but their opponents were on another level.
Because Chris and Evan were both at the highest level of 7-Star.
With Yulian's Spirit Arts added to the mix, it ended in a one-sided result.
‘...But this Evan guy, his methods are a bit rough. Is it okay for the original Hero to be like this?’
Chris had subdued his opponents by simply neutralizing their cores, but those Evan faced had all either lost their lives or their limbs.
“They're guys who would block your path anyway. It's better to pull them out completely by the roots.”
“…Right.”
Chris looked at the officers of the White Tiger Brigade.
The officers of the White Tiger Brigade were at most 5-Star, with the strongest being 6-Star, so they couldn't join the fight and were frozen awkwardly.
“Open the way.”
“!!”
Chris said in a stern voice.
“In the name of the Hero, I will investigate whether the third prince is a demon worshiper.”
***
News of the Hero's actions spread to the Imperial Palace in an instant.
“…The Hero went to investigate the third prince?”
The second prince asked heavily.
“Yes. It seems he may have sensed a hint of the demonic from the third prince.”
“As expected! I thought that treacherous third prince must have been colluding with a demon.”
The nobles who followed the second prince chattered excitedly.
If the third prince fell as a demon worshiper, the next throne would unconditionally belong to the second prince.
But the second prince's reaction was strange.
“…Everyone, you may leave now.”
“Your Highness?”
“Did I not say to leave!”
Everyone disappeared cautiously with puzzled looks on their faces.
“Damn it!”
There was a reason for the second prince's intense reaction.
‘Even if he investigates my younger brother, no charges will come of it. Because the one who made a deal with the Four Kings' Castle was me.’
An astounding story.
It meant that the second prince, the most likely successor to the throne among the three princes, was the culprit colluding with the Four Kings' Castle!
It was a secret unknown even to the nobles who followed him.
Because the moment it was revealed, he would be sent to the stake.
‘Before the Hero targets me, I must receive the right of succession from the Crown Prince and ascend to the throne.’
He had already made his move with the help of the Four Kings' Castle.
The Vengeful Spirit, the head of the Curse Demonic House, had placed a curse on the Crown Prince and was subjugating his will.
The problem was time.
He was so anxious he couldn't stand it, fearing the Hero would catch onto his tail at any moment.
‘I can't just sit and wait.’
A chilling light shone in the second prince's eyes.
He took his sword and rose from his seat.
“Where are you going?”
“I am going to His Highness the Crown Prince.”
“What? But His Highness the Crown Prince is currently ill in bed.”
It was because of the curse.
It was a high-level curse that weakened the body under the guise of an illness, then dug into the mind's weak points to subjugate it at will.
In other words, the Crown Prince was in an extremely exhausted state, both physically and mentally.
With just a little more pressure, he would give up his right of succession.
‘The throne is mine.’
A chilling light flowed from the second prince's eyes.
***
The third prince, Lauren, was full of composure even after hearing Chris's declaration at the banquet.
‘Because I'm innocent.’
Of course, as a prince, he had committed all sorts of corruption, wrongdoings, and outrages behind the scenes, but he swore he had never joined hands with a demon.
‘Rather, this is a stroke of heavenly luck for me.’
He had a suspicion.
That the second prince was colluding with the Four Kings' Castle.
He had no proof, but he was certain.
‘Thanks to that Hero punk, the throne will come to me. Hehehe. Is this what they call a situation where the bear does all the work, but I reap the rewards?’
Therefore, even when he heard the news that the Hero had come to his villa and was causing a ruckus, he wasn't particularly worried.
However.
A nightmare was unfolding before his eyes.
“You'll have to explain these items.”
The Hero presented several tools before his eyes.
They were all items from the third prince's villa, used during demon worship.
“I-I don't know anything about this! Why are things like this here?!”
The third prince cried out with genuine indignation, but it was not accepted.
“This 'Ashen Ivory' is an offering used when commissioning a death from a demon, and the time this item was used happens to coincide with the death of your political enemy, Count Lavacle, yet you say you know nothing?”
“Th-that's...! Just a coincidence...!”
“Are you denying it even when there are documents proving you ordered Count Lavacle's death?”
It was true that the third prince had assassinated Count Lavacle.
‘But I never commissioned a demon to do it! I just hired the Assassin's Guild!’
That wasn't all.
“This is an offering used when wishing for a natural disaster from a demon. Coincidentally, it matches the time a flood struck the Barion territory, which was in opposition to your faction.”
“N-no!! I never did such a thing!”
This, he was truly indignant about.
It was just a coincidence.
‘I may have cursed them, wishing a flood would strike, but I never prayed to a demon for it!’
The problem was that the Hero had obtained a letter with such content that he had sent to a noble of his faction.
The Hero pressed him even more harshly.
“At that time, there was a large-scale disappearance case nearby. Did you use them as offerings for a human sacrifice?”
“H-human sacrifice!! Absolutely not!!”
“The evidence is so clear, yet you continue to deny it. Your sins will only deepen. Of course, even with the sins revealed now, you won't be able to avoid the stake.”
“It's not true! I said it's not!!”
A truly indignant face.
Since he really hadn't done it, he had every right to feel indignant.
But why had such perfectly fitting evidence emerged?
‘Because I'm the one who framed him.’
Chris smiled faintly to himself.
In his previous life, he was the last emperor of the Karn Empire.
He knew all about the corruption and wrongdoings that the third prince, Lauren, the former emperor, had committed since his days as a prince, through records that only an emperor could view.
He had used that information to cleverly fabricate and plant the evidence of demon worship.
To hide the evidence of demon worship all over the villa, he had used the abilities of Yulian, who was skilled in special operations using the power of spirits.
“I-it's not me. This is... ridiculous....”
The third prince stepped back, the color drained from his face.
He sensed that at this rate, he would not be able to avoid being burned at the stake.
Then, as if overcome with anger, he raised his voice.
“I'm telling you, it's really not me! You, you!! If you're the Hero, shouldn't you be properly looking for the truth?! This is clearly someone trying to slander me with a false accusation...!!”
“Yes, I think so too.”
“Right, this is definitely my second brother's conspiracy...!! Huh? What did you say?”
“I said, I also think this is a false accusation.”
The third prince blinked his eyes.
Chris looked at the pieces of evidence.
“First of all, the evidence of demon worship was placed too openly in the villa. As if it were meant for me to see.”
“……”
Ruina, who had followed along, shot him a fed-up look from the side, as if to ask what on earth he was plotting when he was the one behind it all.
‘I have a plan.’
Yes, both driving the third prince into a corner like this.
and lowering a lifeline to him again were all part of the plan.
Following that plan, Chris looked at the third prince with a sublime expression.
“Above all, my intuition as the Hero tells me that Your Highness is not the type to worship a demon.”
“……”
The third prince had a blank expression for a moment.
Then, as if moved, his eyes welled up with tears.
It's natural to be moved when someone offers a hand after you've been beaten down for a while.
“Y-yes! It's really not me! Thank you for believing me. You really are a true Hero.”
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                    “However, even I cannot simply let this go when there is such clear evidence. As things stand, Your Highness will be subjected to a Holy Trial.”
It meant he would have to be burned at the stake after horrific torture.
“W-what are you talking about?! This is clearly my second brother's conspiracy! My second brother is colluding with the Four Kings' Castle!”
“But there is no evidence. If the second prince were actually colluding with the Four Kings' Castle, he would never have left a trace. The operations of the Four Kings' Castle are famous for their secrecy.”
“Please help me! No, please help me! Sir Hero, you are the only one who can save me!”
The third prince clung to Chris and begged.
Chris played hard to get at first. To make the third prince desperate.
“I will try my best, but I cannot make any guarantees.”
“No! Please save me! Please think of it as saving an innocent lamb!”
“…Since you've put it that way, very well. There is one method, but will you follow it?”
“I will follow anything! Just tell me!!”
Chris gestured to his companions with his eyes.
The companions left the room, and the two were left alone.
The third prince's face hardened, sensing he had to do something unusual.
“What must I do?”
“You must prove your devotion to the Constellation.”
“I possess a firm devotion to the Constellation!”
“Simply thinking it inwardly is not enough. You must be able to prove it outwardly.”
“How do I do that? I'm not a priest of the Holy Empire; isn't that impossible?”
“No, there is one way.”
Chris looked directly into the third prince's eyes.
“Offer your soul to me.”
“!!”
“Then I will guarantee Your Highness's innocence.”
The third prince had a flustered look on his face.
It was a ridiculous proposition.
“Th-that is…”
“There is no surer proof that Your Highness is not a demon worshiper than offering your soul to me, the Hero. Otherwise, you'll have to prove your innocence separately, and that will not be easy.”
“…B-but still.”
Chris let out a low sigh.
“Shall I be honest? It doesn't matter to me whether Your Highness accepts this proposal or not.”
That was a lie.
If the third prince refused, it would honestly be very troublesome.
But the basis of any negotiation is bluffing.
“I am simply making this proposal for Your Highness's sake. To help you.”
The third prince's eyes wavered with conflict.
And then Chris delivered the final blow.
“And it is because I believe that among the three princes, Your Highness is the one most suited for the throne.”
“!!”
The third prince sucked in a breath.
“Th-that means? Are you saying you'll back me as the next emperor? No, weren't you, the Hero, trying to become the emperor yourself?”
Chris debuted in the Karn Empire as a member of the imperial family.
“I must fight for the sake of the world, so becoming the emperor is realistically impossible. The only reason I first appeared in the imperial capital as a successor to the throne was to efficiently eliminate the darkness hiding in the Imperial Palace.”
If he had appeared as a mere Hero, he wouldn't have dared to stir up trouble with the imperial family.
“I believe that Your Highness can lead the Karn Empire righteously, but if you do not wish to follow my proposal, then there's nothing to be done.”
“I-I will follow! I will offer my soul to you, Sir Hero! However, there is a condition. Please help me ascend to the throne.”
“I will help you. In return, will you swear to offer your soul to me?”
“Yes. I swear it on my soul!”
It was right after that oath.
Chris's expression changed.
From the sublime expression of a Hero to his usual, wicked one.
“Yes, I accept your oath.”
“!!”
It was the moment the third prince's eyes widened at the completely changed atmosphere.
Bzzzt!
A brand in the shape of a black moon was seared onto the nape of the third prince's neck.
“N-no? This energy is?”
The third prince had also learned the mana of light.
He recognized the energy of darkness, Demonic Energy.
“H-how can you, Sir Hero, have Demonic Energy?”
“Aah. That's because I'm not a real Hero.”
Srrr.
Chris's face changed.
The moment he saw the deep black hair and the black eyes tinged with red, the third prince's eyes widened as if they would tear.
The third prince knew who that face belonged to.
“D-don't tell me? You're from the Dark Demonic House...?!”
“Yes, now do you understand?”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth in a grin.
“You've been scammed. I'll be in your care, new slave.”
It was the moment he captured a new emperor-sucker.
***
There was a reason Chris had reeled in the third prince, Lauren.
‘He's a bad guy, but a useful bad guy.’
To be clear, the third prince was by no means a good person.
He was the typical image of a tyrant, full of greed and with no interest in the well-being of the empire or its people.
But surprisingly, Lauren, after becoming emperor, showed a not-so-bad performance during the Age of Ruin.
He had united the Karn Empire and stood against the Magus Empire.
It wasn't that he had turned over a new leaf.
Quite the opposite.
‘He resisted the Magus Empire so fiercely with the mindset that he couldn't have his own honeypot stolen.’
Something about how the only one who could exploit the Karn Empire was himself, the emperor?
With that greedy heart, he tried to desperately protect the Karn Empire, and he achieved some merit in his own way.
‘In a way, he's a person with some similarities to me. Since I also took the emperor's seat for the sake of wealth and glory.’
Moreover, since I've put a leash on him with a slave contract, he won't be able to do as he pleases and will do a good job. He's a capable person in his own right.
Chris grinned.
“Wipe that look off your face. I'll make you the emperor, just as you wish.”
“You! You! A demonic being, daring to impersonate the Hero! To think you can get away with this...!!”
“It doesn't matter to me. Even if I'm caught, I can just return to the Magus Empire. Rather, if it's revealed that I'm a demonic being, you'll be the only one in trouble. Since you joined hands with one.”
Since he was right, the third prince let out a scream.
“Uwaaah! You devil-like bastard!!”
Evan, who had re-entered at some point, approached the third prince.
“You are mistaken, Your Highness.”
“…You're from the swordsmanship family?”
“Christian is not a devil, but a being more sublime than a saint….”
Evan was about to launch into another infuriating speech, but it didn't work on the third prince.
“Get lost! Are you possessed by a devil?!”
“That's right, Sir Evan! Don't pour oil on the fire, just get out of here! I'll console His Highness the third prince.”
Ruina whispered to the third prince.
“Your Highness has done nothing wrong. It's all that devil-like bast... I mean, person's fault.”
“…You are? From the Deer Merchant Group? Are you, perhaps, also?”
“…Yes, I'm in a similar situation, with a leash around my neck. Sob.”
“Aah! To think even the Deer Merchant Group had fallen into that bastard's hands. That devil's resourcefulness is terrifying!”
“That's right. He is a truly wicked devil bast... person. You will have a hard time ahead, so I will support Your Highness well from the side.”
“*Sob*, thank you.”
“Ohoho! Don't mention it. If you ever feel frustrated because of that devil, please call on me anytime. This Ruina! I may not be of much help, but I can curse him out with you! In return, there's just a little something I desire; once you become emperor... Ah, it will be a win-win deal for everyone, hoho.”
It was Ruina, using their shared animosity toward Chris to quickly get close to the third prince.
‘...She got close to Holy Emperor Istanya recently, too. Did she get close in the same way?’
Chris looked at Ruina with a sour expression.
Just then, an attendant from the villa approached.
“Sir Hero, Lady Asran has come to see you.”
‘It seems she's heard the news.’
Chris had just declared the third prince's innocence and announced that he would support him.
Asran, who was part of the Crown Prince's faction and had secretly hoped Chris would support the Crown Prince, seemed to have rushed over in a fluster.
“Welcome, Lady Asran.”
“I greet Your Highness, the Hero-Prince.”
“Did you come because of my decision to support the third prince?”
Asran had a troubled look on her face.
“Yes, that is correct. The third prince is not someone worthy of your service, Your Highness.”
“I, too, know that the third prince is not a righteous person.”
“Then why?”
Chris looked directly at Asran.
“Because even so, among the three princes, the third prince is the best of the bunch.”
“!!”
At the statement that not only the second prince, but also the Crown Prince was inferior to the third prince, Asran had a look of incomprehension on her face.
“Are you saying His Highness the third prince is better than His Highness the Crown Prince?”
“That is correct.”
“That's absurd. His Highness the Crown Prince may lack ability, but he is someone who has committed no wrongs and cares only for the empire.”
“No wrongs? Do you really think so?”
“!!”
Asran's eyes wavered at Chris's stiff tone.
“…What do you mean by that?”
“Lady Asran, are you confident that you know everything about the Crown Prince?”
Asran was at a loss for words.
The Crown Prince was a reclusive person.
Was it because he had grown up being kept in check since childhood?
He didn't trust even those close to him and did not easily reveal his inner thoughts.
‘Even I don't know the Crown Prince's innermost thoughts.’
Chris asked again.
“I asked you before, didn't I? Lady Asran, are you loyal to the empire, or are you loyal to the Crown Prince?”
“That is... of course, the empire.”
“Then, for the sake of the empire, could you point your sword at His Highness the Crown Prince?”
Asran bit her lip.
“Why on earth are you asking such a thing?”
“That's because….”
It was the moment Chris was about to answer.
Suddenly, an urgent cry was heard.
“G-grave trouble, Lady Asran!! Something has happened at the Imperial Palace!”
Asran turned her head in surprise.
“What is it?”
“The evil energy of Gehenna is encroaching upon the Imperial Palace!”
“!!”
Asran had a look of disbelief on her face.
It meant that someone had summoned a being from Gehenna.
“What do you mean, all of a sudden? Why at the Imperial Palace?”
“Th-that's….”
The imperial knight hesitated, as if he couldn't bring himself to speak.
“Speak at once! Who dared to commit such a terrible act?! Don't tell me it was His Highness the second prince?”
“…It is His Highness the Crown Prince.”
“…What?”
Asran's body froze stiff.
The imperial knight cried out in a disastrous voice.
“His Highness the Crown Prince summoned a demon while being persecuted by the second prince!”
***
-To think someone like that is the Crown Prince.
-I'm worried about the future of the empire.
These were the words that Crown Prince Fritz had heard countless times since he was a child.
He was the one who was supposed to succeed the great empire, but he had not a single strong point compared to his other brothers, and even his mother's family, who should have been his strength, was of humble status.
-He's the Crown Prince in name only; the next throne will obviously go to another prince.
-We need to make sure we line up on the right side, even now.
And so, he became a scarecrow Crown Prince, spending years of humiliation and being disregarded in every way.
Thanks to that, Crown Prince Fritz's heart festered severely.
‘I'll kill them all.’
He didn't know how many times he had cursed his brothers and the nobles who had looked down on him.
It was perhaps only natural that a demon's hand would reach out to someone like him.
-I will grant your wish.
It was a sweet whisper he couldn't refuse.
-Upon a sea of blood from those who looked down on you, you will become an emperor feared by all.
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                    To borrow a demon's power, a price was needed.
He was secretly kidnapping commoners and offering them to a demon as human sacrifices, just biding his time.
Then the Hero appeared.
Still, it was fine.
The fact that he had made a pact with a demon was a secret no one knew.
He forced himself to calm his anxiety, thinking that even the Hero wouldn't be able to recognize him.
However.
“Brother, think carefully. The throne does not suit you. Isn't it because you harbor a misguided greed that you are suffering so?”
His younger brother, the second prince, began to intimidate him.
Through an unknown curse.
It was a terrible curse.
Whenever he fell asleep, all kinds of pain would wash over him.
Without distinguishing between mental and physical pain.
The problem was that since it was a pain he only experienced in his dreams, it didn't show on the outside at all.
From the outside, it only looked like he was sleeping peacefully.
Even when the royal physicians or Holy Radiance Mages examined him, they could find nothing wrong.
Even if they tried to treat him, it was something happening in his dreams, so there was no way to intervene.
They said it was because his energy was weak and told him not to worry too much, to the point that they thought he was overreacting.
‘I will never forget this pain. I'll kill them all. I swear it.’
The Crown Prince ground his teeth.
For a moment, he wondered if the Hero could break this curse, but since his pact with the demon could be revealed, it was absolutely out of the question.
In the midst of this, a horribly unbearable incident occurred.
Splash!
Filthy waste was poured over the Crown Prince's head.
“……”
The Crown Prince blankly stared at the filth dripping from his head.
He saw the second prince, sneering.
“My, my. It seems an attendant from my palace made a mistake while moving the waste. What shall we do, now that your jade body is soiled?”
“……”
“Still, since you are so generous, brother, I'm sure you will forgive him kindly, won't you?”
The Crown Prince's hands trembled with anger.
But he forced a smile and bowed his head.
“Y-yes. What can be done about a mistake? I-I will understand.”
“Haha. As expected of my dear brother. By the way.”
Splaaash!
Waste was thrown on him again.
“……”
“You'll forgive this too, won't you? Haha.”
As the second prince laughed, everyone around him also burst into laughter as if in mockery.
The Crown Prince realized the second prince was doing this intentionally.
He intended to humiliate him horribly in front of everyone until he was forced to abdicate the throne.
Just then, a voice came to his ears.
-Entrust everything to me. I will grant you everything you desire.
The moment he swallowed hard, his eyes met the second prince's.
A gaze like one looking at an insect.
The humiliation he had endured until now surged up as if to explode, paralyzing the Crown Prince's reason.
‘I'll kill him. I'll kill him, I swear it.’
The Crown Prince's eyes turned bloodshot.
The second prince flinched at the Crown Prince's suddenly unusual atmosphere, but it was too late.
The Crown Prince reached his hand out toward the demon.
“To you… I entrust my everything.”
And so.
Hell descended upon the Imperial Palace.
***
“N-no.”
Asran staggered in shock.
But Chris shook his head as if he had expected it.
‘As expected, it proceeded just like in my previous life.’
In his previous life, the Imperial Palace was completely razed to the ground because of the Crown Prince's rampage after being persecuted by the second prince.
As a result, the third prince, Lauren, who was far away and thus spared from the disaster, unexpectedly ascended to the throne.
‘It wasn't something I could have stopped anyway.’
The Crown Prince had sold his soul to a demon a long time ago.
He had even been secretly performing human sacrifices for a long time, so there was no turning back.
“We must go to the Imperial Palace at once and stop the demon!!”
Asran shouted urgently, but there was a voice that opposed her.
“It is impossible for us to face a demon alone.”
Unexpectedly, it was Evan.
Yulian, who was with them, also nodded her head.
As a former demon contractor herself, she knew the power of a demon better than anyone.
“A noble-class demon possesses power equal to a 9-Star Demon King, so facing one head-on is a suicidal act. We must be cautious.”
Demons are also divided into classes.
The great ranks of the 3rd and 4th Circles were beings in a class of their own, and ordinary demons were divided into common demons without a title and noble-class demons with a title.
A common demon possesses power roughly similar to an 8-Star demonic being of the Absolute Realm, and a noble-class demon possesses power equal to a 9-Star Demon King.
‘Though the power they possess varies greatly depending on their title.’
As far as Chris knew, the demon the Crown Prince had contracted was a ‘Baron’-class.
‘Roughly the power of one entering the 9-Star rank.’
One could say it possessed power equal to Nordian's.
With their current strength, it was an opponent they could not possibly face.
‘That's why, when dealing with a demon, the standard procedure is to stall for time and endure until the demon is reverse-summoned. Because of the law of causality, they cannot remain on the mortal plane indefinitely.’
Asran stammered.
“Th-then. Everyone in the Imperial Palace will die.”
“It is unfortunate, but it cannot be helped. If we rashly confront the demon, it will only lead to more needless sacrifices.”
Evan said flatly.
There was a reason he spoke so coldly.
‘Christian is someone who must not die in vain in a place like this.’
Christian is the one who will save this world.
Evan believed that no matter how many lives were at stake, they were not worth the single life of Christian.
Asran bit her lip hard.
But since his words weren't wrong, she couldn't say anything.
‘Asking for help from the Seven Honored Ones is also impossible.’
It wasn't that the Karn Empire had no one from the Seven Honored Ones.
The Spear Saint. One of the greatest powerhouses in the Alliance, once called a worthy rival to the Sword Emperor, belonged to the Karn Empire.
The problem was that the Karn Empire's imperial family feared the Spear Saint's power and kept him in check.
They had framed him for a crime and sent him into exile, and the Spear Saint had sworn never to involve himself in the affairs of the Karn Empire again.
‘The other Honored Ones probably won't step in easily either.’
A considerable number of the Seven Honored Ones were individuals who prioritized their own safety above all else.
It was highly likely they would make some excuse and refuse to act until the demon was reverse-summoned.
‘I have to fight, even if I'm alone.’
But then, an unexpected voice spoke.
“No, I will stop the demon.”
“!!”
It was Christian.
Evan frowned.
“You, doing something reckless again….”
“…No, it's not like that.”
Chris shook his head.
“I can do it.”
“!!”
At his voice, full of confidence, everyone's eyes widened.
‘If I thought it was impossible from the start, I wouldn't have come to the Karn Empire.’
He had a plan.
The area fell silent.
Everyone stared at Chris as if in disbelief.
It was only natural.
Because it was a demon, a transcendent being.
“Why do you always….”
Evan lamented.
He seemed to be misunderstanding, thinking that Chris was about to risk his life again.
‘...No, I'm really going because I have a chance of winning.’
Evan wasn't the only one who had misunderstood.
Yulian, who gave him a look as if watching an incorrigible younger brother and thinking 'I knew it', and Asran, who let out a cry of 'As expected of the Hero', both had faces full of admiration.
Their gazes seemed to think he was about to make a sublime sacrifice, jumping into the fire for everyone's sake, so Chris had a sour expression.
Evan let out a long sigh.
“It's probably useless to try and stop you anyway. I will go with you.”
“Right, this big sister will join too. I can't just watch my little brother enter the pit of fire alone.”
“I, Asran, will also offer my life alongside you!”
As the three of them shouted so, for some reason?
Why did he get this sour feeling?
“…Anyway, let's go.”
And so.
The Hero took up his sword to fight the demon.
***
Before heading directly to the Imperial Palace, he gathered more forces.
He released Marquis Valmond and Heinz, who had been imprisoned after their duel with Chris.
“So? The Crown Prince? Then what happened to His Highness the second prince?”
“He was probably sacrificed at the hands of the demon.”
“!!”
Marquis Valmond had a conflicted expression, then suddenly bowed his head to Christian.
“Please accept my loyalty, Your Highness the Hero!!”
“……”
“I, Valmond! Have recognized that Your Highness the Hero is the hope of the Karn Empire! I will become your sword!”
...Hearing that the second prince was dead, he had quickly switched sides to Chris.
‘What a character. Well, it's not bad since he'll be easy to use.’
Heinz, the Vice-Commander of the White Tiger Brigade, also came over on his own.
“Then the one who plotted the poisoning incident during the duel must have been the Crown Prince. In the name of the White Tiger Brigade, I must make him pay the price.”
...In truth, it was Chris's doing, but there was no need to tell him, so he just nodded.
“Then let's go at once. We don't have time.”
When they arrived at the Imperial Palace, the situation was even more serious than they had expected.
A terrible evil energy from Gehenna was swirling throughout the entire palace, and bizarre humanoid monsters were roaming about, carrying out a slaughter.
They were demonkin, servants commanded by the demon.
“…The power of this darkness seems extraordinary. For now, wouldn't it be better to gather more forces?”
As Marquis Valmond, a self-preservationist who valued his own safety above all, showed signs of trying to sneak away, Asran raised her voice in a burst of anger.
“No, what are we to do if you, the Commander of the Imperial Guard, get scared?!”
“Who said I was scared?! I-I'm just worried about His Highness the Hero-Prince, that's all!”
“If we retreat now, everyone inside will die!”
“W-who doesn't know that? But realistically, isn't it impossible for us to face those monsters of Gehenna alone?! We'll just be throwing our lives away!”
His intentions were too obvious, but his words weren't wrong.
Evan asked Chris.
“What are you going to do? Are we going in like this? That pig's words aren't entirely without reason.”
“Wait a moment.”
It was when everyone had a puzzled look on their faces.
Suddenly, a voice mixed with irritation was heard.
“What took you so long? I thought I was going to die.”
Ranya appeared with a pale complexion.
She had received Chris's instructions and had come to the Imperial Palace in advance.
“What's the situation?”
“Fortunately, this genius mage succeeded in activating the defensive line, so we've avoided the worst-case scenario. The civilians have evacuated inside the defensive line, and the palace knights and mages are holding out against the demonkin. This is all thanks to me modifying the palace's Great Barrier in advance. Otherwise, everyone would have been annihilated by now.”
Ranya gestured with her chin and spoke triumphantly, but Chris clicked his tongue.
“It's not enough. You only strengthened the defensive effects; you didn't strengthen the counter effects, did you? This won't do.”
“How am I supposed to modify such effects on this rusty Great Barrier? Honestly, those who know nothing are always so confident. Don't say such ridiculous things.”
“I'll do it now.”
“…What did you say?”
“I said I'll modify the Great Barrier on the spot right now.”
Ranya blinked her eyes and then had an incredulous look on her face.
“No, what kind of crazy talk is...”
“Just give me your hand. I need to borrow your mana.”
He snatched the hand of the dumbfounded Ranya.
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                    Chris used the Vampiric Ring to absorb Ranya's energy in a flash.
“W-wait! What the?”
“Just wait.”
Chris closed his eyes and perceived the design of the Great Barrier spread across the Imperial Palace.
He could feel the parts that Ranya had reinforced.
It was excellent work, befitting a future Archmage.
However, it seemed the counter-effect to directly check the enemies was too much for her, as there was a part she had worked on and then given up.
‘Since Ranya has already done the prep work, I should be able to finish the rest quickly.’
Chris used Ranya's mana to instantly manipulate the formula of the unfinished part and began to strengthen it.
“W-what? Impossible?”
Ranya, sharing and feeling the act Chris was performing, had a look of horror.
He was doing something that completely overturned the existing concepts of magic.
‘It's possible to reinforce a formula like this? What is that formula of the Seventh Chord Realm? Something like that can be implemented? That calculation, by how many stages did he condense the multidimensional phase?’
After endless astonishment.
“Done.”
Chris clenched his fist.
Fwaaaaaaaah!!
The Imperial Palace's Great Barrier emitted a light, and he could hear the demonkin inside screaming in pain.
The anti-demon effect had begun to manifest.
Everyone stared blankly at Chris.
Ranya's expression, in particular, was a sight to behold.
“See?”
“……”
“…A fly is going to go into your mouth.”
Seeing Ranya still unable to close her mouth, Chris shrugged and said,
“We're going in.”
The target was the demon's neck.
***
They split their forces.
Marquis Valmond was to gather the surviving Imperial Guard to deal with the demonkin, and Heinz was to lead the White Tiger Brigade to protect the powerless civilians remaining in the palace.
Yulian decided to help them with her Spirit Arts.
The fortunate thing was that among the summoned demonkin, high-ranking individuals were rare.
Ranya was tasked with coordinating the Great Barrier's formula to strengthen the anti-demon effect as much as possible.
“Evan, you and I are going to catch the demon.”
“I will go with you.”
Asran, the Sword of Light, said.
Chris nodded.
“The demon seems to be in the Sapphire Palace, so we'll head that way.”
It was the palace where the emperor resided.
They headed directly for their destination.
Demonkin blocked their path from time to time, but the power of ordinary demonkin was not enough to stop them.
Soon, they arrived at the Sapphire Palace, but unexpected beings were waiting for them in front of it.
[You came?]
[You're finally here?]
[We were waiting.]
[We were waiting.]
They were two cute-looking young children.
Evan frowned.
“High-ranking demonkin?”
Demonkin look similar to humans but also have monstrous features. Like having multiple arms, wings, or tentacles.
Only the high-ranking demonkin, known to possess power equal to the highest level of 7-Star, had a completely human-like appearance.
And there were two of them.
‘They aren't ordinary high-ranking demonkin either. The one on the right is a supreme-ranking demonkin.’
A being who, while a servant of a demon, was said to possess power similar to a common demon.
By human standards, he could feel an energy equivalent to 8-Star.
It was a force that Chris's party could not face with their current strength.
‘No matter how the demon descended, how did it summon demonkin of this level? It should have been restricted by the law of causality.’
Chris frowned.
‘It's not that I don't have a way to deal with these guys. But the problem is what comes after.’
These demonkin were not the end.
The real threat was the demon behind them.
And it was a titled noble, possessing power on the level of a Demon King.
‘What should I do?’
Just then, Evan asked Chris.
“Can you really defeat the demon?”
“Yes.”
As long as he could get in front of the demon, there was a way.
Evan nodded.
“Then I will handle these guys.”
“You? It's impossible. It's dangerous. You could die.”
“Anyone hearing you would think you were my guardian.”
“!!”
“I am your comrade. Trust me.”
Evan twisted the corner of his mouth.
“I can hold out long enough for you to catch the demon.”
“I will join him.”
Asran also stood by Evan's side.
“Please leave this place to us and go eliminate the demon, Your Highness.”
Evan aimed his sword at the demonkin and stepped forward, saying,
“Instead, promise me. That you absolutely will not die.”
“Ha.”
Chris let out a dry laugh.
Who was daring to worry about whom right now?
“Don't worry about useless things. Wait, hold on a moment.”
Chris reached out and placed his hands on Evan's and Asran's shoulders.
Paaaaah!
A sublime light descended upon their bodies.
The two of them had horrified expressions.
“Don't tell me? The Constellation's blessing?”
He had used the authority of the Constellation that he had recently awakened.
‘It's still immature, but it should be helpful when facing the demonkin.’
“I've gone this far for you, so if you die, I won't let you rest in peace. I'll revive you as undead and work you to the bone, so be prepared.”
Fwaat!
Evan's and Asran's swords flew toward the demonkin, and through the opening they created, Chris moved into the palace.
A chilling silence hung in the air.
As he walked toward the main hall where the emperor resided, he could hear faint, pain-filled groans.
“S-save... save... me....”
A voice he had heard before.
Creeak, he opened the door and saw the Crown Prince sitting on the emperor's throne, wearing the imperial crown.
With all his limbs cut off and his entire body horribly mangled.
“K-keok... p-please... s-save... no, kill... me....”
The Crown Prince, despite his horrific wounds, could not reach death.
It was because of the being beside him.
[Hehe, what's wrong? I granted the dream you wished for. Now that you're the emperor, try smiling a little more happily. Hmm? Or, should I tear your mouth a little wider?]
A bewitching woman was laughing beside the Crown Prince.
Seeing the woman's captivatingly beautiful appearance, Chris's eyes grew heavy.
It was the demon.
The demon saw Chris and gave a coy smile.
[Hmm? A new toy has arrived. Who are you? Ah, are you the Hero?]
It seemed the demon didn't know Chris's 'true' identity.
Unless one was a great rank of the 3rd or 4th Circle, one couldn't observe everything that happened in the world.
“Stop.”
[Could you wait just a moment? My playtime with our dear Crown Prince isn't over yet. Ah, he's the emperor now, isn't he? Your Majesty, don't cry. You're crying from too much joy, right?]
The demon stroked the Crown Prince's face with its finger.
Rip, the flesh split as if cut by a knife, but the Crown Prince could only let out groans of "keok, keok," unable to even scream properly.
Chris let out a sigh and raised his sword.
“I said stop, you filthy demon.”
[......]
The demon's smile vanished.
The atmosphere in the hall turned ice-cold.
[You know something? The thing I hate most is when someone doesn't listen to me.]
Thump.
An energy extended from the demon, pressing down on the surroundings.
It was a heavy pressure, as if dragging one's soul into the deep sea.
[Wait there like a good boy. I'll be sure to give you plenty of love, too.]
It was the moment the demon turned its gaze back to the Crown Prince.
Suddenly, Chris swung his sword.
[Huh?]
The demon frowned and looked back at Chris.
[How dare you.]
And yet.
Something strange happened.
Slash.
Fwaaat!
Blue blood spurted from the demon's shoulder.
[Huh?]
The demon tilted its head.
An expression that said it couldn't understand that it had been cut.
[You...?]
But that wasn't the end.
Chris swung his sword again, and the demon raised its hand.
It tried to defend properly this time, but. Something even more unbelievable happened.
Slice.
The demon's neck was severed and flew into the air.
***
Fwaaaaaaaah!
Blue blood gushed from the demon's severed neck like a fountain.
A sight that was unbelievable even seeing it with one's own eyes.
But Chris watched the scene with cold eyes.
It wasn't over.
Indeed, a surprised voice came from the severed head.
[You have a curious talent, don't you?]
Faaat.
Along with a chilling black light, its body regenerated.
A demon's body was, in the first place, just a manifestation of its spiritual form, so it could regenerate as much as it wanted.
Its reaction just now was less one of having taken damage and more one of simple curiosity.
[Indeed, is a Hero a Hero for a reason? What kind of trick did you use?]
“I just cut you.”
[Hmm?]
“I just cut, and you got cut. It seems demons aren't all that special.”
The demon burst into cackling laughter.
It was certainly a beautiful voice, but it was filled with a chilling energy that felt as if it would tear one's soul to shreds just by listening.
[You're amusing. This child has become boring now.]
As the demon gestured toward the Crown Prince, the light went out of his eyes, and he met his death.
Of course, that wasn't the end.
Now his soul would fall to Gehenna and suffer for eons of pain.
The demon licked its lips with its tongue.
[You know something? I like arrogant children like you. There's nothing more lovely than the sight of a once-proud soul breaking down wretchedly.]
“What are you trying to say?”
[I'll grant you a special mercy. How about becoming my slave?]
“……”
The demon spoke in a soft voice.
[Not only will I spare you, but I will also bestow my grace upon you, and you will share in my power.]
Chris let out a snort of derision.
“What would I do with a share of the power of a mere low-ranking noble?”
[!!]
“Instead of that, how about this? I have a proposal for you.”
[…What is it?]
“Let's make a bet. If I lose to you, I will offer you my soul.”
For a moment, an unconcealable greed surfaced in the demon's eyes.
It was a proposal with no reason to refuse.
[In return, what is it that you desire?]
“Do not flee to Gehenna, even if the fight turns against you.”
[…What?]
“Because it would be anticlimactic if you ran off to Gehenna after we've gone to the trouble of fighting.”
In other words, he was saying he would prevent the demon from escaping and kill it for certain.
The demon had a blank reaction for a moment.
But only for a moment.
It burst into high-pitched laughter.
[Ahaha. You truly are amusing. I accept your proposal. Ah, I'm so looking forward to this. It's rare to meet a child as lovely as you. I wonder, just how long will you be able to endure for in eons of pain? A week, a month, a year? Ten years? I hope you can last for as long as possible.]
The demon panted as if excited.
A look that showed no hint of tension whatsoever.
It was only natural.
It had just taken an unexpected blow, but compared to the demon, a transcendent being, Chris was nothing more than an insignificant creature.
But Chris continued to spout incomprehensible words.
“You know something? I like you, too.”
[Hmm?]
“Because crushing a bug like you is quite entertaining in its own way.”
[!!]
The demon let out a dry laugh.
[I see now that you're insane. I like confidence, but I don't like it when someone is completely out of their mind. Well, once you've received my deep love, you'll come to your senses.]
The demon raised its hand.
Gooooo.
The surrounding space began to distort.
He could feel an energy swirling, equivalent to a 9-Star ultimate technique.
But then, something unbelievable happened again.
Fwaat.
Chris swung his sword again, and.
Slice.
the demon's hand was severed and sent flying.
[!!]
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                    A powerful barrier had been erected, but he had ignored it once again.
That wasn't all.
The energy the devil was gathering also dissipated before the Unified Pierce miraculous ability that Chris unleashed.
[You?]
Finally seeming to sense that something was wrong, the devil's face hardened.
Instead of answering, Chris continued to unleash his sword.
Two, three, five, ten times.
Swish! Slice!
Each time his sword moved, the devil's body was cut and sent flying into the air, and in the end, it was sliced to pieces until it couldn't even maintain a proper form.
[W-what...!]
With a puff of black smoke, the devil's body reformed again.
It hadn't taken a major blow, but its face was one of shock.
[How can a mere mortal do this to me?]
“As expected, you have no idea.”
[What?]
Srrr.
'Something' about Chris began to change.
Outwardly, there was no noticeable change.
His energy, his momentum, his atmosphere—it was all the same, but something had definitely changed.
And the devil, realizing what about Chris had changed, spoke in a trembling voice.
[N-no way...? This soul rank is...?]
That's right.
Chris had revealed the soul rank he had been hiding.
And there was a reason the devil was so horrified.
“Now do you understand?”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
“Before me, you are no different from a lowly bug.”
Chris's soul rank was higher than the devil's before him.
***
Devils are great and powerful beings.
So, what kind of power do devils possess?
The power of a devil was different from that of a demonic being, a knight, a mage, or even a magical beast.
The power of all beings in the Middle Realm is ultimately based on physically existing phenomena.
Swordsmanship, magic, magical beasts—it was all the same.
It was even the same for the demonkin of Gehenna, as they were beings close to magical beasts.
Only devils and Constellations had a different source of power.
Their power was spiritual.
In other words, the source of their power was the soul, and the higher the rank of one's soul, the more powerful they became.
‘That means if you have a higher rank, you have an overwhelming advantage over a being with a lower rank.’
This was the reason Chris had desperately tried to obtain the Three Origin Essences to raise his soul rank.
‘But my soul rank is higher than I thought. Even if it's a low-ranking Baron-class, to think my level is higher than a titled noble's?’
This was something that surprised even Chris.
He had expected to be at a level where he wouldn't be pushed back, but the devil before him felt like a lowly bug.
‘Viscount-class... no, perhaps even Count-class.’
Of course, this didn't mean that Chris possessed the same amount of soul power as a devil of such a high rank.
It was simply that his rank was high; the size of his soul's vessel was drastically different.
Strictly speaking, the soul power Chris possessed was far less than that of the devil before him.
‘So, should I say the quality is superior, but the quantity is lacking?’
It was a crude analogy, but it was something like that.
The devil before him seemed to have noticed as well, as it exuded a menacing aura.
[So you were the mortal who recently appeared with the Rank of Ascension. This is perfect. I will offer you to the great one I serve and receive his grace!]
Gooooooo!!
A powerful energy swirled once again.
It was an energy incomparable to before, as if it intended to fight properly.
Fwaat. Slice!
It was useless.
The devil's attack scattered powerlessly, and this time, something unusual followed.
Paaaaaaah!
A brilliant energy of Holy Radiance enveloped the devil's soul.
A sight like a sacred flame purifying something corrupt.
The devil hurriedly retreated, but this time, the blow was not insignificant, as its face turned pale.
[Just why?]
“You fool. Did you really think you could face me after descending with improper qualifications?”
[!!]
That's right.
The reason the devil was being pushed back now was not simply because its soul rank was insufficient.
For a devil to manifest on the mortal plane, it had to acquire the corresponding amount of causality through offerings.
However, the Crown Prince, having been driven into a corner, had failed to offer sufficient sacrifices, and so it had descended with incomplete qualifications.
Chris looked around the main hall.
A large pile of relics caught his eye.
“It seems you tried to supplement your incomplete state by absorbing the power of the relics stored in the Imperial Palace, but it's impossible for you to face me with such an unstable method.”
[!!]
Just as Chris said, the devil had tried to make up for its lack of power by absorbing the relics that were stored in piles in the Imperial Palace.
But it was just a shortcut.
Unlike a proper descent, its power had several unstable aspects.
Of course, they were so faint that they shouldn't have been problematic openings, but unfortunately, its opponent was Chris.
Because there was no way he would miss even the most minute opening.
[Don't be ridiculous. You're just a mortal.]
Paaaaaaah!!!
The main hall began to shake as if in an earthquake.
It was drawing upon the power of the relics piled in the hall with all its might.
And yet.
“You know something?”
Chris stretched out his hand.
“That interfering with this sort of thing is my specialty.”
The energy of the relics that had been flowing to the devil came to a halt.
Chris had exerted his control.
‘In a simple contest of strength, I might not win, but in a battle of control like this, I won't lose to anyone.’
It was a given, but in terms of the sheer 'size' of control, the devil had the advantage.
But Chris possessed an exquisite operational skill that no one could imitate.
Especially since the devil's power was unstable from not having descended perfectly, and with Chris having the superior soul rank, the outcome was decided in an instant.
One by one, the control of the relics passed to Chris, and each time, the devil's power weakened noticeably.
[W-what?]
Finally realizing it was cornered, the devil tried to flee to Gehenna, but its face soon turned white as a sheet.
It had remembered the bet it made with Chris before the fight.
It was a promise made on its soul, so it could not escape.
“Didn't I tell you? That I wouldn't let you go.”
Chris stretched his hand toward the devil.
Paaaaaaah.
Chris's spiritual pressure extended out and enveloped the devil.
It was Myriad Demons' Submission.
“Kneel.”
[!!]
Following that, an unbelievable sight unfolded.
Crack!
The devil, unable to defy the command, fell to its knees.
Not stopping there, Chris pressed his finger down in the air, as if crushing a bug.
Kwwaaaaak!!
Like a bug crushed under a finger, the devil was slammed into the floor.
Having descended without proper qualifications in the first place, and now having lost the relics that supplemented its power, it had become powerless before Myriad Demons' Submission.
‘Moreover, my Myriad Demons' Submission is currently in a much-strengthened state from using the power of the relics.’
Step, Chris walked toward the fallen devil.
[You... you....]
The devil ground its teeth as if it couldn't believe the current situation.
[What are you going to do to me?]
“Of course, I have to kill you. You even have to ask?”
[!!]
Fear crept into the devil's eyes.
To fear death. It was a sight unbecoming of a transcendent being, but this was how ordinary devils, not those of the great ranks, were.
‘The truly transcendent beings are the great ranks of the 4th Circle and above. These guys are closer to bugs that are just strong.’
Chris thought with a cold gaze.
He wanted to kill it right away, but there was something he had to do.
‘I have to use this thing to become one step stronger.’
There was a way to become stronger through a devil.
‘I need to obtain the foundation to reach 8-Star.’
It was an astounding story.
He had just reached 7-Star a short while ago, and now he was aiming for 8-Star?
But it was necessary.
‘I'll have to join the war against the Four Kings' Castle soon, and I need to at least reach the vicinity of entering 8-Star to achieve the plan I'm aiming for.’
Preparing the foundation to reach 8-Star in such a short period was an impossible task even for Chris, but by using a devil, it was possible.
‘Let's begin.’
He placed his hand on the devil's head.
“I'll give you a chance.”
[W-what?]
“Try to endure it somehow.”
Fwoosh.
A deep, dark blackness rose from Chris's hand.
It was Dark Demonic Energy.
The Dark Demonic Energy directly enveloped the devil's soul.
[Y-you bastard! Kuaaaaaaak!!]
The devil screamed, resisting the Dark Demonic Energy that was digging into its soul.
‘I must subjugate the devil with pure Dark Demonic Energy alone.’
The 8-Star level is called the realm of the Absolute.
One must go beyond simply toying with the laws and be able to completely dominate and control one's surroundings.
In particular, to obtain the kind of 'Domain of Dominion' that Chris was aiming for, his Dark Demonic Energy had to possess the perfect authority of domination.
‘By subjugating the soul of a devil, a being with a transcendent rank, with my Dark Demonic Energy, I will obtain the perfect authority of domination.’
The Dark Demonic Energy trying to devour the devil's soul and the devil's energy clashed fiercely.
A devil was a devil, after all.
It wasn't easy.
The devil's soul intensely pushed back the Dark Demonic Energy.
But Chris didn't back down either.
This time, he used no tricks, not even the subtleties of his operational skill, and pushed forward purely with the energy of the Dark Demonic House.
Surprisingly, the Dark Demonic Energy began to encroach upon the devil's soul, little by little.
But suddenly, the devil let out a scream.
[Kuaaaaaaaak!]
An explosive energy began to rage from the devil's soul.
‘Energizing its spiritual body!’
It had sacrificed a part of its soul and converted it into power.
It was an act that would permanently lower its soul rank, but it did so because it was cornered.
‘This is dangerous.’
If he were caught up in this, Chris wouldn't escape unscathed either.
The surest method was to annihilate the devil right then and there.
But Chris shook his head and continued his reckless challenge.
‘I can do it.’
Paaaaah!
He drew out his Dark Demonic Energy with all his might.
He wasn't just using the Demonic Energy from his core, but mobilizing the power of his soul as well.
‘I have to combine my soul rank with my Dark Demonic Energy.’
If one were to describe the essence of his soul in one word, it would be 'Immense Pride'.
A nature that was lofty and alone, looking down on all others.
The essence of such a soul combined as one with the dominating nature of his Dark Demonic Energy.
Paaaaah!
An energy of domination, on a different level than before, pressed down on the devil's soul, preventing the energizing of its spiritual body.
From the strain of using such excessive power, blood trickled from Chris's nose, but he didn't stop.
[Kuaaaak! You bastard...!!]
But the devil did not just take it meekly.
It let out a scream and struggled desperately, its energy fluctuating wildly like a monster rampaging in a cage.
Chris's Dark Demonic Energy, which had held the upper hand for a moment, could not withstand it and began to be pushed back.
[You think I'll go down like this! Even if my soul is annihilated, I will kill you!]
the devil shouted, its eyes shining menacingly.
An enormous energy began to flicker from its soul, as if it were truly about to self-destruct.
For a moment, Chris felt a fierce sense of crisis.
This couldn't go on.
To think he could subjugate a devil, a transcendent being, with only the dominating power of his Dark Demonic Energy. Perhaps it had been an impossible task from the start.
But for some reason?
He should have given up this reckless attempt and annihilated the devil's soul right now, but.
‘I can't stop here.’
Above all, he had this intuition.
That he could do it.
In that moment, a thought suddenly came to Chris.
That there was nothing in this world he could not dominate.
No matter what it was.
All things in the world, be it light or darkness.
In the end, they would kneel before him.
‘Therefore, I can subjugate an incomplete devil like this as much as I want.’
In that moment, the devil's rampaging soul came to a dead stop.
It had been completely bound by the Dark Demonic Energy.
And around Chris, an unbelievable miracle had occurred.
Saaaaaah.
A domain of darkness had unfolded.
It was a 'Domain of Dominion'.
It was barely spread out only in his immediate vicinity and didn't even have a clear form, but it was unmistakably a Domain of Dominion.
[Ah....]
The devil, meeting Chris's cold gaze, let out a moan.
[S-save... me....]
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                    As Chris clenched his fist, something terrible happened.
A powerful force of domination crushed the devil; as if pressed by a giant rock, the devil was compressed and then burst apart.
Afterward, it turned to dust and disappeared.
It had been annihilated.
“Keoeok!!”
Chris vomited a mouthful of blood.
‘As expected, it was a strain. It's a relief I succeeded. Even if it was just for a moment, I managed to unfold a Domain of Dominion.’
The Domain of Dominion had already vanished.
‘In truth, I can't even call it a proper Domain of Dominion.’
It was merely the result of pushing the dominating power of his Dark Demonic Energy to its limit and spreading it in the form of a domain.
He hadn't entered the 8-Star rank either.
Still, it was a matter of great significance.
Having succeeded in unfolding a Domain of Dominion once, he would be able to reach 8-Star before long.
Just then, a noisy voice came to his ears.
[Are you alright, Christian?!]
It was Evan.
He had cast a spell beforehand so they could exchange messages.
[The demonkin have been reverse-summoned. You did it. As expected! I'm coming to you right now!]
“…No, don't come.”
Chris shook his head in alarm.
He was afraid of the fuss Evan would make when he arrived.
‘It's hard enough as it is, I don't want to listen to your infuriating sycophancy!’
Chris said urgently.
“I'm fine, so just take care of the injured people outside.”
[…That's you for you. You pushed yourself the hardest, yet you're only thinking of others again. Understood. As you wish, I will look after the injured.]
‘...That's not it.’
Fortunately able to be alone, Chris flopped down on the floor.
He felt like he was about to collapse from pouring all his strength into the final attack.
“Uwaah. Just how long do I have to suffer like this. Having to act as the Hero is too much. That punk Evan, who was supposed to be the Hero, became an idiot instead of a Hero, damn it.”
The worst part was that there was no hope for the future either.
‘It's only going to get harder.’
Chris's face grew heavy.
‘Because the real chaos is about to begin.’
The devil that had just descended was proof.
Originally, devils cannot manifest on the mortal plane this easily.
‘It must have been thanks to the Crown Prince mobilizing a relic with the power of devil summoning, but even so, it was summoned too easily. It should have been impossible at this point in time.’
In fact, in his previous life, the Crown Prince had summoned the devil a little later on.
The meaning of this was singular.
‘The boundary of the Three Realms is weakening faster than in my previous life.’
And it was progressing much faster.
He didn't know the reason.
‘It's highly likely that future events will also be different from what I knew.’
What worried Chris most of all was the movement of the Mystic Demonic House.
The Mystic Demonic House was not just lying dormant.
It was surely preparing for a terrible world-destruction in the silence.
‘To stop the Mystic Demonic House, I first have to crush the ambitions of the Four Kings' Castle.’
It was as he was letting out a long sigh.
Suddenly, he felt a chilling tension.
“!!”
Chris shot up from his spot.
‘What is it?’
He wasn't mistaken.
The tension was gradually amplifying.
It was a warning from his intuition.
Some kind of chilling shadow was looming.
‘This is a being even more threatening than the devil from before.’
An unbelievable story.
In truth, the devil just now hadn't descended with the proper qualifications and so wasn't a real threat. There was also the fact that Chris's higher soul rank made it easier to deal with.
But the being approaching now was different.
With every tick, tock of the clock placed next to the throne, his heart pounded.
Finally.
A figure appeared in the main hall.
“You are...?”
Chris had a surprised look in his eyes.
It was a face he had seen before.
“We meet again, Hero. No.”
The young elf girl smiled sweetly.
“Should I call you the great darkness that will destroy the world?”
It was Yvonne, the Young Mistress of the Mirror Ice Palace.
***
It was an unexpected appearance.
‘Why is the Young Mistress of the Mirror Ice Palace here?’
The Mirror Ice Palace.
A group of elves.
It was in conflict with the Northern Magus Nation of the Magus Empire, specifically the Obsidian Demonic House, and its leader was the current Fairy Queen, Madria.
For reference, Fairy Queen Madria was at the level of entering 9-Star and was one of the Alliance's Seven Honored Ones.
‘The Young Mistress didn't have much of a presence in my previous life.’
No, the Mirror Ice Palace itself hadn't stood out much in his previous life.
This was because it had remained silent and not participated throughout the war, only to be suddenly attacked by an archbishop of the Mystic Demonic House and destroyed in an instant.
‘I did get an unusual feeling when I met her during the duel with the Ghost Sword King.’
Chris frowned.
‘Moreover, calling me a great darkness?’
He had heard a similar story before.
It was from Holy Emperor Istanya.
-The Constellations have given a revelation that you will become a great darkness and destroy the world.
Chris's face hardened.
He realized why he felt such a powerful pressure from that young elf girl.
“…A Valkyrie.”
It meant a warrior of the Celestial Realm.
They were different from contractors who received indirect blessings after making a pact with a Constellation.
They could 'directly' receive the power of the Celestial Realm and, even if only for a limited time, manifest a power comparable to a highest-ranking Celestial.
‘Valkyries were also beings that only appeared after the boundary of the Three Realms had collapsed.’
Chris bit his lip.
Some kind of anomaly was occurring.
But he had no time to think about it in more detail.
“Following the will of the great Constellations, I shall eliminate you.”
Paaat.
A sword of light appeared before the elf girl.
It wasn't the Mana of Holy Radiance.
A more brilliant light.
It was the power of the stars, Stellar Power.
“…Do you know that you cannot survive if you use that power?”
Chris asked in a heavy voice.
A Valkyrie was a powerful being that transcended common sense, but it had a fatal limitation.
They were disposable.
Those who directly received the power of the Celestial Realm would have their bodies collapse and would not last long before meeting their death.
But Yvonne answered without a hint of hesitation.
“It is martyrdom for the will of the great Constellations, so I am not afraid.”
“!!”
Seeing the madness flowing in Yvonne's eyes, Chris frowned.
‘Damn it, what do I do?’
He had never expected the Celestial Realm would try to harm him so directly.
Because it was impossible, according to the law of causality, for the Celestial Realm to directly intervene in the affairs of the Middle Realm in this way.
‘Is this also something that happened because the boundary of the Three Realms has blurred?’
He had to find a way.
‘A Valkyrie's power is 8-Star or higher.’
It was at a lower level than the devil from before, but the situation now was much worse.
Because the devil just now was not in a perfect state.
Above all, and most decisively, Chris had currently exhausted all of his power.
Joining forces with Evan, Ranya, and the others was also difficult. Upon her appearance, Yvonne had immediately deployed a barrier that isolated this place from the outside.
It was a hopeless situation.
‘Think. There must be a way.’
It was as he was desperately racking his brain.
Suddenly, an anomaly occurred.
“Huh?”
Yvonne came to a dead stop.
And then.
Fwaaaaaah!
A long line was drawn across Yvonne's body, and a fountain of blood gushed out.
Someone had attacked Yvonne!
‘...What?’
Chris froze stiff and stared at the sight.
“Keok?”
Staggering, she urgently deployed a defensive barrier with the energy of the Celestial Realm.
But it was useless.
A magic circle was drawn around Yvonne.
‘That's?’
Chris's eyes widened.
It was a familiar type of magic circle.
One he had seen countless times in his previous life.
The one that 'she' used to use.
‘But it's different. The form. And the power.’
The 'she' that Chris knew could never wield such power.
Especially not at this point in time.
The magic circle emitted a chilling, dark light and then pierced through the celestial shield.
“Aaaaaaaak!!”
It was a horrific sight.
Countless thorns rose from the darkness and pierced Yvonne's body.
Instantly turned into a ragged mess, Yvonne struggled, trying to escape the darkness with the power of the stars.
But her face turned white.
“H-how is the power of the Constellation?”
The power of the stars that had resided in Yvonne's body suddenly began to fade.
‘Forced disconnection?’
Chris swallowed hard.
It had severed the connection with the Celestial Realm.
‘Who could do this?’
Naturally, it was no easy task.
It wasn't something possible just by having a high level.
It was only possible if one possessed a controlling force powerful enough to nullify a terminal of the Celestial Realm.
‘Just like my Dark Demonic Energy.’
For a moment, Chris's eyes shot open.
The feeling of the darkness assailing Yvonne was somehow familiar.
‘That's... Dark Demonic Energy, isn't it?’
Chris had an expression of disbelief, but he was certain.
And it was Dark Demonic Energy of an incredible purity.
It looked to be close to 90 percent.
‘Even Head Nordian isn't at 90 percent. Who? Don't tell me it's 'her'? No. That can't be right.’
Chris looked at the energy assailing Yvonne.
The way the Demonic Energy was operated, the Black Magic, the imbued secret techniques, and so on.
They were all identical to the 'she' that Chris knew.
But 'she' was definitely not a wielder of Dark Demonic Energy.
‘How did this...?’
Shortly after.
“K-keok.”
Yvonne, now in a wretched state, collapsed to the floor.
Unlike her grand entrance, it was an empty death.
Finally.
Step.
The sound of footsteps was heard.
“!!”
Chris's hand trembled faintly.
It was a familiar sound.
The one with that unique, light weight to it.
One he had heard countless times in his previous life and could never forget.
As he slowly turned his gaze, a girl came into view.
It was really 'her'.
A sound like a moan escaped Chris's lips.
“…Lena?”
His comrade from his previous life.
It was the name of the Chatterbox of Darkness.
***
A lovely appearance with sky-blue hair.
Nine tails.
It really was the Chatterbox of Darkness.
But Chris looked at Lena as if he couldn't believe it.
‘Why is Lena here?’
Her atmosphere was completely different.
In his previous life, she had always been bright and overly cheerful.
Of course, he knew that cheerfulness was a disguise to hide her pain, but her face had always worn a bright light.
It wasn't like that now.
Her brightness was nowhere to be seen, and instead, all he could feel was a suffocating poignancy.
Moreover, Dark Demonic Energy?
‘Lena has no connection whatsoever to Dark Demonic Energy.’
Lena was originally a test subject of the Mystic Demonic House.
So, she had mainly used the power of the Mystic Demonic House, but Dark Demonic Energy?
“……”
“……”
A moment of silence passed.
Chris couldn't easily find the words to say.
Because the Lena before him now was not the comrade from his past life with whom he had a special bond.
In other words, they were strangers.
There were countless things he wanted to say, but in the end, this was all he could bring himself to ask.
“…What's with that Dark Demonic Energy?”
“……”
“Answer me. I am the Grand Duke of the Dark Demonic House. I have a right to know about your Dark Demonic Energy.”
It was an important matter.
He had to know what on earth Lena had gone through.
‘What is that crest on the nape of her neck?’
A crest he had never seen in his previous life was engraved there.
The crest of a sword in a reverse grip, piercing a tower.
‘It's a crest symbolizing that one has become someone's vassal. Don't tell me she sold her soul to a devil?’
But he soon shook his head.
He couldn't feel any lingering scent of a devil from Lena.
The nature of the crest was also far from that of a devil's.
It held a deep darkness, but it was definitely not a devil's. Nor was it a Constellation's.
‘...Rather, it has a similar feeling to my crest?’
Having thought that far, Chris froze.
His eyes met Lena's.
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                    Lena was staring blankly at Chris.
Endlessly.
With a poignancy that made watching Chris's heart ache.
In other words.
Like the look she had given him before she met her death in his previous life.
‘...Why is she looking at me like that?’
Chris had a look of incomprehension on his face.
This was only the second time Lena had met him in this life.
In fact, the first time they met, she had been under the control of the Four Kings' Castle's puppeteer, Märchen, so it couldn't even be called a proper meeting.
“…Is there something you want to say?”
Chris deliberately replied coldly to hide the turmoil in his heart.
But Lena did something incomprehensible again.
Without a word, she began to approach him.
“What are you doing? Stop.”
Did she not hear him?
She continued to approach, staring blankly at him.
Step, with every sound, the distance between them closed.
Finally, at a distance where he could reach out and touch her.
Lena opened her mouth.
“…I've found you. Finally.”
“…What?”
“Hehe.”
Lena smiled.
Brightly.
Just like in her previous life.
But Chris, who had spent a long time with her, knew.
That was the smile Lena made when she was desperately holding back tears.
“…You?”
But suddenly, an anomaly occurred.
Faaaaah!
Her body was engulfed in a gust of darkness. She was about to disappear.
“Wait!!”
He urgently grabbed her hand, but it was no use.
In the final moment, their eyes met.
Lena still had a bright smile on her face.
Lena reached her hand toward Chris's face.
The moment her touch reached his cheek, drip, a single tear fell from her eye.
“Goodbye.”
Fwaaat!
Chris stared blankly at the spot where she had disappeared.
“…Lena?”
* * *
At that moment, high in the sky.
A distant blue sky, so high that the entire continent could be seen at a glance.
In that place, closer to the stars than anywhere else in this world, an otherworldly being was floating.
A handsome man with a neat impression, wearing a gentleman's suit.
It was the Magus Chancellor.
The Magus Chancellor was sitting on a carpet, smoking a long pipe, looking as if he were waiting for someone.
Indeed, before long, a group appeared.
[…What is the meaning of this? This place, the 'End of the World', is not a place permitted to you.]
A humanoid being dressed in pure white, with a circular halo on its head.
It was a Celestial.
And judging by the brilliance of its halo, a highest-ranking Celestial.
It wasn't just one.
Srrr.
The surrounding space distorted, and countless Celestials began to appear.
Even at a glance, their numbers exceeded a thousand.
[Quite a crowd you've gathered. Am I that scary?]
The Magus Chancellor spoke playfully, but the Celestials did not answer.
They just exuded a stiff, hard momentum.
They were wary of the Magus Chancellor.
[…Please state your business for coming here. I repeat, this place is not permitted to you.]
[Aah. I have something to say to your Celestial Realm.]
[…What is it?]
[You crossed the line, didn't you?]
[!!]
The Magus Chancellor smiled sweetly.
At the same time, a whoosh of cold energy spread through the area, and the Celestials' faces turned pale.
They were overwhelmed.
[…Don't tell me you're talking about Christian?]
[Aah, yes.]
The Magus Chancellor looked up at the sky.
His gaze was directed toward the Great Stars of the 4th Circle and above, beyond the distant blue sky.
[It's not the promised time yet. I know your Celestial Realm is in a hurry, but you have to play fair, right?]
Did they understand the Magus Chancellor's words?
The sky vibrated for a moment.
The Magus Chancellor shrugged.
[…Have you said all you need to say? Please return at once.]
[Ah, I've said it all, but.]
The Magus Chancellor knocked the ash from his pipe and muttered indifferently.
[Since you broke the rules, I'm going to give you a warning.]
[…What?]
[You guys, no more, no less, exactly half of you will die.]
[!!]
The Celestials' faces hardened.
[How dare a mere human!!]
[To us, the servants of the Constellation!]
The high-ranking Celestials in the back shouted in anger. But the highest-ranking Celestial standing at the front showed an unexpected reaction.
[Everyone, retreat at once!]
[…What? We must show that lawless bastard the authority of the Celestial Realm...!]
[That person is not someone we can face!! Return at once!]
The Magus Chancellor raised his hand.
[Too late.]
Darkness covered the world.
Hell descended.
***
[Aigoo, my back. Is it because I'm getting old? Things like this are just a bother. No fun.]
In the empty air around the yawning Magus Chancellor, blurry masses were floating.
Like heavily torn and broken debris.
They were the fragments of souls scattered as the Celestials were annihilated.
Among the one thousand Celestials, not a single one had survived.
[…Ah, right. I was only supposed to kill half, but I killed them all. Well, does it matter? Yawn.]
The Magus Chancellor stretched on his carpet and then looked down at the mortal plane.
Across a vast distance, the figure of a single being came into his sight.
It was Christian.
“He's safe. What a relief.”
The Magus Chancellor twisted the corner of his mouth.
“Well, it doesn't really matter if Christian dies now. No, rather, for His Majesty the Demon Emperor's plan, is it better if Christian dies now? Since we and the Dark Heaven ultimately have the same goal.”
An astounding story.
Dark Heaven referred to the Celestial Realm and Gehenna.
In other words, if what the Magus Chancellor said was true, it meant that the Demon Emperor, the Celestial Realm, and even Gehenna all desired the same goal.
“But for things to turn out that way is, as expected, no fun. I have a rebellious spirit, so I hate the obvious. I've even tried it once before.”
I've even tried it once before.
Words whose meaning could not be understood.
“So, Christian. Please, do your best. I'm looking forward to it.”
The Magus Chancellor let out a chuckle and rose from his spot. He was about to leave.
But in the final moment.
The Magus Chancellor looked not toward Chris, but somewhere else.
A certain 'person' at the location of the Dark Demonic House.
It was Marie.
The Magus Chancellor twisted the corner of his mouth and said.
“She's doing well. That's a relief. There isn't much time left, so I hope she spends her remaining time as happily as possible.”
Once again, words whose meaning was unclear.
With those as his final words, the Magus Chancellor's figure disappeared.
Silence descended.
***
“Long live His Highness the Hero!!”
“Hooray!!!”
Cheers echoed throughout the imperial capital.
They were voices praising Chris, who had eliminated the devil that had descended upon the Imperial Palace.
“To think the Crown Prince had made a pact with a devil.”
“If it weren't for His Highness the Hero, everything would have been over.”
“They say that thanks to His Highness the Hero taking action in advance, the casualties were not severe.”
As the people said, fortunately, the loss of life was not great.
This was thanks to activating the defensive line in advance through Ranya.
The casualties were limited to the second prince's faction, which had been intimidating the Crown Prince, and the emperor in the main hall.
Thanks to that, the people all shouted in one voice.
“We must make His Highness the Hero-Prince our Emperor!!”
“Yes, that's right!! There is no one who can become emperor other than His Highness the Hero-Prince!”
Of course, Chris had no intention of becoming emperor.
‘Am I crazy? Why would I go through all that trouble? Having done it once is more than enough.’
From his own experience, the job of an emperor was a crappy one where you only suffered to death and had no time to enjoy yourself. He had absolutely no intention of doing it.
‘Having someone else do it while I reap the benefits from behind is the best.’
The third prince asked, his mouth wide open.
“Are you really handing the throne over to me? Really?”
“Yes, yes.”
“You absolutely can't go back on your word. Wahahaha! From now on, I am the emperor! The emperor!!”
A look of someone whose eyes were blinded by greed.
Chris let out a snort.
‘How foolish. Enjoy it while you can. Before long, you'll be shitting blood.’
The continent would soon be plunged into a vortex of chaos.
Wealth and glory, my ass. That guy was now guaranteed to suffer like a dog until he died.
In fact, in his previous life, after becoming emperor, the third prince, Lauren, had died after endless suffering, without a moment to enjoy his power.
-If I'm ever born again, I'll die before I become some emperor...!
He had even left such last words.
“In return, there's a condition. Ah, you're my slave, so you know refusal is not an option, right?”
“…What do you desire?”
“Raise an army and march toward the Four Kings' Castle.”
“!!”
The third prince's complexion changed.
“Absolutely not! If I do that, the damage to my empire will be immense!!”
Such a greedy person.
A look of someone trying to thoroughly protect the empire that had become his treasure chest.
“Don't worry. I'm not telling you to actually wage war. I just need you to draw their attention.”
“But what if the Four Kings' Castle bastards really do something crazy?”
“They won't be able to. Because the Four Kings' Castle will soon kneel before our Dark Demonic House.”
The third prince had a look of disbelief on his face.
He, too, knew well the power of the Four Kings' Castle.
“What nonsense? There's no way the Dark Demonic House has such power.”
“It's possible. Because I am here.”
“!!”
He was serious.
‘I have to deal a fatal blow to the Four Kings' Castle in this war.’
Completely subjugating them was impossible.
But the plan was to inflict a critical wound so they couldn't get back up easily.
“And, change the mind of the Karn Empire's Honored One, the Spear Saint.”
“!!”
The third prince had a troubled look on his face.
“But the Spear Saint is one who has committed a great crime against our imperial family.”
“It was a false charge.”
“…E-even so, the Spear Saint will not be easily swayed. H-he might even harbor ill feelings toward the imperial family because of what happened in the past.”
The third prince had a look of reluctance about bringing the Spear Saint back.
Because the power of the 9-Star superhuman, the Spear Saint, was more than enough to be a threat to the imperial family.
Of course, Chris had no intention of listening to such pathetic thoughts.
“Hey. It seems you've forgotten. Who are you?”
The third prince answered hesitantly.
“…I am the noble person who will become the great emperor of the Great Karn Empire.”
“Exactly. Don't you see this?”
The third prince wasn't just bound by his soul.
Chris held a document in his hand and fluttered it.
It was the evidence that the third prince was a devil worshiper.
Of course, it was all fabricated by Chris, but as long as this evidence existed, Chris could send the third prince to the stake at any time.
‘Uwaaah. Why did I get caught by a devil like this. To think they praise a guy like this as the Hero! Everyone must be blind.’
The third prince swallowed his tears.
“Who did you say you were?”
“…I-I am your slave.”
“Good, so let's do a good job, okay?”
“Y-yes, understood.”
“Your voice is too quiet.”
“I will do a good job!!”
After the commotion, Chris spoke.
“There's one more thing you have to do.”
“Again? What is it?!”
“…Why are you raising your voice? Your face is full of dissatisfaction. You don't want to? I wonder what the stake in the Karn Empire looks like.”
The third prince, who had tried to timidly rebel, immediately recoiled and stammered.
“N-no. I-it was... a shout of loyalty, to show I will work hard! Loyalty! Loyalty! Loyalty!”
“Tsk. Come in.”
Creeak, the door opened and an unexpected person appeared.
It was Ruina.
“Isn't that the head of the Deer Merchant Group? Why so suddenly? And why are you dressed like that?”
The third prince tilted his head.
Ruina's appearance was different from usual.
Instead of the comfortable, practical clothes she always wore, she was in a neat suit, and her expression was also stiff and hardened.
“She didn't come today as the head of the Deer Merchant Group.”
“What do you mean?”
“Look at the necklace she's wearing.”
Ruina was wearing a gray ornament around her neck, where a crescent moon and the sun intersected.
It was a famous crest.
“Why that crest?”
A thought came to mind, and the third prince's eyes widened.
“Don't tell me, you are?”
“Yes, that is correct.”
Ruina bowed her head slightly.
“The last heir of the lost kingdom greets the new emperor of the empire.”
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                    In the Alliance, there was a region called the Gray Zone.
It was a region located between the Gold Cross and the Karn Empire.
Currently, it was a lawless zone, belonging to neither side, but in the past, a brilliant kingdom had been situated there.
The lost kingdom, the Opalma Kingdom.
‘The reason Ruina is so desperately saving money is all to rebuild the Opalma Kingdom.’
That's right.
This was Ruina's personal story.
Of course, it was a task close to impossible.
It wasn't something that could be done just by saving money.
To rebuild the Opalma Kingdom, she had to receive recognition from the neighboring great powers.
‘The will of the Karn Empire is especially important.’
Normally, the Karn Empire would never recognize the rebuilding of the Opalma Kingdom.
That was why.
“Th-thank you. Sniffle. Uwaaah. This is all thanks to you, Grand Duke.”
The reason Ruina was showing such an emotional side, so different from her usual self.
“From now on, it's loyalty, loyalty, loyalty.”
“Right, since I've granted your wish, how about you offer about half of your entire fortune to me?”
“Ah, that's not right. Crossing the line is not okay.”
Ruina's expression suddenly turned serious.
Chris let out a chuckle.
“You'll have a hard time ahead, so do your best. The Gray Zone is no easy place. I'll be cheering for you, so stay strong.”
“Thank you! I will work hard! Loyalty, loyalty, loyalty!!”
Ruina shouted excitedly.
But Chris's reaction was strange.
He was secretly sending Ruina a gaze full of ulterior motives.
‘Suffer like a dog while you pioneer the Gray Zone. I needed a bridgehead in the Gray Zone anyway.’
That's right.
Chris had a scheme.
In the future, to prevent the boundary of the Three Realms from opening completely, it was necessary to get his hands on the Gray Zone.
The problem was that the Gray Zone was an incredibly vast and complicated place, so he needed a bridgehead, and his plan was to snatch up and use the foundation that Ruina would build.
In that process, Ruina would suffer immensely like a dog again, but since it was the kind of suffering she herself wished for, it probably didn't matter much.
‘It's a win-win for both of us.’
Afterward, left alone, Chris let out a low sigh.
‘By the way, what happened to the Chatterbox of Darkness?’
He recalled the events of that time.
There were too many questions.
First of all, whose vassal had she become?
‘I have a guess about this.’
Excluding Chris, there was only one person in this world who possessed Dark Demonic Energy of such purity.
The Magus Chancellor.
‘…The problem is, why did Lena become the Magus Chancellor's vassal?’
The Magus Chancellor was the person who effectively ruled the Magus Empire.
With just a flick of his finger, countless demonic beings would offer their lives in loyalty, so there was no reason to make Lena a vassal.
‘Lena should have no reason to become the Magus Chancellor's vassal either.’
The Magus Chancellor's intentions.
And Lena's intentions were completely incomprehensible.
And the biggest question was this.
‘Why did Lena react that way upon seeing me?’
Lena had acted as if she recognized him.
Even though in this life, the two of them were strangers.
‘...Don't tell me?’
Chris sucked in a breath at a hypothesis that came to mind.
‘No. It's impossible.’
But if not for this 'hypothesis', it was something that couldn't be explained.
‘I'll have to confirm it. We'll surely meet again.’
For now, the fortunate thing was that Lena hadn't fallen into the hands of the Mystic Demonic House like in her previous life.
He had avoided the worst-case scenario, so an opportunity would come.
There was something else that bothered him.
‘That I'm going to destroy the world? What kind of dog-barking nonsense is the Celestial Realm spouting?’
He scowled fiercely.
But he couldn't just ignore it and move on.
Because this was the second time he was hearing it.
The most bothersome part was that the Constellations likely wouldn't say such a thing without any basis.
‘There's no way I'd do that. I haven't even properly enjoyed my wealth and glory yet, so why would I destroy the world?’
Just then, Evan approached.
“Are you worried about something?”
“…It's nothing.”
“Don't say that; tell me. I'm your comrade.”
Chris hesitated, then opened his mouth.
After hearing the story, Evan's expression became peculiar.
“Actually, I've heard a similar story from the Constellations before. I thought it was bullshit and ignored it.”
“…Really?”
“What are you worried about? There's no way you'd do that. The Constellations must have been talking nonsense.”
It was a simple answer, holding not a shred of doubt.
Making the worried Chris feel a sense of emptiness.
“Above all, the Constellations probably didn't give such a revelation with righteous intentions. There must be a wicked intention hidden within it.”
“Why is that?”
“Because it's content that slanders you. Naturally, the Constellations must be in the wrong.”
“……”
Words filled with infinite trust.
“Don't you trust me too much? I'm not a good guy like you think. I'm a greedy person who only knows wealth and glory.”
“*Chuckle*.”
Evan laughed as if he'd heard an amusing joke.
“Even without using my Mind's Eye, I can tell you're lying. You're always so shy about it.”
“…No, turn on your Mind's Eye right now. Open it wide and look. At the greed filling my heart.”
“Alright, if that's what you wish, I'll consider it so. You are the world's most sublime greedy person.”
There was absolutely no sign of the rose-colored glasses coming off!
“In any case, don't worry about it. You just have to not follow the Constellations' revelations.”
Chris nodded.
It was a simple but correct answer.
Because not all revelations come to pass as they are given.
‘Above all, just as Evan said, the Constellations are just as black-hearted.’
There was only one way.
‘I have to become stronger. To the point where I won't be swayed by the Constellations' schemes.’
Chris, having sorted out his thoughts, said to Evan.
“Evan, bring Ranya. It's time for special training.”
Before returning to the Magus Empire.
He had to make the Domain of Dominion completely his own.
***
After a short special training session, Chris headed for the Magus Empire.
He decided to see Evan and Ranya again soon.
-I won't see you. You unlucky bastard! This is goodbye forever!
-Ahem, Ranya. Christian isn't like that...
-Brother Evan, just shut up and don't open your mouth in front of me!
Ranya seemed to be even more pissed off at Evan, who was spouting nonsense beside her.
Chris chuckled and said.
-Anyway, it's your turn to go to the Keinper Training Center, right? Let's see each other there.
-Why are you coming to the Keinper Training Center?
-I'm going as a temporary professor.
-……
-Didn't you know? I'm the Hero. I was invited a while ago. Well, it's as a professor for a very short special lecture, but.
An unexpected story.
The Keinper Training Center was a place where the greatest talents who lead the continent gathered for short-term education.
It was different from an academy; it was a place where proven experts from all over the continent gathered to polish their respective skills.
In other words, in academy terms, it could be said to be a place where key professor-level figures received training.
A place that most of the continent's influential figures passed through at least once.
‘The training environment is so good that many people's skills take a leap forward here.’
It was so effective that the Keinper Training Center's nickname was the 'Cradle of Marvelous Opportunities'. Because after attending the training center, one's skills would rise as if they'd had a fateful encounter.
Of course, in Ranya's and Evan's case, it was difficult to expect great results from the Keinper Training Center. Since both had already reached 7-Star.
‘But that depends on how you do it. I'll participate as a professor and work them to death.’
It was a story that would make Ranya freak out if she heard it.
‘Of course, that's not my real purpose.’
Chris's gaze grew heavy.
The Keinper Training Center was located in the 'Round Table', the alliance of renowned families.
And in the skies above the Round Table was situated the 'Celestial Magic Tower', another powerful force in the Alliance.
‘I have to go to the Keinper Training Center and overturn the Round Table and the Celestial Magic Tower.’
For now, that was a matter for later.
Chris turned his gaze forward.
A black land of death was spread out before his eyes.
The Eastern Magus Nation.
It was the territory of the Four Kings' Castle.
***
Chris headed for the Basque Fortress, where the forces of the Dark Alliance were stationed.
He deliberately suppressed his presence, so none of the demonic beings noticed his return.
“Father.”
“You, you!!”
Count Khazar raised a finger toward his son, who had suddenly appeared.
“What on earth have you done?!”
“I became the Hero and subjugated the Tri-Alliance and the Karn Empire.”
At the sight of Chris speaking so calmly, Count Khazar's lips moved wordlessly.
“Where is Head Nordian?”
“He is treating his injuries.”
Chris had an unexpected look on his face.
“He was injured?”
“…Yes, he was injured while fighting the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.”
It was an unexpected story.
‘I thought they would be evenly matched.’
Nordian and the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, Pliton, were both at the level of entering 9-Star.
“The power of the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle far exceeded expectations. Head Nordian can barely face him even when joining forces with the other family heads.”
“Something is strange.”
“Indeed. The Head said that he suspects the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle might be using some kind of forbidden secret art to amplify his power.”
Chris was lost in thought at those words.
‘As expected, the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, Pliton, has a hidden secret.’
In his previous life, when Pliton fought with the Blood-Drenched Demon King for hegemony over the Four Kings' Castle, he had persecuted her for a long time.
Even though the Blood-Drenched Demon King's level at the time was Lower 9-Star. It was said that only after time passed and she reached Mid 9-Star could she overwhelm the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
Something that would be impossible if the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle were at a simple 'entering 9-Star' level.
‘I have to find out what his secret is.’
Besides that, there was one more thing he needed to know.
“What is the status of the Blood Sword Demonic House?”
‘I need to know Idrinne's movements, too.’
Originally, according to his previous life, the one who started the war was not Pliton, but Idrinne.
But Count Khazar said something surprising.
“A part of the Blood Sword Demonic House has decided to side with our Dark Alliance.”
“…Who from the Blood Sword Demonic House?”
“It is the faction led by Grand Duchess Idrinne.”
“!!”
Chris let out a groan.
‘It's completely different.’
He recalled what the members of the Blood Sword Demonic House had said about Idrinne when he visited before.
-Grand Duchess Idrinne is a benefactor to us all.
-There is no one in the world as kind as Grand Duchess Idrinne.
They weren't lying.
Moreover, Idrinne had been unharmed by Chris's Heavenly Poison, which destroys evil.
‘And on top of that, she's even helping our Dark Alliance?’
Chris acknowledged it once again.
The Idrinne of his previous life and the Idrinne of now were completely different beings.
The problem was, 'Why?'
‘Why did the Idrinne of my previous life become such a devil? What happened?’
He had to find out the reason.
‘It will be a critical turning point.’
Just then, Count Khazar spoke.
“As it happens, Grand Duchess Idrinne said she really wants to meet you.”
“…Me?”
“Yes, she asked me to be sure to tell you when you returned. You, don't tell me you've had an affair with Grand Duchess Idrinne?”
“…Father, I was about to ask after your mental health.”
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                    At Chris's fed-up reaction, Count Khazar tilted his head.
“Really? That's strange. It didn't seem like she wanted to see you for purely official business.”
Rather.
It was exactly the face of a young girl, showing a glimpse of anxiety and excitement.
‘Hmm, does this punk not know? Anyway, he may be my son, but he's a detestable punk.’
“For me, if it's Grand Duchess Idrinne, I'd be fine with a non-human daughter-in-law.”
“…Father.”
“…I was just saying. It's time for you to think about a partner, too. Grand Duchess Idrinne did seem like a very good person.”
“…Fa. ther.”
“Ahem, anyway, that's that. In any case, make time and go see her. She's been waiting for you.”
Chris nodded.
‘I do have to meet her.’
He felt a strong sense of repulsion because of his memories from his previous life, but it seemed he needed to get closer to her to find out what would happen to Idrinne in the future.
“Let's stop that talk here. What is the war situation?”
Count Khazar continued heavily.
“Not good. If not for the cooperation of the Blood Sword Demonic House and for taking the Corridor of Death in advance as you said, we would have been defeated and retreated long ago. But that, too, is reaching its limit. We won't be able to hold out for much longer.”
“That's good.”
“The damages are continuing to accumulate... What did you say?”
Count Khazar asked back as if he had misheard.
“I said, that's good. The situation is perfect. It's flawless.”
“What?”
“Because it's the perfect situation to deceive the bastards from the Four Kings' Castle.”
“!!”
Chris continued in a meaningful voice.
“Father, there is no chance for our Dark Alliance to defeat the Four Kings' Castle with strength alone. It's impossible without using a stratagem.”
“Explain it precisely.”
“We will retreat from this Corridor of Death, fall back to the territory of the Dark Demonic House, and engage in a pitched battle.”
“Are you insane? If we engage in a large-scale head-on battle with the Four Kings' Castle, we will surely suffer a crushing defeat. We'll be annihilated.”
“That would be the case if we fight with strength.”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
“Do you know of a 'water attack'?”
“…Of course, I do. But they aren't the kind of opponents it would work on, are they?”
It would be threatening if common soldiers were fighting, but for demonic beings who had learned Demonic Energy, they could easily withstand a mere water attack.
“If it were an ordinary water attack, yes.”
“…What are you thinking?”
Chris spoke of his true 'plan' in a low voice, and Count Khazar's eyes began to widen as if they would tear.
“Impossible? There's no way such a thing is possible?!”
“Why not? Have you forgotten that I am the Hero?”
“Even if you were the Hero's grandfather, it would be impossible! Even the Alliance's 9-Star superhuman, the Sacred One, couldn't do such a thing!”
Just what was Chris's plan for Count Khazar to react in such a way?
‘No matter how crazy my son is, this is absolutely impossible.’
Chris's plan was so absurd that it made Count Khazar think this way.
However.
“The Sacred One may not be able to, but I can.”
Incomprehensible confidence.
“Of course, even for me, it's not possible just like that. To succeed with this plan, there is a condition.”
“What is it?”
“First, we must raid the main castle of the Four Kings' Castle.”
“!!”
Count Khazar had an even more dumbfounded look on his face.
The main castle.
It was the Pantheon of Demons, where the main houses of Blood Sword, Curse, and Necromancy were all gathered in one place.
“What kind of crazy...?”
“Please listen.”
Chris explained the detailed plan, and Count Khazar swallowed hard.
He had thought he'd been as surprised by his son as he could be, but he was mistaken.
His son was a true madman.
The next day.
News that would shake the entire battlefield to its core spread.
It was the news that Christian would hold an 'endless wheel battle' against the Four Kings' Castle.
It was the first step of the operation.
***
Endless wheel battle.
It means to continuously face opponents' challenges alone.
Something one could only do if one had great confidence in their skills, or if they completely looked down on their opponents.
“That's our Grand Duke. An endless wheel battle as soon as he returns.”
“I heard that thanks to the Grand Duke, the Tri-Alliance has sided with our Dark Alliance, too?”
“Yes, I was wondering where he'd been, but they say he secretly helped the Tri-Alliance, which had fallen into chaos due to the Four Kings' Castle's conspiracy. I don't know the exact details, but the new heads of the Tri-Alliance received great help from the Grand Duke.”
“And on top of that, an endless wheel battle. Heh. We'll get to see the Grand Duke crush the pride of those Four Kings' Castle bastards.”
“But is it okay? No matter how great the Grand Duke is, an endless wheel battle against the Four Kings' Castle. It seems too reckless.”
“Right, it's not just anyone, it's the bastards from the Four Kings' Castle.”
The reactions were a mix of cheers and worries.
To be precise, the concern was greater.
“Formidable opponents will surely come from the Four Kings' Castle to duel him.”
“Right, perhaps even the Legion Commanders or the Five Evils class will show up.”
These referred to the core, highest-ranking demonic beings of the Necromancy and Curse Demonic Houses, respectively.
“I hear a rumor that the Five Evils, in particular, are grinding their teeth at the Grand Duke.”
“The Five Evils, aren't they all highest-ranking demonic beings of High 7-Star?”
For reference, the Curse Demonic House's puppeteer, Märchen, who had previously been killed by Chris, was also one of the Five Evils.
The rumor was that the Five Evils were targeting Chris throughout the war to avenge Märchen.
“Shouldn't we stop the Grand Duke?”
“Actually, the other high-ranking figures tried to dissuade him, but they say he wouldn't listen.”
"What is the Dark Demonic House doing? Shouldn't they take responsibility and stop him?"
"The reaction from the Dark Demonic House bastards is even more absurd. 'Don't you dare doubt Grand Duke Christian?' Ha, really. Those madmen."
The demonic beings from the Destruction and Venomous Demonic Houses, who hadn't yet fully adapted to Chris's crazy antics(?), all shook their heads.
These reactions from the demonic beings were mostly born of pure worry.
Because Chris was a benefactor to the Destruction and Venomous Demonic Houses.
However, there were some who held wicked thoughts.
'A punk who only knows his own greatness. This time, he'll get a proper taste of bitterness.'
'He should know his place. I look forward to seeing what a mess he makes.'
These were the people who thought ill of Chris.
Naturally, not everyone had been won over by Chris.
"In the first place, the things Grand Duke Christian claims to have accomplished are incredibly suspicious."
"Right. Isn't it all a bluff?"
"This time, the bubble will finally burst."
"I look forward to seeing what a shabby sight he'll make."
It was as those who harbored ill will toward Chris were talking behind his back.
“Do you want to die?”
“…What? How dare you? Who are you? Huk, Young Master Kashmir?”
Kashmir of the Destruction Demonic House was glaring at those who were bad-mouthing Christian with blazing eyes.
A completely different appearance from the gentle look he usually had in front of Christian.
“Th-that's...”
The demonic being from the Destruction Demonic House was terrified, but the other demonic beings raised their voices in anger.
“We are demonic beings of the Venomous Demonic House! No matter that you're the Young Master of the Destruction Demonic House, you can't treat us carelessly!”
Just then, another voice cut in.
“To think there was such a bug in our Venomous Demonic House. How shameful.”
“Hup, Young Mistress Marisa.”
“Young Master Kashmir, hand all of these men over to me. I will educate them properly.”
Marisa said coolly.
But Kashmir shook his head.
“No, their education is my duty. To dare slander the respected King Emperor Majesty Grand Duke Christian. I cannot forgive it.”
“…King Em... what did you say?”
“It is a special title I use to address him. Young Mistress Marisa, do not covet it.”
“No, what...?”
One more person chimed in.
“For you to use that title. How absurd. That great title is one that my older brother personally 'permitted' me to use.”
It was Teren!
“Anyway, to dare insult my older brother. You must have spoken with the resolve to have your minds torn to shreds, right?”
As even Teren glared at them, the ones who had been bad-mouthing Christian looked like they were about to faint.
For reference, these three were all making a great name for themselves in the Dark Alliance.
Kashmir, with the extreme destruction thanks to completely absorbing the Flame of Ruin.
Marisa, with her genius art of poison that surpassed the existing system of the Venomous Demonic House.
Teren, as befitting one with an aptitude, with an art of curses even more vicious than the Curse Demonic House's.
Teren, who had grown into a fine young man, looked at Kashmir as if to keep him in check.
“I, the younger brother my older brother holds most dear, will take care of these men. Young Master Kashmir, who is a complete stranger to my brother, please go on your way.”
“…Hey, I'm here too. Why are you ignoring me?”
“Who are you? Young Mistress Marisa of the Venomous Demonic House? I don't think I've heard of you from my brother.”
“You...! I was going to go easy on you since you're Christian's younger brother. I'm the one who's going to educate these men!”
“No, it is I. This Kashmir... for the respected King Emperor Majesty Grand Duke Christian!”
“Do not dare utter that great title. Leave it to me, his younger brother, and all of you get lost.”
“Uwaah... please, spare us! We have committed a crime worthy of death!”
“You stay quiet!”
As such a happening was taking place.
Christian was,
[Ohoho. It has been so long. This Marie had such a hard time waiting all alone while the Young Master was away. I won't let you sleep tonight, so please prepare for a hot night.]
“…What hot night. Stop with the weird talk, will you? Just bring me some virgin's blood juice.”
[Whose virgin's blood shall it be?]
“…Make it with fresh raspberries. Mix in some orange, too.”
lazing about in his barracks, being attended to by Marie for the first time in a while.
‘...Marie's virgin's blood raspberry juice is surprisingly addictive.’
While waiting for his raspberry juice, Chris used his Demonic Energy to manipulate bone fragments.
He was practicing Necromancy.
‘I've finally obtained the basics of Necromancy.’
Originally, the Necromancy Demonic House strictly forbade the leaking of their Necromancy, so outsiders could not learn it.
But this time, during the war, he had captured several prisoners of war and used his Dark Demonic Energy and the poison arts of the Venomous Demonic House to make them talk.
‘Because Necromancy is the most important part of this operation.’
A curious statement.
Just what kind of scheme was he plotting?
Just then, a cool touch landed on his shoulder.
It was Marie's hand.
“!!”
[Ohoho. How is my touch? Doesn't it make your heart flutter?]
“…You startled me. Why did you suddenly materialize?”
Marie was not a faint spiritual body, but had taken on a real physical form and was stroking Chris.
[Ohoho. It is to serve you properly, Young Master. Your power has grown much stronger, so I can materialize for quite a long time. Please look forward to it.]
Marie said with a bright smile on her innocent pretty girl's face.
At the joke that didn't sound like a joke, Chris was left speechless.
“That's enough. By the way, can I ask you something?”
[If you are asking about my feelings for you, Young Master, my answer is always yes. If you desire a hot night tonight, then it's an emphatic yes.]
“…It's not that. Can you form a new contract with me now? You said before that you couldn't because my power was insufficient.”
Currently, Marie was contracted as a 'maid'.
Therefore, she could not do anything that went beyond the scope of a 'maid'.
[…….]
Marie fell silent for a moment.
The smile that was always on Marie's face vanished for a moment, and the atmosphere grew heavy.
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                    A startled change.
And then.
[Ohoho. Sadly, it is impossible. Although my heart desires to be completely possessed by you, Young Master, you are not yet qualified.]
An astounding story.
Chris was currently on the verge of reaching 8-Star.
His soul's rank was not inferior to that of a titled devil.
And yet, he was still not qualified?
‘Just what is Marie’s true identity?’
Chris hid his confusion and gave a smirk.
“It seems I must try harder.”
[Aah, my heart tears to see you so disappointed, Young Master. Instead, I will grant you one request.]
“A request?”
[Yes, within the limits of what I can grant.]
There was no way she could use her power for Chris's sake, anyway.
‘Should I ask her what she is?’
But he shook his head.
He remembered what Marie had said before.
[I don't remember exactly why I became a ghost.]
Even if he asked, he would not get a proper answer.
Instead, Chris asked a question that Marie could likely answer, and from which he could guess the truth.
“Marie, why did you come to Count Khazar’s manor?”
He had overlooked it, but it was strange.
Why would a being like Marie be situated in Count Khazar’s manor, of all places?
Furthermore, Marie had said she was there even before Count Khazar had established himself as a collateral branch and moved into that manor.
Why? Of all places?
[Mmm. Someone brought me to that manor.]
“…Who?”
[I don't remember who it was very well. I think it was someone I was familiar with before I became a ghost, but my memories of before are hazy.]
Marie looked as if she were trying to recall a memory.
[When I was lost in endless pain, that person brought me out and moved me to that manor. They said that it was enough now.]
‘Enough?’
Chris committed those words to memory.
[Ah, there’s something else that person said to me. They said that I was a being that was ‘a fake, yet real, and real, yet a fake’.]
Chris frowned.
‘What?’
As he had thought, it was a story whose meaning was difficult to guess.
“Have you ever met that person again since then?”
[No, I haven't. However, they said they would come to see me again when the time comes, so I think they will visit soon.]
“…Soon?”
[Yes, I just have a feeling that will be the case. That we will meet again soon. Though I have no basis for it.]
Marie gave a strange smile.
[Ohoho. Don't tell me you're jealous? That I might be taken from you?]
“Yes, I am jealous.”
[…W-what?]
“You are my property, so I can’t have you taken from me.”
‘I have a bad feeling about this.’
Chris narrowed his eyes.
He didn’t know what Marie’s true identity was, or who had brought her here.
However, after hearing Marie's story, there was one conjecture that he could vaguely guess at.
It was just a guess, and a story so absurd that the possibility was low, but.
In any case, whether his guess was true or not, he had a feeling that he shouldn't just stand by and watch.
[Ohoho. Oh my, how embarrassing. For you to show such a possessive side, Young Master, my girlish heart is fluttering so much I don't know what to do with myself… In that case, shall we have a hot night? I'm always a yes?]
Just then, a voice that cut off Marie’s chattering was heard.
“Your Grace the Grand Duke, a guest has arrived.”
Marie clicked her tongue as if Merian had spoiled her fun.
“A guest from where?”
“A guest from the Blood Sword Demonic House.”
“!!”
Chris’s face hardened.
[Grand Duchess Idrinne said she wanted to see you.]
‘Don't tell me?’
Soon, a figure entered the barracks, and Chris’s face fell.
It was his ditzy, idiotic friend, ‘Lia’.
“…What are you doing here?”
“What am I doing here?! I came right away because I heard my friend had returned! As my friend, did you not miss me?”
“Yeah, not at all?”
“…I know you missed me. Even if you pretend not to….”
“But it's true? Why would I miss you?”
To be honest, he didn't think he had thought of her for even a single second while she was gone.
‘No, did I think of her for a second?’
What was certain was that he didn't think he had thought of her for up to a minute.
“Th-that… I missed you every day. How can you say that when we're friends?”
“…What on earth do you think a friend is? Isn't it enough that we're both living well?”
“No, still, the friends I've heard about aren't like that… They miss each other, rely on each other, as soulmates….”
“Are you going to keep talking like you're in elementary school?”
“S-sorry.”
At the sight of Lia, who had become dejected in an instant, Chris let out a chuckle.
‘Well, I am happy to see her in my own way.’
She was the type to make him want to tease her when he saw her, so he felt an even more mischievous urge.
“I-it's alright! I am generous, so I will embrace your heartless view on friendship!”
“You don't have to embrace it, it’s fine? You can quit if you don't like it.”
“…Huk, does that mean you want to cut ties with me? How could you?”
“…Can you not overreact?”
“It's not that? Then we are still the closest of friends?”
“Not that close.”
“Ah! Weren’t we best friends?”
“Well, I suppose we’re reasonably close.”
“You… did you just say we’re close? I didn’t mishear you, did I?”
Lia's expression repeatedly went from sullen to bright.
‘It’s like watching a roly-poly toy that keeps getting back up after being knocked down.’
He wanted to keep poking and teasing her, but he brought up another matter.
“By the way, I heard Grand Duchess Idrinne has decided to cooperate with the Dark Alliance. Do you have any news about her?”
“!!”
Lia's eyes darted around.
“Let me ask you one thing. Do you still dislike Grand Duchess Idrinne?”
“Yes, I do.”
Chris nodded.
Of course, he now knew that Idrinne was a different person than she was in his previous life. It was now questionable whether the sins of his past life were even committed of her own free will.
‘Still, it’s not easy to shake off the memories of the past.’
As if sensing Chris’s thoughts, Lia wore a cautious expression and spoke in a timid voice.
“Did you know? Grand Duchess Idrinne is a very good person.”
“Is that so?”
“Y-yes! She's incredibly kind, incredibly beautiful, and incredibly… I mean, she would be a great match for you!”
“A match for me? In what way?”
“Well… that is… as a friend?”
Chris let out a smirk.
“As for friends, you alone are more than enough….”
…to be tiring.
Is what he was about to say, but Lia jumped in.
“D-did you just say I was enough?”
“No, that’s not it. If you’d let me finish….”
“I knew it! I knew you also considered me your closest friend! It’s a good thing I brought a gift for you!”
Surprisingly, it was a relic.
“What’s this?”
“It’s a demonic artifact called the ‘Scream of the Dead’. It's difficult to use repeatedly, but it neutralizes Necromancy of 6-Star or lower in the vicinity.”
It was a formidable relic.
It wasn't something to be dismissed as ‘only 6-Star or lower’.
Especially on a battlefield like this one, where they had to fight the Necromancy Demonic House, it could be of tremendous help depending on how it was used.
“Thank you. I’ll make good use of it.”
“By any chance… do you have anything for me?”
“Hm?”
“W-well… it’s not that I expect something in return… I-it’s just, I read in a book that friends sometimes exchange gifts.”
“So you want a gift, too?”
Her face red, she flapped her hands frantically.
“N-no, it’s not that I’m asking for a gift, but. W-well…”
“Then there shouldn't be a problem. You can go now. I’m tired.”
“……”
As if she had some fantasy about exchanging gifts, her face fell like a cat caught in the rain.
Chris chuckled and tossed something to her.
“Here. I don’t need it.”
“This is?”
Lia’s eyes widened.
It was a pearl earring with a swirling, blood-red vortex inside.
A bewitchingly beautiful piece of jewelry.
“It's an artifact that allows a one-time, short-distance spatial teleportation using Blood Progenitor Arts.”
It was a demonic artifact he had picked up in the Holy Empire, but since it could only be activated by a Vampire True-Blood, it was useless to Chris.
“I’m giving it to you because I don’t need it, so it’s not a gift. Don’t get too excited.”
“Th-thank you. I’ll treasure it for the rest of my life and never use it!”
“…No, I’m giving it to you so you can use it.”
“How could I possibly use a gift from you?”
“No, it’s not a gift, I’m just throwing it away to you because it's useless.”
“It’s a symbol of our friendship, so I’ll wear it forever!”
Excited, she paid no attention to Chris's words and disappeared in a flash.
‘Honestly.’
Chris shook his head.
It was all so hectic, but thanks to her, his heart felt a little lighter.
‘Tomorrow, it begins for real.’
Chris closed his eyes.
From now on.
He would begin to bring down the Four Kings' Castle, one step at a time.
The first step was the endless wheel battle that would take place tomorrow.
* * *
Night passed and day came.
The surroundings were still dim and dusky.
It was a characteristic of the Eastern Magus Nation, where the Four Kings' Castle was situated.
In particular, the Corridor of Death, the setting for the battle, had an ominous aura swirling about it, as if covered in a thick fog.
Creeak. The fortress gates opened, and a single figure on a black horse rode forward.
It was Christian.
The eyes of the entire battlefield were fixed on him.
In the midst of the blade-like gazes, Christian twisted the corner of his mouth and spoke.
“Let the challenger step forward.”
His arrogant voice continued.
“I will kill any one of you.”
“!!”
The atmosphere of the Four Kings' Castle turned ice-cold.
[Insolent fool. Shut your mouth. I will turn you into an undead and make you kill your own kin with your own hands.]
A figure in the shape of a skeleton wearing plate armor stepped forward.
It was a Knight Lich.
A lich that specializes in direct combat using its immortal body.
The magi on the Dark Alliance's side stirred.
“It's one of the Twelve Legion Commanders, the ‘Scythe of the Abyss’!” 
The Necromancy Demonic House possesses a great number of high-ranking magi. This is because they use the secret art of lichdom to turn themselves into undead, allowing the greatest magi of past generations to accumulate over time instead of dying off.
Among them, the core of their power is the Twelve Legion Commanders and the Four Kings.
For reference, the Twelve Legion Commanders are all liches who have reached the High 7-Star level.
“No matter how great Grand Duke Christian is, facing a Legion Commander is too much. He must withdraw from this duel at once!” 
It hadn’t even been a few months since Christian was known to have reached 7-Star.
Thus, facing a High 7-Star should have been impossible, but.
“It's alright. Everyone, be silent.” 
Nordian, sitting atop the fortress walls, spoke in a low voice.
“My grandson will win.” 
“!!” 
Everyone wore expressions of disbelief.
‘Why? Has his judgment been clouded because it is his precious grandson?’ 
But that wasn't the case.
Nordian let out a hollow laugh.
‘Crazy bastard.’ 
Nordian could see it.
In the short time he hadn't seen him, he could see how much Christian had changed. The insane growth he had achieved.
‘All of you, watch closely. That boy is my grandson.’ 
Just then, the Legion Commander, Scythe of the Abyss, stretched out his hand.
[Blame your own arrogance.] 
Undead appeared in droves.
On top of that, the Knight Lich cut through the air and flew toward Christian.
Fwoosh! A white-glowing Black Steel Ki, imbued with the energy of undeath, surged toward Chris.
However.
Thwack. 
The Black Steel Ki was blocked by Chris’s sword. With unbelievable ease.
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
“Is this all you've got?” 
And at the same time.
A miracle began to happen.
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                    The battlefield fell silent.
Everyone stared at Christian, their eyes wide with disbelief.
The shock was shared by both the Dark Alliance and the Four Kings' Castle.
Before Chris lay the remains of two undead.
They were the remains of the Legion Commander ‘Scythe of the Abyss’, who had been the first to challenge him, and another Legion Commander, the ‘Ruler of the Dead Sea’.
Two Legion Commanders had been defeated and annihilated.
And that wasn't all.
Another victim was being made.
Squish!
“Gah… H-how, impossible….”
A black magician with ash-gray eyes vomited a mouthful of blood and collapsed.
He was no ordinary black magician.
He was one of the Five Evils.
One of the five High 7-Star magi who formed the core of the Curse Demonic House had just lost his life.
“……”
A deathly silence descended.
The Legion Commanders and the Five Evils were considered the strongest warriors of the Necromancy and Curse Demonic Houses.
Of course, above them were the 8-Star Absolutes known as the Four Kings and the Three Abysses, but the Legion Commanders and the Five Evils were still beings of overwhelming terror.
And yet, he had faced and defeated three of them alone.
Furthermore, it had been a crushing victory.
“N-no way.”
“How could he do such a thing?”
The magi of the Dark Demonic House clicked their tongues at the magi from other houses, who were reacting with disbelief.
“Didn't we tell you? Not to doubt the Grand Duke. Nothing is impossible for him. He's a madman.”
That reaction didn't just come from the common magi.
Grand Duke Vessian and Duke Huam, the heads of the Destruction and Venomous Demonic Houses, were just as astonished.
In fact, their shock was even greater. With their higher levels, they understood far better just how impossible the feat Christian was performing truly was.
Nordian shrugged.
“That's my grandson.”
“……”
Just then, Count Khazar spoke cautiously.
“Shouldn't we be calling him back soon? I doubt the Four Kings or the Three Abysses would step forward to face a mere Grand Duke like Christian, as it would be beneath their dignity. But we don't know what dirty tricks those bastards from the Four Kings' Castle will try to use.”
Nordian agreed with him.
They weren't the type to just take this lying down.
However, before the Four Kings' Castle could even make a move.
Christian caused a stir that no one could have predicted.
“Is this all the Four Kings' Castle amounts to? The Legion Commanders, the Five Evils, they are all nothing but disappointments.”
“!!”
“The Five Evils are particularly pathetic. The same goes for that puppeteer, Märchen, who was all talk. To think they acted so high and mighty at such a pitiful level. If it were me, I'd be too ashamed to even show my face.”
The complexions of the remaining members of the Five Evils turned cold.
All of the Five Evils were from the direct lineage of the Curse Demonic House.
Unlike the members of other prestigious Magus houses, they were unusually close to one another.
There was no way they could endure such a taunt from the enemy who had just killed two of their own.
Chris smirked at the Five Evils, as if in ridicule.
“The rest of you dregs, all of you come at me at once.”
“…What did you say?”
“Your level is so low that it doesn't seem necessary to face you one by one. It’s a bother, so I'll just kill you all at once.”
“!!”
To think he would face the highest-ranking High 7-Star magi all by himself.
Astonishment spread once again.
Chris’s insane provocation did not stop there.
“Ah, is that too much for you? It’s not like you’d be a match for me even if you all came at once, so how about this? I’ll let you cast your curses on me as you please, without interfering.”
The air on the Four Kings' Castle's side heated up with an explosive rage.
The three remaining members of the Five Evils stepped forward, their expressions grim and heavy.
“We will put you in a state where you can neither live nor die.”
“That's the same line the last guy used. I think Märchen said something similar to me before he died, too. Did you all promise to make it your last words?”
“Shut up!!”
Paaaaaaah!
Ash-gray magic circles appeared around the Five Evils.
The magic circles that had appeared around the three of them expanded their territory, and soon, they merged into one.
They intended to combine their powers to cast a curse.
[Prison of the Abyss.]
It was a miracle-class curse that stole all perception, as if one had fallen into a bottomless abyss.
The curses continued one after another.
‘Scream of Grief’, which shakes the mind with a primal fear as if facing a devil, and ‘Wail of Collapse’, which inflicts horrific pain while simultaneously destroying the body's balance.
“!!”
As if he could not ignore a miracle-class curse cast by the combined power of the Five Evils, Christian was seen staggering.
“H-he…!”
The magi on the Dark Alliance's side let out urgent cries.
“We must save the Grand Duke at once!!”
Curses and illusion arts had a similar aspect.
Once you started to be pushed back, it was difficult to turn the tide of battle.
Additional curses continued to rain down.
[Collapse of the Origin.]
It was a heinous miracle-class curse that went beyond the mind to destroy the very self.
Stagger!
Chris stumbled greatly again.
He had been hit by the curse!
The light in Chris’s eyes began to fade.
The Five Evils drew up their power even more intensely.
The ‘Collapse of the Origin’ continued to strike Chris’s mind.
And then.
The light drained from Chris’s eyes.
Seeing him completely overcome by the curse, the magi of the Dark Alliance screamed in terror.
“Grand Duke!!”
The member of the Five Evils gave a cruel smile and beckoned.
“Foolish boy. This is the price for your insolence. Come here.”
Thud, thud.
Like a mindless puppet, Chris walked toward them.
Watching the scene, Grand Duke Vessian and Duke Huam spoke urgently to Nordian.
“Shouldn't we save Grand Duke Christian?”
But Nordian’s reaction was strange.
He furrowed his brow and said something else.
“He may be my grandson, but he's a madman. A wicked one, at that.”
“…What did you say, sir?”
Just then, Chris arrived in front of the Five Evils.
Jaehwa, the woman among them, gave a cloying smile as she stroked Chris's face.
“Hehe, I'm so looking forward to this. You will become an experimental subject for our Four Kings' Castle, suffer endlessly, and be reborn as a monster that can neither live nor die.”
“Are those your last words?”
The words suddenly shot out from Chris’s mouth, which had seemed to have lost its reason.
“…What?”
In that instant.
Chris’s sword flashed.
Squish.
The woman, terrified, tried to hastily put up a barrier, but the distance was far too close.
Her heart was pierced through.
“How?!”
“Ah, it was an act. You were fooled, weren't you?”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
“There's no way someone of my stature would fall for your pathetic curses, is there?”
Unfortunately for them.
Thanks to his elevated soul-rank, Chris possessed a powerful resistance to mental attacks.
‘Curses from those at or below my own level are almost completely ineffective against me.’
In other words, to deal a blow to his mind, one would need to be at least 8-Star or higher.
‘Of course, even I can't ignore curses that directly strike the body. But I subtly neutralized those with the secret arts of the Healer Noble House.’
Chris looked straight at the two of them.
“Now, you die.”
“!!”
The two remaining members of the Five Evils, shocked, tried to get away from Chris, but he wouldn't let them.
The two who were left were curse specialists who focused on the mind.
They were a terrible match-up against Chris.
Swish-swish-swish!
A spray of blood erupted, and soon, Chris’s sword cut the neck of one of the remaining members.
“You bastard!!! I will never forgive you!!!”
The last remaining member shouted, his eyes bloodshot.
Paaaaaaah!
An unusual energy flared up, as if he was about to sacrifice his own life to kill Chris, but.
‘It's about time to end this.’
Chris stretched out his hand.
The eyes of everyone who saw the ensuing scene widened as if they would tear.
Fwoooosh!
Darkness spread out from around Chris, as if devouring the surrounding area and making it his own.
Someone uttered, like a groan.
“…A Domain of Dominion?”
It was a far more advanced form than when he had first deployed it against the devil.
‘It’s not yet properly complete, though.’
Chris’s Domain of Dominion did not yet contain its own unique ‘meaning’.
It was merely a maximization of the Dark Demonic Energy’s authority of domination, but.
‘It's enough.’
The swirling energy of the curse came to a dead stop.
“Vanish.”
The unbelievable continued.
The energy began to fade away.
It had submitted to the authority of domination imbued in Chris's Domain of Dominion.
“N-no way.”
“What do you mean, no way? For me, there is a way.”
Squish.
Chris’s sword pierced the neck of the last member of the Five Evils.
The duel ended with his opponent dying with his eyes wide open.
A suffocating silence descended at the incredible miracle Chris had shown.
Chris looked down upon the Four Kings' Castle.
“How pathetic. Continuing this would just be a waste of time, so I will end this duel now.”
“!!”
“So the Four Kings' Castle was just an empty bluff. All for show. To think our Dark Alliance struggled for so long against such pathetic fools. I can't believe it. If it weren't for the Corridor of Death making it difficult to maneuver our forces, we would have wiped you out in an instant.”
It was an outrageous statement.
It was in the moment that someone from the Four Kings' Castle, unable to endure it, was about to step forward.
Chris made a surprising declaration.
“It's a waste to spend any more time on fools like you. We will have a pitched battle in one week.”
“!!”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth and continued in an incomparably arrogant voice.
“The location will be our Dark Demonic House's Richard Plains. I will annihilate you there.”
* * *
Chris’s declaration shook both camps.
“Is what you spoke of truly possible?”
Nordian asked with concern.
“If you fail, our Dark Alliance will suffer irreversible damage. Our strength is completely insufficient compared to the Four Kings' Castle.”
Completely.
And that was no exaggeration.
The number of their high-ranking magi was clear proof of that fact.
As seen with the Legion Commanders and the Five Evils, they had a massive number of magi who were at the High 7-Star level or above.
When you included the regular 7-Star high-ranking magi below them, and the other high-ranking magi of the 5th and 6th-Stars, the gap became even wider.
It wasn't for nothing that the Four Kings' Castle was called the strongest coalition in the Magus Empire.
Duke Huam, who was standing beside them, spoke in a heavy voice.
“Wouldn't it be better to defend at the Corridor of Death rather than making a gamble?”
But Chris shook his head.
“If we just stay here, we'll only waste away and die.”
“!!”
“And it's not a gamble. Because I will succeed, without fail.”
Silence flowed through the room.
The three house heads present could not find the words to speak.
They simply could not believe him.
That was just how absurd the plan Chris had laid out was.
Nordian let out a sigh.
‘I believe in my crazy grandson. But this matter isn't just for our Dark Demonic House.’
The other houses had to agree.
But then, Grand Duke Vessian said something unexpected.
“Fine. We will do as you say.”
“Grand Duke Vessian?”
Everyone wore surprised expressions.
Grand Duke Vessian frowned and looked at Christian.
“Don't misunderstand. It’s not that I trust you. I only agreed because cowering in a fortress, constantly afraid of those gloomy bastards, is a blow to my pride. I will use this chance to wipe them all out in one go.”
“…You don’t believe in my grandson?”
“No, Brother. That's not what I meant….”
As Nordian narrowed his eyes, Grand Duke Vessian became flustered and stammered.
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                    Duke Huam quickly jumped in.
“Big Brother, I believe in my nephew, Christian. He is your bloodline, after all.”
“Hey, brother. Playing dirty, are we? Weren't you the one calling Christian a madman just a moment ago?”
“When did I ever say that, middle brother? Slandering others is not befitting of the magnanimous Destruction Demonic House.”
“You damn poisoner!”
For reference, the house heads, having grown much closer while fighting the Four Kings' Castle together, seemed to have decided to address each other as brothers, with Nordian as the eldest, Grand Duke Vessian as the middle brother, and Duke Huam as the youngest.
Chris held back his laughter and spoke.
“Do not worry too much. I will succeed, without fail.”
The three house heads stared at him for a moment.
Grand Duke Vessian opened his mouth.
“Instead, there is a condition. Did you say you were going to the main castle of the Four Kings' Castle?”
“Yes.”
To bring about the miracle Chris was thinking of, he first had to raid the Four Kings' Castle.
“Take Kashmir with you. He'll be of help.”
Chris had a puzzled look on his face.
Kashmir had completely absorbed the Flame of Ruin and was much stronger than before.
However, only his destructive power had been brutishly strengthened, so he wouldn’t be of much help in this operation, would he?
“For you to suggest I take Lord Kashmir, could it be?”
“That’s right.”
Grand Duke Vessian nodded coolly.
“Since you're going all the way there anyway, turn the Four Kings' Castle into a wasteland. Land a proper blow on those damn gloomy bastards.”
* * *
At the foot of the Corridor of Death.
In the outer regions of the corridor, sporadic battles were taking place between the two camps.
“There are the bastards from the Dark Demonic House.”
“Don’t let them get away.”
Sorcerers from the Curse Demonic House moved with their familiars.
It seemed to be a reconnaissance unit, so they were not a particularly strong force.
However, there was one figure who stood out.
He was a figure who still looked like a boy, but his skills were outstanding for his age.
“Oho? There’s a decent-looking one. Did the Dark Demonic House have another talent like that?”
“What should we do?”
“Capture him alive. He will make a good experimental subject.”
There is a saying on the continent.
That it is better to take your own life than to be captured alive by a sorcerer from the Four Kings' Castle.
Because you will be subjected to horrific human experiments.
Furthermore, after death, you will be turned into a puppet that is neither living nor dead, a chimerical monster, or an undead, and will not even find peace.
What the Four Kings' Castle especially coveted were rookies with young, trained bodies.
Because they could be experimented on in various ways for a long, long time. It was also advantageous for making high-performance puppets.
“We can’t let him get away. Capture that one, no matter what.”
Fortunately, the young man from the Dark Demonic House did not flee.
On the contrary, he foolishly made a stand to the very end so that the other magi could escape.
He fought outstandingly well on his own, but in the end, it was no use.
He couldn't withstand the overlapping curses and began to stagger, finally collapsing with a thud.
“We’ve caught him.”
“Handle him with care. He must not be scratched. Bind him carefully and send him to the main castle. The Head Elder will use him as an experimental subject.”
Emily of the Crimson Eyes.
She was the Head Elder of the Four Kings' Castle and one of the Three Abysses, the 8-Star Absolutes of the Curse Demonic House.
She was currently in charge of protecting the main castle of the Four Kings' Castle.
‘The other Three Abysses and the Four Kings are all out on the battlefield, and she was very displeased about being left alone at the main castle. If I present an experimental subject like this, she won't forget my contribution.’
For reference, there were originally three 8-Star Absolutes protecting the main castle.
However, when the Tri-Alliance joined the war as reinforcements and even the quiescent Karn Empire of the Alliance began its advance, the other two left for the battlefield, leaving Emily of the Crimson Eyes as the only 8-Star magus currently at the main castle.
The sorcerer from the Curse Demonic House looked down at the fallen young man from the Dark Demonic House.
A handsome appearance that drew admiration.
Emily of the Crimson Eyes, who was particular about the appearance of her test subjects, would surely be greatly pleased.
‘She treats them more harshly the more outstanding their appearance is. How pitiful.’
The sorcerer from the Curse Demonic House smirked and turned his back.
But there was something he didn't know.
At the last moment, when no one was looking, the fallen boy from the Dark Demonic House secretly showed an expression.
It was a smile of success.
* * *
Meanwhile, at that moment.
High in the vast sky.
A great dragon with six pairs of wings was cutting through the heavens.
It was the Demon Dragon King, Ashtarte.
On the Demon Dragon King’s back, a handsome man with a neat impression, dressed in a gentleman's suit, was lying down and yawning.
“Ryong-ryong. Can't you drive a little better? The ride is so uncomfortable.”
He was treating the great Demon Dragon King like a mere carriage.
But Ashtarte couldn't say a word.
[…I will be careful.]
Because his opponent was the Magus Chancellor.
In particular, the Magus Chancellor seemed to be in an unusually bad mood today, so he couldn't even complain.
Ashtarte cautiously observed him, then opened his mouth.
[…Did something happen, by any chance?]
“……”
The Magus Chancellor didn't answer, simply raising his long pipe to inhale the smoke.
“What is the status of the Mystic Demonic House?”
[…They have nearly completed the altar.]
“Hmm?”
The Magus Chancellor showed his interest.
“That’s fast. Has the plan already progressed that far? And the location of the altar? Is it ‘that place’?”
[Yes, that is correct. The location is close to the Four Kings' Castle, and it would be impossible to activate the altar unless it were in a place with such a high concentration of demonic energy.]
“All that’s left is the ‘vessel’, then. They failed to secure Idrinne, so what do they plan to do?”
[It seems they are targeting Christian.]
An astounding story.
“Hmm.”
The Magus Chancellor, with a puzzled expression, took a deep drag from his long pipe.
[It has been confirmed that the Mystic Demonic House's 'Order of Heretic Priests' has recently departed.]
“‘The Order of Heretic Priests’, you mean that fanatical battle group?”
[Yes. Their target appears to be Christian. It seems their plan is to 'capture' Christian by taking an opportunity during this war with the Four Kings' Castle.]
A chilling story.
[…Is it alright to just stand by and watch?]
“What do you mean?”
[The one leading the Order of Heretic Priests is a Cardinal, no less. He is not an opponent Christian can possibly face.]
The Demon Dragon King spoke, testing the waters.
[Did you not show interest in Christian? If left like this, Christian will eventually be reduced to a 'vessel'.]
But the Magus Chancellor just smirked and replied.
“If that happens, then that's as far as Christian goes. He's not worth paying any more attention to.”
It was a harsh statement.
No matter how great Christian was, he was no match for a Cardinal and a battle group from the Mystic Demonic House.
Still, the Magus Chancellor was serious.
Because the hardships of the fates that lay before Christian were incomparable to a mere crisis like this.
It would be better if he were to be broken now, if he was going to be broken at all.
However.
‘Somehow, I have a feeling something interesting will happen this time as well.’
The Magus Chancellor looked down at the mortal plane and let out a smirk.
* * *
In the depths of a land of endless gray.
A giant fortress was situated.
It was the Four Kings' Castle.
It was a fortress of enormous scale, so large that it overwhelmed even the imperial capital of the Karn Empire, said to be the largest city in the Alliance.
Most of the territory of the Four Kings' Castle was difficult for people to live in, so they had gathered in one place, creating this massive fortress.
But contrary to its large scale, there was no sign of life.
The atmosphere was heavy, like a city of the dead.
Because the magi of the Four Kings' Castle treated the people below them as livestock and ruled through fear.
A carriage entered the gray city, which was filled with nothing but foreboding.
[Halt. What are you transporting?]
At the question from the lich in charge of the fortress walls, the magus leading the carriage replied.
“It is an experimental subject to be presented to the Head Elder.”
[To the Head Elder?]
As if coveting the test subject, a look of greed appeared in the lich’s eyes.
“Yes. It is a top-grade specimen we rarely acquire, so we are handling it with great care.”
[…Yes, what a shame. Perhaps, when the Head Elder grows tired of him, a chance might come my way as well. Go on in.]
Creeak, the carriage passed through the fortress walls and entered.
The carriage headed for the main castle within the outer castle, and to the tower at its center.
It was the 'Tower of the Four Kings', where the Castle Lord resides.
Currently, the Head Elder, Emily of the Crimson Eyes, was staying there.
“You’ve brought the experimental subject?”
Emily was a woman with a horrific face, half of which was that of a beautiful young woman, and the other half that of a hideous old crone.
“Yes, please take a look.”
“Ooh, how beautiful.”
Emily opened the coffin, looked at the boy’s face, and let out a cry of admiration.
“He truly is a top-grade specimen. I will be sure to never forget this contribution.”
“Thank you. We will take our leave.”
Emily's eyes, scanning the boy, flashed with a ghastly, blood-red light.
“Ah, how truly beautiful. It's like looking at a statue. I shall give you my special, tender love.”
She headed with the boy to a deep, secret chamber in the tower.
It was filled with all sorts of horrific experimental tools whose purpose was difficult to guess, a scene even more grotesque than a torture chamber.
Emily placed the boy on a rack, then activated a magic circle.
The magic circle, of a foreboding shape, began to emit an ash-gray energy.
“Hehe, it's a magic to connect your mind with mine. It is to check in detail what kind of reactions your mind shows while you undergo the experiments.”
Of course, this was a measure taken due to her own wicked tastes.
Having been left with the face of a horrific monster due to the side effects of a curse, she enjoyed experimenting on and inflicting pain upon those with beautiful appearances.
By connecting their minds in this way, she could savor even the slightest pain of her subject without missing a thing.
“Don’t you worry. I won't let you go mad so easily. There are many experiments I want to perform. Let us enjoy them, one by one, slowly.”
Emily’s blood dripped onto the magic circle.
It was a high-level black magic technique that used blood as the basis of a ‘pact’ to connect their minds as one.
Paaaaaaah!
The magic circle began to activate in earnest, and their two minds began to connect.
‘Ah. What a vast and solid mind.’
Emily let out a gasp of admiration.
The boy was not just beautiful in appearance.
The vessel of his mind was also incomparably superior to that of an ordinary person.
She had only connected to its surface, and yet, she could not see its end.
It was so high and lofty that it naturally drew admiration. It felt noble.
A shiver ran down her spine, as if she were overwhelmed by a work of art bestowed by the heavens.
‘More, more. I want to feel more.’
As if possessed, Emily delved into the deep world of the boy’s mind.
Going this deep meant exposing her own mind defenselessly, but she did not stop.
Like honey drawing a bee.
As if enchanted, she hurriedly went deeper.
And then.
‘Ah.’
The moment she faced the vast, deep world of his mind, Emily froze.
It was not simply a matter of admiration.
It was awe.
It was as if she had become a lowly creature standing before the great cosmos.
‘How can such a mental world exist?’
It was in that moment.
A chill belatedly ran down Emily's spine.
‘This is not the kind of vessel an ordinary person could possess.’
Realizing that something was wrong, her complexion turned pale.
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                    ‘I have to sever the mental connection at once!’
But it was too late.
[Stop.]
As if a giant's hand had seized her soul, Emily's mind was suddenly bound.
Simultaneously, the boy’s mental world began to change.
Fwoosh.
The endlessly vast and noble space was dyed in the color of darkness.
‘Dark Demonic Energy…!’
Only then did Emily realize the boy’s identity.
[Christian!]
[Correct.]
Within the mental world, the form of the black-haired boy, Christian, revealed itself.
[Impossible? No matter how great you are, to have a mental world like this…?]
Even she, an 8-Star, did not possess such a mental vessel.
No, in the first place, it was not a vessel a mere mortal could possibly possess.
‘Wait.’
Having thought that far, she froze stiff.
An single, impossible hypothesis had come to mind.
As if he had noticed Emily’s inner thoughts, Chris let out a smirk.
[Yes, that's right.]
Swoosh.
From within the darkness, the true form of the soul Chris possessed revealed itself.
Emily’s mind began to tremble.
Having entered the deep world of his mind, she could feel the rank of his soul even more directly.
[Th-this is…? N-no, it can't be…?]
[Now do you understand the situation you’re in?]
Chris raised the corner of his mouth in a sneer.
[I won't kill you right away. There's something I want to 'experiment' on as well.]
It was a voice that declared the arrival of a horrific disaster upon the Four Kings' Castle.
* * *
Chris erased Emily’s mind.
‘I was already close to invincible in a battle of mental vessels like this, anyway.’
If this had been an ordinary duel in a real situation, Chris wouldn't have had much of a chance of winning.
No matter how strong his mental defenses were, he could not have easily ignored the curses deployed by an 8-Star Absolute.
The problem was that Emily had connected to his deep mental world.
In this situation, it became a pure contest of mental vessels, so it was impossible for a mere Absolute to withstand Christian’s mental vessel, which was of a completely different rank.
‘Now, it begins.’
Christian immediately proceeded to the next ‘operation’.
Something astounding happened.
“We greet the Head Elder.”
“…Yes, good work. I have come out for an inspection.”
It was Emily.
The reason Emily was walking around perfectly fine, despite her mind having been erased, was simple.
Chris had turned her into a ‘puppet’!
‘Well, my puppetry isn't that high-level, but I only need to fool them for a short while, anyway.’
If one looked closely, there were awkward points to be seen, but there was no magus with the nerve to look upon the cruel Head Elder with eyes of suspicion.
“By the way, who is the boy behind you?”
“An experimental subject we captured from the Dark Demonic House. I’m taking him around as there are a few things I want to try.”
The magi of the Four Kings' Castle nodded their heads.
It was a famous story that the Head Elder, Emily, would take her test subjects and perform all sorts of incomprehensible, eccentric acts.
“I will check to see if there are any problems with the main castle's defensive lines.”
“Yes, understood! I will guide you.”
The secret magic circle, which was absolutely inaccessible to anyone but the core of the Four Kings' Castle, was easily revealed.
“There is something I need to adjust in the defensive lines, so step back.”
“Yes, but?”
“Do you dare to defy me?”
The magus in charge of the defensive lines sucked in a breath.
Currently, Emily was acting with the authority of the Castle Lord, so he had no choice but to obey.
“F-forgive me. I will step back.”
Once the magus left, Emily’s eyes became as vacant as a fool’s.
Chris let out a smirk and looked at the defensive lines.
“It’s been a while since I've seen these defenses. In my past life, I had a terrible time because of this defensive network.”
He had come to the Four Kings' Castle once in his past life.
He had infiltrated with the Hero’s party in the latter half of the Age of Ruin to try and assassinate the Blood-Drenched Demon King, but of course, the result had been a massive failure.
“Hmm. Good.”
Chris hummed as he tampered with the defensive lines.
A manipulation so minute that it was unnoticeable from the outside.
But it was one that would bring about a fatal change.
He then went around to various places in the Four Kings' Castle and continued to repeat the same work.
The magi in charge of the defensive lines tilted their heads, but they didn't hold any great suspicion.
And then.
“Bingo.”
He had succeeded in tampering with the entirety of the Four Kings' Castle’s defensive network!
Following that, Christian moved on to the next stage.
“Are you saying we are to head to the front lines right now?”
The high-ranking 7-Star magi who had remained at the main castle asked back with puzzled faces.
“Yes, it is to reinforce our strength on the front lines ahead of the pitched battle with the Dark Alliance.”
“But what about the main castle’s defense?”
The high-ranking magi asked cautiously.
Currently, there was not much strength remaining at the main castle of the Four Kings' Castle.
This was because the Tri-Alliance had joined the war as reinforcements, and the Karn Empire had also shown suspicious movements, forcing them to send additional forces.
The forces that remained were the bare minimum.
“What is the problem when I am here?”
“!!”
“I have also adjusted the defensive lines just in case of any unforeseen circumstances, so do not worry.”
The high-ranking magi nodded in understanding.
“Since the situation on the front lines is urgent, depart at once.”
“Yes, understood. Thank you!”
Since they had all secretly wanted to head to the battlefield, they departed with pleased expressions.
Having thus cleared out the high-ranking magi, Christian took the final measure through Emily.
“Gather all of the castle's security forces in the Plaza of Death.”
The magi who received the order tilted their heads.
“All of them in the plaza?”
It was the plaza located in the center of the Four Kings' Castle.
“Yes, I have an order to give.”
“Yes, understood.”
The magi of the Four Kings' Castle gathered in the plaza.
Since he had called all of the remaining magi, it was not a small number.
The large plaza was filled to the brim.
“What's going on all of a sudden?”
“Who knows? I'm not sure. This is the first time something like this has happened.”
Soon, Emily appeared and opened her mouth to the assembled forces.
“Welcome. I have something to say to you.”
Following that, a speech began.
It was a speech about their hard work up until now, urging them to strengthen their resolve to protect the main castle in the future.
Everyone wore puzzled expressions at the unremarkable content.
‘She called us just to say something like this?’
‘Could it be? There must be some other intention. Let's wait and see.’
Of course, there was another intention.
Just not what they were guessing.
As Emily continued without getting to any special point, some began to notice that something was strange.
‘But was the Head Elder's way of speaking always like that? It seems a little different...?’
‘Something is strange. Why does it feel like I'm looking at a puppet?’
In that moment, a very small number.
Those who had realized the truth, their eyes shot open.
‘Could it be?’
But it was too late.
The Tower of the Four Kings, which overlooked the plaza.
Christian had his eyes gently closed.
A giant magic circle was drawn around him.
“Are you ready?”
“Yes, Your Grace the Grand Duke! Just give the word!”
“I am here as well, brother.”
Beside him, surprisingly, were Kashmir and Teren.
He had used Emily's authority to have the two of them secretly infiltrate.
Paaaaaaah!!
The magic circle around Chris emitted a deep, dark light and began to remotely connect to another location.
It was the defensive lines in various places throughout the Four Kings' Castle that he had manipulated while walking around with Emily.
Through the dominion of his Dark Demonic Energy, the defensive network connected with Chris’s magic circle as one.
“Now.”
“Understood!”
Kashmir placed his hand on Chris’s back.
The immense energy of the Flame of Ruin began to be transferred to Chris.
Normally, transferring energy in such a brutish manner was an extremely dangerous act, but this did not apply to Chris.
He used his Dark Demonic Energy to dominate the energy of destruction and transferred it to the defensive lines connected to him.
“Teren, you too.”
This time, Teren placed his hand on Chris’s back.
The pure, ash-gray energy of the one with the aptitude flowed in.
Just then, the magi in the plaza realized Emily’s true identity and began to shout roughly.
“That’s not the Head Elder. It's a fake!!”
“It's a puppet!! Who would do such a thing?!”
‘Too late.’
Chris gently closed his eyes.
The high-dimensional form of the magic circle that enveloped the entire Four Kings' Castle was mapped out in his mind.
A form closer to perfection than any defensive network Chris had seen until now.
But a weak link existed.
Using Teren's pure, ash-gray energy, he further loosened the areas he had tampered with beforehand, then pushed the destructive energy of the Flame of Ruin right into them.
As a result, the defensive network began to run rampant.
Rumble...
As if an earthquake had struck, the main castle of the Four Kings' Castle began to shake.
“What?!”
“There’s a problem with the defensive lines!”
“We have to stop it!”
The remaining high-ranking magi shouted urgently, but there was nothing they could do.
A great disaster descended upon them.
Crack-crack-crack. BOOM!!
A massive explosion occurred in the central plaza where the magi were gathered, and it began to collapse!
He had deliberately tampered with the defensive lines beforehand so that when it went rampant, the energy would surge toward the central plaza.
A storm of immense energy swept through the defenseless magi. Countless magi collapsed with horrific screams.
The high-ranking magi, with their higher levels, suffered relatively fewer casualties, but that didn't mean they were unharmed.
They floundered in the collapsed plaza, having suffered severe internal injuries.
Just then, another disaster occurred.
CRASH!!
The rampaging defensive network collapsed, and various parts of the Four Kings' Castle began to crumble.
Every one of them was an important location for the Necromancy and Curse Demonic Houses.
“The obelisks of the western and southern defenses are about to collapse!!”
“!!”
The magi’s complexions turned white.
They were the most important facilities in the Four Kings' Castle.
Facilities that gathered people's negative emotions.
The reason the Four Kings' Castle, or to be precise, the Curse and Necromancy Demonic Houses, were able to form such a powerful force was thanks to the obelisks.
They artificially gathered negative emotions and used them to augment their own power.
The reason they gathered the people in one place and ruled through horrific terror was also to easily gather these negative emotions.
“St-stop it!!”
“We absolutely cannot let them collapse!!”
The magi, their faces pale with terror, rushed toward the damaged obelisks.
Thanks to that, the inside of the Four Kings' Castle became empty.
“Now, let's go.”
“Understood, respected King Emperor Majesty Grand Duke Christian!!”
“Yes sir, respected King Emperor Majesty Brother Christian!!”
Kashmir and Teren, who shouted the same cry at the same time, shot each other a sharp glare.
“Did I not tell you? The great title for addressing our brother is permitted only to me.”
“…Is that really so, Grand Duke Christian? Is it not permitted for me?”
As Kashmir asked with the expression of a puppy about to be abandoned, Chris wore a sour expression.
It felt as if everyone around him was gradually getting weirder.
“…Call me whatever you want.”
“Thank you!! Did you hear that, Lord Teren? I am now also able to use the great title! I can now say that I am closer to him than Lord Teren, who has nothing to show for himself besides his bloodline.”
“…What did you say? Are you asking for a fight? Let’s take this opportunity to decide who is our brother’s closest aide. I will make sure you disappear from his side forever.”
‘…Both of you, shut up.’
Chris said with a weary expression.
“Cut the nonsense and let's get moving.”
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                    The three of them crossed through the castle, disguised as magi of the Four Kings' Castle using magic.
As the castle was in a state of great chaos, no one stopped them.
“By the way, where are we going?”
“To the temple of the Four Kings' Castle.”
“The Four Kings' Castle has a temple?”
“Yes, it does.”
It was in the moment that the two wore puzzled expressions.
Chris stopped in his tracks.
“This is it.”
Seeing the ‘temple’, Kashmir and Teren gulped.
It was a grotesque building with countless carvings of suffering humans.
What was even more ominous was the energy felt from within.
“Brother, don't tell me?”
“Yes.”
Chris nodded.
“It is a temple dedicated to the worship of devils.”
* * *
Even in the Magus Empire, devil worship is taboo.
However, it was not forbidden, and the Four Kings' Castle in particular was lenient about devil worship.
So much so that a grand temple honoring devils stood in the middle of the castle.
Kashmir, who had entered first and scouted the inside of the temple, spoke.
“I have taken care of all the magi who were inside. But why did we come here?”
“There’s something we need to get.”
“A relic? But I don't see anything particularly useful?”
Chris shook his head.
“It’s not a relic.”
As the two wore puzzled expressions, Chris headed for the very center of the temple.
“Teren, do you feel the presence of a sealing formation?”
“Yes. They are sealing something beneath this altar. However, it doesn’t seem to be anything particularly great.”
Chris nodded.
“Dispel the sealing formation with your ash-gray demonic energy. I will guide you.”
“Yes, leave it to me!”
Teren, with a triumphant expression as if to show off to Kashmir, dismantled the sealing formation.
And then.
Rumble-rumble-rumble.
The floor opened to both sides, and a large space appeared.
“Wait, this is?”
There were coffins laid out.
A total of twelve sets of skeletal remains were inside.
It seemed as if an immense amount of time had passed since their deaths, but thanks to the sealing formation, they had been preserved without the slightest decay.
Feeling the energy remaining in the skeletons, Kashmir and Teren wore surprised faces.
“Grand Duke, don't tell me, this is?”
“Yes.”
Chris nodded.
“They are the remains of the legends of the Alliance, the Twelve Saints.”
Hundreds of years in the past.
There was a time when the Four Kings' Castle had invaded the Alliance.
At the time, the Alliance, which had not anticipated the war, was in a crisis of being helplessly defeated, but it was the Twelve Saints who had broken the ambition of the Four Kings' Castle.
With only twelve people, the Twelve Saints had faced the great army of the Four Kings' Castle. They sacrificed themselves to the last man, succeeding in slowing the advance of the Four Kings' Castle and buying time for the Alliance to regroup.
“The Four Kings' Castle, to insult the Twelve Saints who stopped them, dragged their remains here and used them as fertilizer for a temple that worships devils. They even set up a sealing formation so they wouldn't decay.”
“…I see. But why these remains?”
“I have a use for them. Pack them up carefully.”
Kashmir and Teren wore puzzled expressions, but they soon followed his instructions.
They moved the remains into an ultra-large subspace storage container they had brought in advance.
“Then, let’s go back.”
“Will we go over the castle walls?”
“No, it’s too dangerous. The magi of the Four Kings' Castle will soon come to their senses. It will be troublesome if we are pursued, so we will use the underground passage.”
“!!”
A giant underground labyrinth existed beneath the Four Kings' Castle.
It was not known when, for what purpose, or by whom it was made, but one thing was certain.
If you set foot inside, you would never come out alive.
‘It's not that there are any particularly dangerous magical beasts, but the moment you step inside, your perception is paralyzed, and you wander endlessly until you waste away and die.’
But in his past life.
There was one person who had broken through the underground labyrinth.
It was Chris.
‘Because I was the best pathfinder in the Alliance.’
For him, it was the safest escape route.
“Let’s go.”
Chris entered the entrance to the underground labyrinth, which he had identified in advance.
As he lit up their vision with a flash of magic, the sight of an endless labyrinth came into view.
“Follow me closely. You must not lose sight of me.”
Kashmir and Teren nodded, their faces tense.
Indeed, as soon as they entered, they felt their perception being paralyzed.
‘It's fine. I’ve already mapped out the entire structure of the labyrinth in my head from my past life. All I have to do is follow it.’
It was a smooth escape.
However, it was after they had traveled about halfway through.
Chris suddenly stopped walking.
“Wait.”
“What is it?”
Chris’s expression hardened.
‘Something doesn't feel right.’
He felt an unidentifiable foreboding from up ahead.
A feeling that he should not go any further.
‘No. There's no way someone is in the underground labyrinth?’
This underground labyrinth was a place that not even the people of the Four Kings' Castle set foot in.
‘But I can't turn back.’
Of all things, the structure of the labyrinth was such that he had to pass through this area to get outside.
‘Let's go, for now.’
He took a careful step forward, but the moment he saw the being that was situated in front of them, Chris’s vision went dark.
A death knight stood there, exuding an aura of death.
The problem was that it was no ordinary death knight.
Kiiiiiaaaaaa.
A horrific demonic energy from Gehenna was flowing from its entire body.
Chris gulped and recalled the identity of the being before him.
‘A Death Knight Lord.’
It was an 8th Demon-rank undead!
A magical beast equivalent to an 8-Star Absolute.
‘Why is a monarch-class monster like that here?’
It was not a being that should be on the mortal plane.
It was a being that reigned as the ruler of monsters in the depths of Gehenna.
‘Was it summoned with necromancy? But summoning an undead of that rank is impossible unless you're Pliton, the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle?’
But he couldn't continue his thoughts any further.
Flash.
As if reacting to the presence of Chris’s party, the Death Knight Lord unleashed a jet-black gleam from its eyes.
“Get back!!”
He shouted urgently, but it was too late.
A ghastly energy of death covered the surroundings.
‘The Veil of Life and Death!’
It was the Death Knight Lord's Domain of Dominion.
It was a terrifying Domain of Dominion that, when one was cut by its sword, would instantly bestow death upon the opponent.
Fwaat!
The Death Knight Lord’s form disappeared.
‘I can't see it.’
It was too late to react after seeing it.
Chris moved his sword according to his intuition.
Kaaaaang!
Fortunately, he blocked it, but the attack was not over.
In an instant, more than ten sword strikes followed.
Each and every one was a crisis that decided life and death.
‘First, I have to create an opening.’
Chris gritted his teeth and deployed his Domain of Dominion with all his might.
At the authority of the Dark Demonic Energy which completely dominated the surroundings, the Death Knight Lord’s movements paused for an instant, and Chris shouted urgently.
“Lord Kashmir!”
“Understood!”
Kwaaaaaang!
A powerful energy of destruction struck its mark, and the Death Knight Lord was pushed back.
But it didn't seem to have taken much damage.
Chris urgently retreated and aimed his sword at the Death Knight Lord.
‘Damn it, why is a monster like that in a place like this?’
But then, something strange happened.
The Death Knight Lord suddenly stopped moving.
‘…What?’
Chris frowned and remained on guard, but it still didn't show any movement.
‘…Don't tell me, does it only react when you approach it? Like a guardian protecting something?’
It seemed so!
From the looks of it, it seemed to be trying to block them from passing to the other side.
‘What's over there? Did the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle hide something?’
Chris frowned.
In any case, it was a predicament.
‘Breaking through head-on is impossible. It’s not a being I can defeat with strength.’
Currently, Chris’s power was in a state where it could rival a decent 8-Star.
But he was still lacking compared to a proper 8-Star.
Without various tricks, facing an 8-Star head-on was impossible for him.
In particular, the matchup was not good.
‘Because that thing has an absolute advantage against beings weaker than itself.’
It was thanks to its overpowered Domain of Dominion, the ‘Veil of Life and Death’.
‘But turning back and leaving is also impossible now.’
The magi of the Four Kings' Castle would have recovered from their confusion by now.
The high-ranking magi who had left the castle after hearing of the incident would be returning, so it was impossible to escape.
‘And I can't use a spatial teleportation relic, either.’
It was due to the spatial characteristics of the Four Kings' Castle. The phase of the subspace was distorted, so any and all spatial teleportation was impossible near the Four Kings' Castle.
‘Damn it. What do I do?’
It was as he was contemplating.
Suddenly, a voice was heard.
[Ahem, it seems you need some help.]
“!!”
Chris and the others, startled, turned their gazes.
‘Who?’
Surprisingly, it was a little girl with silver hair and a face as pretty as a princess from a fairy tale.
Looking to be about eight years old?
So, she looked to be around the same age as Nordian after he reverted to his youth.
“…Who are you?”
Chris asked tensely, aiming his sword.
He hadn't noticed her at all until she had approached his side.
She was clearly no ordinary being.
[Me? Do you ask for Our name?]
The little girl tilted her head.
[Our noble name is Elang.]
“…I'm not asking for your name, I'm asking for your identity.”
[Hmm, don't tell me you do not recognize Us? How disappointing. Watch.]
In that moment.
The little girl extended her hand.
As if she were holding a sword, it was a thrusting motion.
It was a simple motion, neither grand nor elaborate, but the moment he saw the imaginary line extending from the little girl’s small hand, Chris froze stiff.
It was a perfect line.
The ultimate form of a line, so beautiful it could not be surpassed.
He had seen countless sword styles, but the only one who could execute such a perfect line was Evan, in his past life, during his peak.
‘Don't tell me…?’
Chris gulped.
At this point in time, there was only one being on the entire continent who could execute a sword of this level.
The little girl placed both hands on her hips, ahem, and said in a triumphant voice.
[That's right, for We are the great Demon King of Silver Snow, the First Sword of the Magus Empire. You may pay your respects.]
* * *
The Demon King of Silver Snow.
She was the ruler of the Eastern Magus Nation, where this Four Kings' Castle was located.
She was known to possess the most righteous character among the Demon Kings and was always at odds with the Four Kings' Castle.
There were many other descriptions that defined her, but the most famous was this:
The First Sword of the Magus Empire.
A person who reached the Mid 9-Star level with a single sword.
Now that the Sword Emperor, who was the strongest knight of the Alliance, had passed away, she was a great being who could rightfully be called the one and only 'Greatest Sword Under Heaven'.
‘I never actually met her in my past life.’
Chris wore a surprised expression.
The Hero’s party had thought the Demon King of Silver Snow could become their ally and had tried to find her, but she never revealed herself until the end of the Age of Ruin.
“…We greet Your Great Majesty, the Demon King.”
[Yes, ahem. It feels good to receive such a polite greeting after so long. I was beginning to think I would meet my end like this, without meeting anyone.]
Her words were heavy with meaning.
“If I may, could I ask why you are in such a state, in this place?”
Chris got straight to the point.
“Have you been captured by those bastards from the Four Kings' Castle?”
[!!]
The Demon King of Silver Snow fell silent.
It was an affirmation.
‘I knew it.’
In his past life, there had been many stories about the whereabouts of the Demon King of Silver Snow, whose trail had gone cold.
The most likely theory was that she had been eliminated at the hands of the Four Kings' Castle due to her righteous personality.
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                    [Yes, that is correct. This form is merely my thought-form, which has barely managed to escape. My real body is in the place that tin-can wraith is guarding.]
It seemed she was talking about the Death Knight Lord.
She wrinkled her pretty, princess-like face.
[The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle dares to use Us as an experimental subject to augment his own power. Damn it, I should have smashed his head in when he was still young. Why did I have to be a Demon King? If I were a Hero and not a Demon King, I would have burned the Four Kings' Castle down.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow placed her hands on her hips and huffed.
A Demon King who wished to be a Hero. What an ironic sight.
[In any case, I have a proposal for you. How about you make a deal with Us?]
“What kind of deal?”
[We will help you take down that tin-can knight. In return, you will free Us from Our bonds.]
It was a proposal with no reason to refuse.
However, there was a problem.
“How do you propose to help me? Aren't you completely sealed away right now, Your Majesty?”
[Do not worry. We will inhabit your body and move in your stead.]
An astounding story.
But Chris wore an ambiguous expression.
“Are you saying you will descend into my body?”
The Demon King of Silver Snow nodded.
[Those two are black magicians, so it won't work, but a body like yours should be able to fully manifest Our swordsmanship. Do not worry. We are great, so We can handle a mere wraith like that with ease. We will return your body to you without a single scratch.]
“…I don’t know if a descent is possible. Would you like to try?”
[What do you take Us for? A mere descent is, of course… Huh?]
The thought-form of the Demon King of Silver Snow was about to enter Chris's body, but recoiled in shock.
[What is this soul-rank? What is your true identity?]
“It just happened to turn out this way. Because of my soul-rank, a descent will not be easy.”
The principle of descent is to forcibly push the opponent's soul and mind into a corner and take its place, so it was impossible for it to work on Chris.
[N-no…! Then I cannot help you at all. We are in a useless body right now, unable to even lift a single branch.]
The atmosphere of the Demon King of Silver Snow rapidly grew sullen.
[Damn it, if only We were in Our proper state, a mere riffraff like that would be a one-hit kill. How sorrowful. How did the great We end up in such a state?]
The Demon King of Silver Snow turned her back and began to trudge away.
“…Where are you going?”
[There is no hope for you anyway, so what's the point of staying together any longer? We will just go be miserable alone. You all go on your own way as well.]
“Please wait a moment. I have a plan.”
[…What is it?]
The Demon King of Silver Snow's ears perked up.
“Your Majesty will tell me how to fight. So that I can defeat that thing.”
Chris explained in detail.
“We will share Your Majesty's mind and my mind with black magic. So that we can convey our thoughts in real-time. If Your Majesty performs a simulated duel in your mind as if you were fighting yourself, I will follow it exactly.”
[…Are you being serious?]
Sharing their thoughts in real-time was not difficult in itself.
But the problem was whether Chris could follow the thoughts of the Demon King of Silver Snow and manifest them.
Logically, it should have been impossible, but.
“For me, it is a simple task.”
At that absurd statement, the Demon King of Silver Snow stared at Christian for a moment.
Then, she let out a hollow laugh.
[You, you're a madman.]
“……”
[But We do not dislike it. Because We were a madman originally as well. For someone from a black magic house, We made a fuss about learning the sword on Our own and was even kicked out of the family.]
For reference, the Demon King of Silver Snow had once been a Grand Duchess of the Illusion Demonic House, but had been excommunicated from the family for saying she would learn the sword.
[Fine. Let us two madmen give it a try.]
Teren was in charge of connecting their minds.
-Ah, ahem. Does it seem like we're properly connected? Try to guess what I'm thinking right now.
-…You're thinking about drinking.
-Yes, do you know how much I crave a drink after being trapped for so long? You wouldn't know.
-…I know that feeling well. I'm craving a drink, too, so please stop thinking about alcohol.
Having confirmed that their thoughts were being shared, Chris stepped forward.
At the presence of an intruder, the Death Knight Lord once again unleashed a gleam from its eyes.
Chris let out a smirk and beckoned with his finger.
“Come at me, tin-can specter.”
Paaaaaaah!
The sword stormed forward, and the second duel began.
* * *
‘To think there's a madman like that in the world?’
The Demon King of Silver Snow gulped.
Even to her, a Demon King, an impossible event was unfolding before her eyes.
When that brat said he would follow her thoughts, she had thought he would, at best, be able to ‘imitate’ them to some extent.
That alone would have been an incredible feat.
But that wasn't it.
It was a perfect manifestation.
As if he had become her.
‘Of course, I’m not thinking of any high-level swordsmanship.’
Still, it was an impossible feat.
Even if it was the same thrust, it was completely different depending on who performed it and how.
No matter how simple the motion, the sword she wielded was more powerful than any ultimate technique.
It wasn't just because of the optimal path or strength.
It was because of the ‘meaning’ contained in the sword.
‘He is embodying the 'meaning' contained in my sword perfectly. Even if we're sharing my 'mental image', how?’
Meanwhile, Chris, sensing her surprise, twisted the corner of his mouth.
‘To think an opportunity like this would come.’
In his mind, the mental image of the sword she was wielding appeared in real-time.
A diagonal slash.
It wasn't just the simple motion that was being shared.
The two were currently sharing their thoughts perfectly.
In other words, he could vividly understand the reason, the will, and the meaning with which she wielded her sword.
Of course, it was merely a thought that flashed in an instant, flickering like an unconscious impulse.
It had not even taken on a concrete form.
A thought that others would not even be able to properly read, let alone accept its meaning.
But Chris grasped all of it in that instant and was manifesting it perfectly.
That was not the only surprising thing.
The Demon King of Silver Snow once again wore a shocked expression.
‘His sword is rapidly improving?’
Right now, Chris was not simply following her mental image.
He was internalizing her skill in real-time, achieving tremendous growth.
The sword that had at first seemed so precarious, as if it would break at any moment, had transformed into a powerful shield, and now, it was even occasionally delivering sharp counterattacks.
‘But it's impossible.’
The Demon King of Silver Snow’s expression turned heavy.
It was an incredible struggle, but it was not enough.
‘Above all, that tin-can punk still hasn't used his full power.’
Just then, the situation changed.
Gwoooo.
The Domain of Dominion deployed by the Death Knight Lord began to vibrate, and its energy of death began to surge.
Chris’s expression hardened.
‘A Domain Technique.’
It was a unique 8-Star authority deployed in combination with a Domain of Dominion.
‘It's the Sword of Death. It unconditionally causes the opponent to die instantly.’
It didn't matter whether the attack succeeded or failed.
Like a ‘miracle’, the moment the attack was launched, the opponent would meet their death.
The only way to block it was to overpower the opponent’s Domain of Dominion.
“Grand Duke, get away!!”
“Brother, it’s dangerous!”
Paaaaaaah!
Kashmir and Teren combined their powers and attacked the Death Knight Lord.
While the Death Knight Lord was momentarily stopped, the Demon King of Silver Snow urgently sent a message.
-It's impossible. Give up and retreat! Then you might be able to live!
However, Chris shook his head.
If he were to evade while the Death Knight Lord was stopped, he might be able to escape the crisis.
‘But I can't defeat that thing by just evading.’
Therefore.
-Show me the next sword.
-…What did you say? It's impossible.
-Can't I just cut death itself?
The Demon King of Silver Snow swallowed hard.
That was right, it wasn't that there was no way.
He just had to cut death with his sword.
But to cut death, one of the absolute laws of the world.
It was absolutely impossible at Chris’s current level, but.
-Haven't you seen that I am the owner of an insane talent?
-!!
-I'll figure it out myself, so just hurry up and show me.
The Demon King of Silver Snow’s expression hardened.
-Fine. Watch. This is Our sword.
The Demon King of Silver Snow took a ready stance in her mental image.
-If you can cut the world, then your sword will be able to cut anything.
Simultaneously.
Flash.
A single ray of light appeared.
It was merely a small light, but in that moment, the entire world within the mental image came to a stop.
Afterward.
Slice.
The sound of something in the world being cut was heard.
He didn't know what was cut.
No, ‘what’ it was did not matter.
Because if she willed it, she could cut anything.
Any being, even death itself.
Because that was the ideal she had reached.
‘This is the Demon King of Silver Snow's 9-Star ultimate technique.’
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
He aimed his sword and looked at the ‘death’ that was approaching him.
Now, he had to cut that death.
‘No, what I have to cut is not death.’
Chris recalled the ultimate technique the Demon King of Silver Snow had just shown him.
She hadn't particularly aimed for death.
She had simply cut.
Everything.
‘Imitating the ultimate technique is impossible, but.’
Furthermore, the Demon King of Silver Snow had not shown what thoughts she held as she deployed her ultimate technique.
Because it wasn't something he could imitate even if he saw it.
‘I have to reach it through my own enlightenment.’
Paaaaaaah!
Chris’s dark Domain of Dominion spread around him.
A Domain of Dominion that did not even have a proper name yet.
It was an incomplete domain without any meaning, which had simply enhanced the authority of domination, but in this moment, for the first time, it began to contain a ‘meaning’.
It was the meaning of ‘to cut’.
‘For darkness to dominate all things means that it can even dominate the act of cutting itself.’
The darkness sank deep.
In that moment, the possibility of dominating everything in the world resided in his Dark Demonic Energy.
Of course, it was still just a possibility.
But that meaning was not light.
Because it meant that his Dark Demonic Energy had begun to embrace the rank of a true authority of dominion that could make all things in the world kneel.
Although it was not yet properly complete, it also meant that his Domain of Dominion was approaching the state of a perfect 8-Star.
And so, the authority of ‘to cut’, dominated by his Dark Demonic Energy, imbued his sword, and.
Fwaaaat. Slice!
With the sound of something tearing through the air, the sound of something being cut was heard.
He had cut down the approaching ‘death’!
[!!]
As a backlash, the Death Knight Lord could be seen staggering.
“Lord Kashmir!!”
“Yes, Grand Duke!”
Kashmir unleashed his power, and the full force of his destructive energy exploded against the Death Knight Lord, which staggered and showed an opening.
“This is the end.”
A magic circle appeared.
It was a Stellar Radiance magic circle, deployed with the energy of light.
Expel.
It was a Stellar Radiance magic that banishes wrongful beings who have descended upon the mortal plane.
Since it was difficult to annihilate it head-on, he was aiming for an opening to reverse-summon it.
Paaaaaaah!
A brilliant light enveloped the Death Knight Lord.
[Gwooooooo!!]
As the Death Knight Lord drew up its power to nullify the banishment magic, Teren moved.
“I'm here too! Submit to my brother's greatness, you tin can!!”
Fwaaat!
The curse of the one with the aptitude, which disrupts an undead's lingering resentment, dug into the Death Knight Lord, and its momentum was broken once again.
Just then, an aura of darkness extended from Chris once again.
‘Since my darkness can dominate all things, it can dominate light as well.’
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                    It was a story that denied the world's absolute proposition that light and darkness were incompatible.
But it was not an empty boast.
A miracle was happening at Chris's hands.
Within the domain of darkness, the energy of light began to surge.
His darkness had truly dominated even light!
“Now, be gone.”
The radiance, shining even more brilliantly from within the darkness, enveloped the Death Knight Lord.
[Kaaah… Gwooooooo!!]
As if evil and light were colliding, the energies of demonic power and Stellar Radiance churned as if they would explode.
Then, the battlefield fell silent.
After the vortex of light slowly faded, an astounding sight was revealed.
The form of the Death Knight Lord had vanished. It had truly been reverse-summoned!
[…You really are a madman.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow said blankly.
From seeing her ultimate technique and immediately sublimating it into his own enlightenment, to that impossible Domain of Dominion, there was nothing that wasn't shocking.
Chris shrugged his shoulders and said.
“I'm just that good.”
[Your personality is mad, too. I like it. We have always been fond of madmen. In any case, follow Us. We will guide you to where Our real body is.]
It wasn't far.
Arriving at the place of the seal, Chris’s party let out a gasp.
A beautiful woman was floating in a glass tube filled with a transparent liquid.
It was the original body of the Demon King of Silver Snow.
If the little girl who had appeared as a thought-form was like a cute princess, her original form was like a majestic queen.
[…Are you not staring a bit too intently? Don't tell me your heart has begun to flutter for Us?]
“……”
[Ahem, well, We understand. Even We think We are beautiful. We often fall into turmoil every time We look in the mirror.]
“It's not like that. And to be honest, you’re not my type.”
Type or not, he was too busy just trying to survive day to day to have the mental leeway to care about such leisurely emotions.
[I-is that so? Are you saying We are not charming? It's embarrassing to say this, but We are still single since birth. We, too, wish to experience love.]
As the Demon King of Silver Snow shriveled up again and spouted nonsense, Chris had a bewildered look on his face.
This Demon King. For a Demon King, she was surprisingly noisy and petty.
“But even for me, this seal doesn't look easy to break.”
Chris said, surveying the surroundings.
The body of the Demon King of Silver Snow, floating in the glass tube, was pierced by countless thin tubes, and it seemed her energy was being absorbed.
The problem was the seal.
It was so solid that even Chris didn't dare to think of tampering with it.
‘If I really committed to digging into it, I might be able to find a way, but I don't have the time.’
He felt he would have to hang onto it for at least half a month.
There was no way the master of this seal, the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, would just stand by and watch until then.
“Is there any other way to break the seal, by any chance?”
[There is not. It is impossible to break the seal.]
“Yes, then?”
The Demon King of Silver Snow continued in a calm voice.
[There is only one way. Kill Us.]
“!!”
Chris’s eyes widened.
[It cannot be helped. If this continues, I will become a tool for the Four Kings' Castle and be used by them to do terrible things. I would rather die now than let that happen. It is a noble sacrifice for the sake of the world.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow shrugged her shoulders.
[Of course, We know. If a being as perfect as Us in every aspect—character, ability, and beauty—were to die, it would be a great loss for humanity. Even We think it's a pity.]
“……”
[…It is also a shame that there are many things I haven't been able to do. Instead of just secretly reading romance novels in the Demon King's castle, I should have tried dating at least once. All the men in the world must be blind. Why does no one show any interest in a perfect person like Us?]
The Demon King of Silver Snow let out a deep sigh.
[Our words have grown needlessly long. It is because We are sad to die. We have said all We have to say, so hurry up and kill Us.]
And with that, the thought-form of the Demon King of Silver Snow went into a corner and squeezed her eyes shut.
“…What are you doing?”
[It is because We are scared of dying. We usually acted cool, as if We didn't care about death, but no matter if one is a Demon King, dying is a scary thing.]
“……”
[Ah, that doesn't mean you shouldn't kill Us. Hurry up and kill Us. I'm fine! Just scared! It's okay to be scared, isn't it?]
Chris stared at the sight as if it were absurd, then burst out laughing.
“No, I will not kill you.”
[Do not pity Us! It's fine! It's scary and regretful, but it's all fine!]
“It's not out of pity. It's for a new suc—... No, it's for the sake of the world.”
That's right.
The Demon King of Silver Snow was a sucker Chris absolutely could not afford to lose.
“I have another way.”
[…What?]
The Demon King of Silver Snow's ears perked up.
“Offer your soul to me.”
[!!]
The Demon King of Silver Snow wore a dumbfounded expression.
[What do you mean by that?]
“You must know that I possess the soul-rank of a Transcendent. If you offer your soul, I will use that contract as a basis to put your entire being into a state of suspended animation. So that those bastards from the Four Kings' Castle cannot use you.”
The state of suspended animation Chris was speaking of did not just refer to the state of her physical body.
It meant literally ‘everything’, including her spiritual being and the demonic energy of her core.
It was a measure that was only possible because offering one's soul meant offering one's everything to another.
[…Isn't that a flimsy, temporary measure? If it's those bastards from the Four Kings' Castle, they will find a way to nullify your trick.]
“I will rescue you before that happens.”
[!!]
Chris continued in a nonchalant voice.
“Because the Four Kings' Castle will fall at my hands anyway.”
It was an absurd story, but.
At the voice filled with firm conviction, the Demon King of Silver Snow stared at Chris for a moment, then spoke.
[You truly are a madman who surpasses all imagination.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow nodded.
[Yes, fine. We will follow your words. However, keep this in mind. It is not because We are afraid to lose Our life. It is simply that for a great person like Us to disappear would be a pitiful thing for the world!]
“Let's go with that.”
[And promise Us! That you will definitely come to save Us! If you don't, We will become a banshee and torment you for the rest of your life!]
“…That would be a truly terrifying thing. I already have one noisy banshee.”
Chris, imagining the Demon King of Silver Snow becoming a banshee and chattering away with Marie, shuddered slightly.
That was a future that had to be prevented at all costs.
“Then, let us begin.”
Chris stretched his hand toward the Demon King of Silver Snow.
And so.
A Demon King-class sucker was born.
* * *
Meanwhile, at the Richard Plains in the territory of the Dark Demonic House.
The heavy clouds of war were swirling.
“…It’s incredible.”
Duke Huam of the Venomous Demonic House looked across, his face pale.
A great army of undead, so massive its numbers could not be counted, was surging like a tide.
“That is the power of a force in a league of its own.”
In the Corridor of Death, the Necromancy Demonic House could not display its proper strength.
Because the rough terrain limited the number of forces they could deploy at one time.
However, an open plain like this was the most advantageous place for the Necromancy Demonic House.
“Has Grand Duke Christian not arrived yet?”
“That is correct. We have completely lost contact with him since the news that a commotion had broken out at the Four Kings' Castle.”
Count Khazar replied heavily.
‘Such a reckless operation. This crazy son of mine.’
From infiltrating the Four Kings' Castle in the first place, it was a ridiculous operation with not a single realistic element.
What was even more dumbfounding was that they had decided to believe in and follow that mad plan.
It was partly because, as Christian had said, there was no other good option.
Above all.
‘…Because I believe in Christian.’
Count Khazar let out a sigh.
Yes.
His trust in Christian.
For that reason alone, he had decided to follow this insane operation.
“It is time.”
Nordian stepped forward.
He could see a man with a pale complexion revealing himself on the other side.
It was Pliton, the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
“All of you, do not worry. Believe in my grandson.”
In truth, it wasn't that Nordian, who said this, wasn't worried himself.
Was this operation really possible?
However, every time he had doubted, Christian had performed a miracle as if to show him.
He had to believe.
“All of you, make those boneheads know the greatness of our Dark Alliance!!”
“Waaaah!!!!”
And so, the battle that would decide the continent's fate began.
Depending on who became the victor, the future of the Magus Empire, and of the continent, would change greatly.
“Don’t get pushed back by those boneheads!!”
“Kill them all!!”
At first, the battle was neck and neck.
No, the Dark Alliance seemed to have a slight advantage.
‘It’s thanks to the Grand Duke training us.’
‘We won't lose!!’
The completely transformed Dark Demonic House fought with great distinction, and for a moment, the forces of the Four Kings' Castle faltered.
However, as time passed, the tide of battle began to turn.
They were at too great a disadvantage in terms of absolute numbers.
‘These damn persistent bastards.’
‘Even if we kill them, and kill them, there’s no end.’
The main force of the Four Kings' Castle was not its magi.
It was the undead, the wraiths, that they commanded.
The puppets and chimerical monsters created by the Curse Demonic House were just as difficult to deal with.
Individually, they were not hard to face, but their numbers were endless.
On top of that, there was an even more difficult problem.
“Gah! Get a hold of yourself!”
“If a comrade's corpse is made, be sure to cut off its hands or legs so it cannot be revived as an undead!”
In various places, the dead were rising as undead and attacking their comrades.
The same went for those who had fallen to the curses or puppetry of the Curse Demonic House.
‘This can't go on.’
Count Khazar swallowed hard.
One fortunate thing was that something seemed to have happened to the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, as his power was not what it used to be.
If it weren't for the fact that this gave the house heads a bit more breathing room, the tide would have already turned greatly.
‘But we’re at our limit soon. We're going to be annihilated.’
He had to make a choice.
Whether to retreat now and preserve their forces.
Or to believe in Christian and hold out.
‘You damn son of a bitch! When are you coming?!’
In the end, Count Khazar made his decision.
“Relay to the entire army. Tell them to deploy the Andokmyeol Formation.”
It was a formation that Christian had designed.
One where the magi of the Dark Demonic House become the shield, the Venomous Demonic House provides support, and the Destruction Demonic House provides cover fire.
Its form was simple and easy to deploy, and it was specialized for defense.
“Just hold on a little longer!!”
“The Grand Duke will be here soon!!”
“When the Grand Duke arrives, victory will be ours!”
They blocked the offensive with a stance of do-or-die resistance, and the front line became a stalemate.
[I don’t know what they’re aiming for.]
[Even if it is that Christian bastard, there’s no way he can turn the tide in this situation.]
The high command of the Four Kings' Castle frowned.
They, too, knew that Christian was plotting something.
Especially since their main castle had been raided.
But what could he do in this situation?
No matter how incomprehensible and crazy that bastard was, he was still just one person.
[It doesn't matter, we can just wipe them all out anyway.]
[They are putting up quite a fight, but they won't be able to last long.]
[If they had at least run away, they could have preserved their forces.]
The high command of the Four Kings' Castle let out a sneer.
However, inwardly, they all felt a sense of unease.
No matter how they thought about it, it didn't seem likely that the mad monster would have committed such a hopeless, reckless act without a chance of winning.
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                    But no matter how much they thought about it, they couldn't put their finger on what his scheme was. No matter what trick he used, turning the tide in the current situation was impossible.
‘It's also strange that the forces of the Tri-Alliance are nowhere to be seen. Where did they go?’
Suppressing their anxiety, the high command of the Four Kings' Castle shouted.
[All of you, use your full power!]
[They won't be able to last long anyway!!]
And so, the battle grew more intense.
Meanwhile, at that moment.
On a low mountain nearby, which overlooked the plains.
“……”
Christian stood with his arms crossed.
Christian had already arrived at the site of the pitched battle.
“Brother.”
Teren and Kashmir, who were beside him, wore anxious faces as they watched the Dark Alliance being pushed back.
But Chris shook his head.
“Not yet.”
He had to wait longer for the right time.
For the time when his move could create a more perfect result.
Little by little, time passed.
Below, the fierce battle continued.
The forces of the Dark Alliance, who had been holding on desperately, began to show signs of being overwhelmed.
It was a nerve-wracking sight.
So far, the losses were not great.
But if their formation were to break, a brutal massacre would follow.
It was then.
At the point when the magi of the Dark Alliance had reached their limit.
“Teren, contact my father and tell him to pull back the center of the formation.”
Teren’s eyes widened.
Doing so would cause the formation to collapse completely.
But Teren did not question it and relayed the message as is.
Soon, he could see the formation beginning to move.
It was an incomprehensible order, but Count Khazar had also trusted Christian and followed it.
The forces of the Four Kings' Castle began to dig into the center, and the formation of the Dark Alliance began to collapse.
And in that moment, Chris’s eyes flashed.
‘Now.’
The time had come.
“Kashmir, the signal.”
“Yes, understood!”
Kashmir unleashed the energy of the Flame of Ruin into the air with all his might, and the movement on the battlefield paused for a moment.
“It's the Grand Duke!!”
[Christian!! You fool! It's useless to show up now.]
The reactions of the two camps were starkly divided.
The Dark Alliance's side cheered enthusiastically as if they had seen hope, but the magi of the Four Kings' Castle let out a sneer.
Because the battle was as good as over.
However.
“Teren, Kashmir. Let us begin.”
Twelve coffins were placed around Chris.
As the coffins opened, the remains of the Twelve Saints were revealed.
The high command of the Four Kings' Castle, who were watching the scene from afar, frowned.
[What is he trying to do with that?]
[Could it be?]
A few.
There were those who noticed Chris’s intention and their eyes shot open.
[Impossible? Don't tell me he's trying to recreate the miracle the Twelve Saints performed?]
A long time ago.
The Twelve Saints had created a miracle and stopped the advance of the Four Kings' Castle.
But they soon shook their heads.
[The miracle of that time is impossible unless the Twelve Saints were to return to life.]
[What can he do with remains that have been dead for a long time?]
Those who had been inwardly anxious at Christian’s appearance let out sneers of relief.
Yes, this time, Christian was wrong.
Because it was an utterly ridiculous matter.
[Pay it no mind, kill the insects of the Dark Alliance!]
[Drag that Christian bastard over here, too!!]
But in the next moment, something astounding happened.
Wooooong.
As the Dark Demonic Energy flashed from Chris's hand, the remains of the Twelve Saints lying in the coffins began to rise, one by one.
It was necromancy!
[!!]
As the Twelve Saints took their positions around Chris, the magi of the Four Kings' Castle stirred.
[No, pay it no mind. Necromancy and the power of light are incompatible! Even if he moves their skeletal corpses as undead, they won't be able to do anything!]
He was right.
Even if a holy knight or a saint were to be commanded as an undead, they could not use the power of light they had in life at all.
However.
“My power is different from your lowly energy, you see.”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
Simultaneously, his dark Domain of Dominion spread around him.
But its form was different from before.
In a world of deep, deep darkness, stars of various colors began to rise.
Deep green, red, purple, gold, ash-gray, and so on.
They were the hues that symbolized the numerous powers of darkness.
All kinds of powers of darkness shone as if they were worshiping the great darkness.
That wasn't all.
A brilliant star of light also rose up from within the darkness.
The light, too, was worshiping the darkness.
A majestic sight.
It was the moment that Chris's unique Domain of Dominion, the 'Dominion of Seven Colors', was revealed to the world for the first time.
It was a Domain of Dominion that placed everything in the world, even light, beneath its feet.
It also meant that Chris had finally reached the state of entering 8-Star.
“N-no way?”
“A Domain of Dominion like that?”
Everyone on the battlefield gulped.
The range of Chris’s Domain of Dominion was not wide.
In terms of level, he had only just entered 8-Star.
But the size of the domain was not what was important.
What was important was the ‘meaning’ that resided within it.
It was extraordinary at a single glance.
Just by looking at it, an irresistible awe welled up.
“Worship and submit to me.”
As he gestured, the Twelve Saints knelt before Christian.
Simultaneously, within the Domain of Dominion, the Dominion of Seven Colors, the star of light emitted a brilliant radiance.
As if worshiping a king.
Following that, an unbelievable miracle continued.
Paaaaaaah!
A brilliant light began to well up from the bodies of the Twelve Saints.
It was the authority of light that had remained in their skeletal remains!
The shock did not end there.
The great darkness grew even deeper.
As if receiving the worship of the light, the authority of the darkness grew stronger.
Within the suffocating darkness, the authority of light also began to grow more powerful.
This was the ability of the Dominion of Seven Colors.
It was to amplify the powers under its command through the great darkness.
On top of that, Chris took an additional measure. He had secretly shared the power of the Constellation inherent in his soul with the Twelve Saints.
Thanks to that, the Twelve Saints, though only for a brief moment, were able to wield a power comparable to when they were alive.
Chris stretched out his hand.
“Clear away those filthy things.”
A veil of darkness covered the Twelve Saints.
Under the protection of the great darkness, the remains of the Twelve Saints emitted a light that seemed ready to burst.
It was the miracle they had been granted by the Constellations in the past, the ‘Flood of Light’.
Paaaaaaah!
The light burst forth as if flooding and descended upon the army below the mountain.
[Kuaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!]
[Kiaaaaaaaaaaaak!!]
The Flood of Light was an authority that purified the impure beings that should not exist in the world.
In other words, it was a power that was fatal to wraiths, undead, and the like.
The impure beings that were swept away let out horrific screams.
Of course, the high-ranking wraiths and undead did not take a major blow.
However, the undead and wraiths of a lower rank were either completely annihilated or reverse-summoned.
Those of an intermediate rank or higher were not annihilated, but they took a considerable amount of damage.
In a large-scale war like this, it was a critical blow.
Furthermore, the Flood of Light did not just damage the undead army.
“Keoheok!!!”
“Aaaaaaaah!!!”
Here and there, the sorcerers of the Four Kings' Castle vomited a mouthful of blood and cried out in pain.
They were those who had made contracts with devils.
‘Because the Flood of Light also deals a blow to devil contractors.’
As if fire had met water.
He could see the energy of Gehenna that resided in the devil contractors boiling up.
Of course, it wasn't a fatal wound.
It was a blow that they could recover from given some time, but the problem was that they were in the middle of a fierce battle.
And as mentioned several times before, there were a great many devil worshipers in the Four Kings' Castle.
For so many of them to be temporarily unable to wield their full power was a fatal loss to their forces.
In a single moment, the tide of battle was reversed.
“Th-this…!”
“Summoners, fall back and assess the damage! Combat-type sorcerers, to the front!”
“The combat-type sorcerers have also exhausted their strength!”
“!!”
It was thanks to Chris deliberately stalling for time.
The power of the sorcerers who used offensive spells to break the defensive formation deployed by the Dark Alliance had already been exhausted, and thanks to that, the Four Kings' Castle fell into a helpless situation.
“All forces, retreat!!”
“Fall back and regroup!!”
But it was not easy.
Before starting this, Chris had deliberately made the center of his camp pull back.
Thanks to that, the forces of the Four Kings' Castle had dug into the center of the Dark Alliance and were now surrounded on both sides.
Above all, Chris had no intention of letting the Four Kings' Castle off so easily.
He had another move prepared.
‘It's about time they arrived.’
Just then, from beyond the horizon, a great sound began to echo.
It was the sound of something rapidly approaching.
The magi of the Four Kings' Castle’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
“Magical beasts! It's the Tri-Alliance!!”
They were the magical beasts commanded by the magi of the Magical Beast Demonic House.
On the backs of the magical beasts were also magi from the Ghost Sword and Illusion Demonic Houses.
The forces of the Tri-Alliance charged into the flank of the Four Kings' Castle, which was already in chaos.
“Kuaaaaaaaah!!”
They were not the only ones.
Kiiiiiaaaaaaak!
From the sky, magical beasts were flying in. As before, with magi from the Ghost Sword and Illusion Demonic Houses on their backs.
As the flying-type magical beasts attacked the center of the chaotic Four Kings' Castle, their ranks completely collapsed.
“Don't let them escape!”
“Kill them all!!”
“Kuaaaaaaaah!!!”
The magi of the Four Kings' Castle resisted, but because their ranks had collapsed, they were no match. The casualties began to mount.
[How dare you….]
The Castle Lord, Pliton, enraged, unleashed a ghastly gleam from his eyes.
Nordian let out a sneer.
“This is the power of my grandson.”
[!!]
“You should have had a good grandson yourself. Then again, your children were complete bastards. It can't be helped if the seed itself is flawed. Since you're a son of a bitch, your children are sons of a bitch, too.”
[You bastard….]
A chilling aura of death surged forward, but it was blocked by a flash of dark energy.
Nordian unleashed a ghastly gleam from his own eyes.
“You still don't get it. Unless you're despicably augmenting your power, you cannot defeat me.”
[!!]
Kwaaaaaang!!
The dark energy deployed by Nordian pushed back the white, deathly world of the Castle Lord, Pliton.
“Waaaaaaaaah!!”
“All hail Lord Nordian!!!”
At the sight of Nordian, the morale of the Dark Alliance’s magi soared, and they pushed against the Four Kings' Castle with even greater ferocity.
And then, the final nail was driven into the coffin.
It was Christian's entry into the battle.
“Christian!!”
Count Khazar’s voice rose.
“You've worked hard, Father.”
“Ha.”
Count Khazar looked as if he were overcome with emotion.
How much had he suffered mentally because of this crazy son of his?
There were countless things he wanted to say to him, but only a single sentence came out.
“…I'm just glad you returned safely.”
Yes.
He was a father.
Because what he had been more worried about than the failure of the operation was his son's safety.
For the first time in a long while, Christian felt a warmth spread through his chest and gave a smirk.
“Leave the rest to me now.”
Chris raised his sword high.
“I will not say much.”
In that moment, everyone’s gaze gathered on Chris.
“The time for victory has come. Kill them all.”
“Waaaaaaaaaaah!!”
“All hail the Grand Duke!!!”
And with that, everything was decided.
The Four Kings' Castle was completely defeated and routed, and the plains were dyed crimson with the blood shed by their magi.
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                    It was, in a word, a perfect, great victory.
The Four Kings' Castle retreated, having suffered enormous damage.
The camp of the Dark Alliance was swept up in a festival-like atmosphere.
They broke out the alcohol to celebrate the victory, and the drunken magi shouted.
“All hail the Grand Duke!!”
“But how was the Grand Duke able to use the power of light?”
“Why do you ask? Don't you know our Grand Duke is a madman?”
“That's right, since he's the mad Grand Duke, he made even the power of light submit.”
“All hail the mad Grand Duke Christian!!!”
“All hail the Demonic Radiance!!!”
Through this event, Chris gained the epithet 'Demonic Radiance'.
It meant a magus who dominates even light.
“As long as the Grand Duke is with us, those bastards from the Four Kings' Castle are no problem!!”
“Let's conquer the Four Kings' Castle just like this!!!”
And so, everyone shouted, their morale soaring.
However, at that moment, in the barracks where the heads of each house were gathered.
Unexpectedly, heavy words were being exchanged.
“Although we have achieved a great victory this time, it will not be easy to continue this momentum.”
Count Khazar nodded at Nordian’s words.
“Yes, that is correct. The strength of the Four Kings' Castle is still intact.”
It was an incomprehensible story.
They had shed so much blood, and yet their strength was intact?
There was a reason.
‘When they retreated, they used their lower-ranking magi as shields, so most of the high-ranking magi and above escaped safely.’
The sacrifices in this pitched battle had been mostly concentrated among the common, low to mid-rank magi.
Count Khazar continued his explanation.
“In particular, the fact that the Four Kings and the Twelve Legion Commanders of the Necromancy Demonic House suffered no damage is a big problem. The undead legions they command can be said to be the very backbone of the Four Kings' Castle.”
Beside him, Duke Huam nodded.
“I also agree with the words of the Vice-Head.”
For reference, Count Khazar had been officially promoted from Acting Head to Vice-Head.
“I believe it would be best to propose a ceasefire agreement at this point. The Four Kings' Castle will not refuse it either.”
It was a realistic proposal.
The main forces of the Four Kings' Castle, the high-ranking magi, may be safe, but that didn't mean their losses were small, so they wouldn't want to continue the war as things stood.
“What do you think, my brothers?”
The brothers. All eyes turned to the other two house heads.
Grand Duke Vessian frowned as if displeased.
“I just want to wipe them all out, but I will leave the decision to my big brother.”
“Hmm.”
Nordian stroked his chin.
“I would like to hear the Grand Duke's opinion.”
The eyes of everyone in the barracks turned to him, and Chris said something unexpected.
“I, too, am in favor of a ceasefire.”
“…You are?”
Everyone wore surprised expressions.
“Are you serious?”
“Yes.”
Chris nodded.
‘It wouldn't be impossible to win, but our Dark Alliance would also have to suffer devastating losses. It would be a Pyrrhic victory.’
He must not forget.
The Four Kings' Castle was not the final enemy.
Considering the Mystic Demonic House behind them, the coming end of the world, and the Demon Emperor's ‘Center’, he had to preserve as much of their strength as possible.
‘The Four Kings' Castle can be brought down in other ways, anyway.’
“However, a simple ceasefire agreement will not do. We must make the Four Kings' Castle kneel before us and follow our proposals.”
“!!”
Everyone’s eyes widened.
That was an even more impossible story.
“There is no way the Four Kings' Castle would do that, is there?”
“Of course, not as things are now.”
A meaningful answer.
“…You're thinking of something else again, aren't you?”
“It's simple. We just have to create a situation where they can no longer wage war.”
A completely incomprehensible story.
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
“Your Lordships, please hold back the forces of the Four Kings' Castle. In the meantime, I will go behind them and wring their necks.”
* * *
Chris deliberately did not go into the specific details.
‘The story absolutely must not leak to the Four Kings' Castle.’
It was a method that would be impossible at any other time, except for now, when the magi of the Four Kings' Castle had just been defeated and had not yet come to their senses.
‘I must accomplish this as quickly and decisively as possible.’
Chris briefly considered who would accompany him.
‘Kashmir, Teren, and Jupien won't be of any help this time.’
He needed a high-ranking magus of at least 7-Star.
And preferably, one close to 8-Star.
‘The problem is that I can't pull out that kind of strength right now.’
While Chris was carrying out his operation, the high-ranking magi of the Four Kings' Castle had to be held at the front line.
If a figure of the Four Kings' or Three Abysses' level were to notice Chris’s trick and try to interfere, it would be a disaster.
‘And it's not like I can just take anyone who is strong. It has to be someone I have good synergy with.’
He was contemplating the difficult conditions.
“It's been a long time, friend! Your closest friend has arrived!!”
It was ‘Lia’!
“I came to check if you were hurt! Are you alright?”
“I’m fine. I'm busy, so I don't have time to play….”
Chris paused.
There was someone!
A sucker who would be of help in this matter.
Chris suddenly grabbed Lia's hand.
“It's you.”
“W-what? Why are you suddenly acting like this? We're still friends…! Isn't a confession like that too soon?!”
Lia was flustered.
“…What nonsense are you talking about. I'm saying let's do a secret mission together.”
“…Ah.”
Lia’s face turned bright red, and she shook her head.
“S-sorry. I needlessly misunderstood! We’re friends, after all! Anyway, did you say a secret mission? Just leave it to me!! I will be your strength! Because I am your friend!”
Lia shouted vigorously, and so the party was decided.
The two of them secretly slipped out of the camp.
“By the way, where are we going? Isn't this the territory of our Four Kings' Castle?”
But Chris did not stop walking.
Furthermore, he wasn't just heading into the territory of the Four Kings' Castle, but toward a place that was becoming more and more incomprehensible.
“We're going to the ruins.”
“…There are ruins in a place like this?”
Lia tilted her head.
She was the Grand Duchess of the Blood Sword Demonic House.
Naturally, she knew of all the ruins in the territory of the Four Kings' Castle.
“Your Blood Sword Demonic House wouldn't know about it. It's a place that no one knows of except for the Necromancy Demonic House, and among them, only the Twelve Legion Commanders and the Four Kings.”
“I see. But why are we suddenly going to some ruins?”
Chris was silent for a moment, then spoke in a low voice.
“Because it is one of the sources of the Necromancy Demonic House's power.”
“!!”
Lia’s eyes widened.
“…What do you mean by that?”
“You'll know soon enough. We're here.”
They arrived at their destination.
As Chris made a move, the entrance to the ruins, extending underground, was revealed, and she gulped.
“Such an intense aura of death?”
“Yes, the name of these ruins is the Tomb of Dragons. It is the place where the demon dragons that roamed in ancient times are buried.”
Chris continued.
“It is the place where the 'Life Vessels' of the Necromancy Demonic House's liches are kept.”
* * *
Originally, the lich was thought to be a being of fantasy, considered impossible.
It is not difficult to turn oneself into an undead.
But there was one problem that could not be solved.
That was, where did a lich get the energy to move?
The undead are beings who have lost their life.
Therefore, the undead move by receiving energy from the necromancers who command them.
Therein lies the lich’s dilemma.
If the necromancer himself becomes an undead, from whom does he receive energy?
But the Necromancy Demonic House found an answer.
‘It was to receive a supply of energy from an external source through a medium called a 'Life Vessel'.’
But this, too, had a problem.
Liches are all high-ranking beings of 7-Star or higher.
They require an immense amount of energy to use their power.
In particular, the Twelve Legion Commanders, who had reached High 7-Star, and other high-ranking liches close to that level were the problem.
Even if the lower-ranking liches could somehow muster the energy separately, there was no way to supply the vast amount of energy required by high-ranking liches like the Twelve Legion Commanders.
‘And in that situation, these ruins became the answer.’
Chris looked down at the cavern that spread out below.
The Tomb of Dragons is a great tomb where demon dragons were buried in ancient times and is the place with the densest aura of death in this world.
Therefore, the Life Vessels of the high-ranking liches, including the Twelve Legion Commanders, were placed here.
In other words, if they destroyed the Life Vessels placed here, they could annihilate all of the core forces of the Four Kings' Castle.
‘Although the Life Vessels of the 8-Star Four Kings are not here.’
When one becomes an 8-Star Archlich, they can create their own energy, so there is no need to gather it from an external source, and thus they do not have a separate Life Vessel.
‘Even if we only annihilate the Twelve Legion Commanders and the high-ranking liches, the Necromancy Demonic House will suffer a fatal blow. They won't even be able to dream of waging war any longer.’
Chris surveyed the area around the ruins.
He had known that the Four Kings were supposed to be guarding it in turns, but they were not to be seen, likely due to the worsening situation on the battlefield.
‘Of course, if they notice anything strange, they will immediately use a relic to return via spatial teleportation.’
Chris began to make his move.
He installed a magic circle nearby that would distort the phase of space and interfere with spatial teleportation.
It was a temporary measure, but it would buy them some time.
He then took out a communication device and contacted Count Khazar.
“Father, have you begun?”
[Yes, as you said, I will challenge the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle and the Four Kings to a duel to tie them down.]
“Good. You don't need to win. Instead, please buy as much time as possible.”
Done.
Now, even if the Four Kings became aware of the situation, there was no way for them to return at once.
‘But that doesn't mean the work is all done.’
A great obstacle remained.
“Let’s go in.”
As he and Lia entered, a large cavern, difficult to imagine for an underground space, revealed itself.
From beyond the cavern, whose end could not be guessed, a ghastly, powerful energy surged toward them.
“Friend, be careful. This is not ordinary.”
Just then, a ghastly sound began to echo.
Crack. Kiiiiiaaaaaaak. Thump. Thump.
From the other side of the large cavern, a giant shadow cast itself.
‘There they are.’
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
A giant body, over five meters tall.
It was a 7th Demon-rank undead, a ‘Bone Dragon’.
And it wasn't just one.
There were a full ten of them.
This was the reason the Four Kings' Castle had left the Tomb of Dragons empty.
They had to take care of all those Bone Dragons before the Four Kings returned.
‘This certainly doesn't look easy.’
Just then, Lia, beside him, pounded her chest and said energetically.
“Do not worry! For I am here! I will show those bone dragons the power of friendship.”
“…Didn't I tell you to stop talking like you're in elementary school?”
“Ah, sorry. I got excited at the thought of joining forces with my friend.”
Chris let out a smirk.
“Let's make a bet on who can take down more of those bone dragons.”
“That sounds great! If I win, you have to grant any request I make, right?”
“…What kind of request are you planning to make?”
“That’s a secret! In any case, you promised to grant whatever it is! I will absolutely not lose! You just be prepared to grant my request!”
“Hey, wait a minute?”
He felt he had misspoken and tried to cancel it, but it was no use.
Paaaaaaah!
Lia leaped toward the Bone Dragons like a flash of lightning, and Chris shook his head as if he had no choice.
‘As long as I win, it’s fine.’
And so, the fight began.
Surprisingly, he lost.
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                    Lia had taken down six, while Chris had taken down four.
“Hehe, my victory! Do you admit it?”
“…The ones I fought were a bit stronger.”
“So, you’re not going to admit defeat? For a genius, you're quite petty.”
“…Who are you calling petty? Fine, I lost. Alright, alright, you're something else.”
Chris wore a sour expression.
He didn't know how long it had been since he'd lost a bet.
“So, what do you want from me?”
“That’s still a secret.”
“……?”
“How exciting. This must be the taste of friendship, right? In any case, be fully prepared to grant my request! Hehe.”
Lia was smiling from ear to ear, who knows what she was thinking.
A sense of anxiety welled up, but this was no time for a leisurely chat.
‘We dragged this on longer than I thought.’
The power of the Bone Dragons was stronger than expected.
If it hadn't been for Lia, it would have been impossible.
‘…Lia's power isn't at the 7-Star level. It's at least at the level of entering 8-Star or higher.’
It was an astounding story.
At this, a single question came to Chris’s mind.
‘To think the Blood Sword Demonic House had such an incredible talent. Why hadn't a being of this caliber become famous?’
Chris didn't know much about the Blood Sword Demonic House either.
This was because after Idrinne became the Blood-Drenched Demon King, she had carried out a horrific purge against her own house, leaving not many survivors.
He had just thought that Lia was one of the victims of that purge.
‘Still, it's strange. For a person of such incredible skill to be completely unknown.’
There were two 8-Star Absolutes in the Blood Sword Demonic House.
The current Head, the fallen Vampire Lord Rubinson.
And the Vice-Head, the Lady of Blood, Berling.
‘It’s neither of them.’
The Head, Vampire Lord Rubinson, had joined hands with the Necromancy and Curse Demonic Houses of the Four Kings' Castle, and the Vice-Head, the Lady of Blood, Berling, was in poor condition and had difficulty moving.
‘No. There's one more.’
Chris gulped.
His body froze stiff, as if he had been struck by lightning.
‘Grand Duchess Idrinne.’
Idrinne's current achievement is known to be at the level of entering 8-Star.
Exactly the same as ‘Lia’.
‘It can't be.’
Chris wore an expression as if the thought were absurd.
In truth, it wasn't that he hadn't had similar suspicions until now.
But the gap between ‘Idrinne’ and ‘Lia’ was so great that he had dismissed it as a ridiculous thought.
“Hehe, today was truly wonderful. To carry out a secret friendship mission with you, and to even win a bet! How exciting!”
Just look.
At that idiotic appearance.
How could he see Idrinne's face in that of a ditz like her?
But if Lia was Idrinne, then all the things that didn't add up until now would be explained.
“I have something to ask you.”
“Ask me anything!”
“…Why did you get close to me?”
“Why do you ask such a thing? There’s no particular reason. There's never a reason for becoming friends!”
“…Really?”
“…Actually, to be honest, there is a reason.”
“Tell me.”
‘Lia’s’ cheeks turned red.
Noticeably so. Her pale skin turned as red as an apple.
“W-well, I just wanted to be close to you from the moment I first saw you. I don't know the reason myself. Even now, I want to be closer to you. Closer and closer than we are now. I want to be greedy about it, like a greedy person.”
“……”
As he thought, it was a foolish answer.
The problem was that the answer didn't seem like a lie.
She was being sincere.
‘…I don't know.’
For now, he had to take care of the Life Vessels first.
He decided to confirm the truth properly after this was over.
“Let's head down.”
The Life Vessels were located in the inner part.
The reason he knew the structure of the ruins in such detail was, of course, because he had come here once before with the Hero’s party in his past life.
‘Other than the Bone Dragons, there are no particularly threatening guardians.’
It was as they were descending, neutralizing the undead and traps that appeared from time to time.
Suddenly, a chilling feeling ran down his spine.
‘Why do I suddenly have such an ominous feeling?’
It was an intuition that was difficult to ignore.
Thanks to his elevated soul-rank, his intuition now had a quality akin to ‘precognition’.
And in the next moment, Chris knew the identity of his anxiety.
“What is this…?”
A giant magic circle was drawn in the very center of the underground ruins.
“Why is something like this here?”
This was a sight he had never seen in his past life.
The problem was that this was no ordinary kind of magic circle.
‘It's a magic circle linked to Gehenna. Who could create a devil-worshiping magic circle of that level?’
A chill ran down Chris’s spine.
There was only one group in this world capable of drawing such a magic circle.
‘…The Mystic Demonic House?’
And at the same time.
Step. Step.
The sound of footsteps echoed.
Seeing those who had appeared, Chris’s eyes widened.
They were people wearing white priestly robes embroidered with a ghastly demonic crest.
“The Mystic Demonic House?”
And they were no ordinary members.
The ones who appeared had a crest of a horrifically tortured human engraved on their foreheads.
It was a crest that had made the Alliance tremble in fear in his past life.
‘The Order of Heretic Priests!’
It was the combat priest corps of the Mystic Demonic House.
Those who define anyone who doesn't worship devils as heretics and offer them to devils as food.
‘Why are they here?’
That wasn't all.
[Ufufu. I'm so pleased. I was just wondering how we were going to escort you, and here you are, walking in on your own two feet. How lucky.]
It was a figure with a bizarre appearance.
Strange, paper-white skin with no hint of blood, jet-black pupils without any whites, long fingernails, and even two jet-black wings on his back.
At the appearance, which was closer to that of a demon than a human, Chris let out a low groan.
“A Cardinal of the Mystic Demonic House.”
[Oho? That is correct. It seems you know of our Mystic Demonic House. My name is Cardinal Scheler. It is a pleasure to meet you.]
Cardinal Scheler bowed his waist in an exaggerated manner, as if in mockery.
Chris’s expression turned heavy.
‘If he's a Cardinal, he must be a being of at least 8-Star or higher.’
The Mystic Demonic House was a group of devil worshipers.
All of its members were contractors who had offered their souls to devils, and every one of them possessed great power.
The most overwhelming among them were the high priests, consisting of Cardinals, Bishops, Archbishops, and High Priests.
These individuals received an even more special blessing and, despite being human, became beings no different from high-ranking demons.
‘It’s fortunate that he's not a Bishop or higher, at least.’
A Bishop possessed power reaching High 8-Star.
Of course, that didn't mean the situation wasn't desperate.
It was difficult for Chris and Lia to face even a single Cardinal, and they even had the combat priest corps with them.
They had no chance of winning.
‘What do I do?’
For now, he decided to stall for time.
“For a Cardinal of the Mystic Demonic House to come all the way to a remote ruin like this. You must have nothing better to do.”
“On the contrary. This is a matter more important than any other, so I, a Cardinal, have come in person.”
He continued with a slight smile.
“Because it is the task of welcoming you, the great vessel who will fulfill the great work of our Mystic Demonic House.”
“!!”
Chris frowned.
“What kind of nonsense is that? If you're talking about your great work, do you mean Ragnarok?”
The Cardinal wore a surprised expression.
“As expected of Grand Duke Christian. You know of our Mystic Demonic House's long-cherished wish. That is correct. Our Mystic Demonic House, following the will of the great devils, plans to destroy this false world and open a new one.”
Up to this point, it was a story he knew from his past life.
However, a vessel.
‘Could it be?’
Something clicked.
“…But I wasn't supposed to be the vessel, was I?”
The Cardinal let out a sound of admiration.
“You truly know a great deal about our Mystic Demonic House. That is correct. The vessel we had in mind originally was not you.”
The story continued.
“Originally, we considered Grand Duchess Idrinne of the Blood Sword Demonic House to be the 'vessel'. But then, a being such as yourself suddenly appeared. One who fits the 'prophecy' even more.”
“……”
“After reviewing it in various ways, the judgment was made that you are the vessel spoken of in the prophecy, which is why we have come to escort you.”
It was an astounding story.
Chris clenched his fists tightly.
‘Then, in my past life, was Idrinne used as a tool after becoming these bastards' vessel?’
The question was answered, but this was no situation to be happy about.
At this rate, Chris was on the verge of becoming the vessel instead of Idrinne.
[This magic circle is for the purpose of taking away your futile will and allowing you to be reborn as the perfect vessel. Rejoice. Today, you will be born anew in this place. You will become the protagonist of our great work.]
“…Shut your nonsense.”
Chris desperately thought of a way out while they talked, but an answer did not come easily.
Escaping with a spatial teleportation relic was impossible. They wouldn't just stand by and watch.
A head-on fight was also hopeless.
‘No. Still, there must be a way?’
But just then, Lia, who had been standing blankly beside him, opened her mouth.
“Grand Duke Christian, I have something to ask you. Are we truly friends?”
“…In a situation like this, what kind of out-of-the-blue nonsense is that?”
He answered, mixed with irritation, but Lia did not withdraw her question.
“Please, answer me. It's important.”
“…Yes, we're friends. Why?”
“Hehe, I see.”
Lia smiled.
An incomprehensible sight.
“Actually, I have something to apologize to you for. Will you forgive me?”
And then.
At the ensuing scene, Chris’s eyes shot open.
Lia’s appearance began to change.
Flowing, blood-red hair, captivating, deep violet eyes.
An appearance that held a breathtaking, noble beauty, as if sculpted by the heavens themselves.
It was the face of Idrinne!
“This is…?”
“That's right. I'm sorry for deceiving you. I am Idrinne. I hid my identity because I was afraid you would be hostile to me if I appeared in my original form, but it just ended up staying that way.”
Chris fell silent.
Since he had already guessed to some extent, the shock was not that great.
Although he still couldn't believe that the ditz, Lia, was Idrinne.
“…I'll ask again. Am I still your friend?”
A faintly trembling voice.
Idrinne’s eyes, filled with anxiety, looked at him.
Just like the ditz, Lia.
Chris was silent for a moment, then answered.
“…Yes, you're still my friend.”
An unexpected answer.
Chris himself was surprised by his own answer.
In truth, his grudge toward the ‘Blood-Drenched Demon King’ had not emotionally disappeared.
Of course, he now fully knew that the events of the past were not Idrinne’s fault, but this was a matter of emotions engraved on his soul, separate from reason, so he could not easily shake it off.
But despite that.
“…You're my suc—... I mean, you're my friend.”
The fondness he had felt for the ditz, Lia, was not a lie either.
She was, indeed, his sucker.
“Hehe, thank you.”
Lia, no, Idrinne smiled.
Was it because her appearance had changed?
It was the same foolish smile, but it felt more captivating than silly like before.
“Do you remember the bet from before?”
“I remember. Stop with the useless talk and let's find a way to escape….”
“I'm going to use that request now.”
“What…?”
“I will hold these bastards back, so you get away alive.”
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                    Chris’s eyes widened.
Idrinne gave a faint smile, then took the pearl earring on her ear in her hand.
It was the spatial teleportation relic that Chris had gifted her a short while ago.
Swoosh.
Reacting to Idrinne’s Blood Progenitor Arts, the blood-red crest engraved inside the pearl earring began to swirl.
“Wait, stop!”
Chris shouted urgently.
This necklace could only teleport a single person.
In other words, Idrinne intended to stay behind and save only Chris.
“It’s alright.”
“What are you!”
“Didn’t you tell me? That friends are beings who give to each other endlessly.”
The smile on Idrinne’s face deepened.
“Do you know? The short time I spent with you, I was truly happy. In a way, I have received a great grace from you. So, now it is my turn to give to you.”
“What kind of damn nonsense are you…!”
But the vortex enveloped Chris.
Just then, the Cardinal of the Mystic Demonic House frowned.
[You are trying to do something futile. There is no way I would just stand by and watch a spatial teleportation, is there?]
The Cardinal was about to twist the phase of the subspace to block the teleportation, but suddenly, an anomaly occurred.
Jolt.
The Cardinal’s power stopped.
As if something massive had seized him.
‘Don't tell me, this is?’
The Cardinal’s eyes widened.
“Trying to harm my friend is something I cannot forgive.”
Idrinne said in a chilling voice.
And at the same time, fwaat! Chris's form disappeared, having teleported.
A stillness descended.
The Cardinal let out a hollow laugh.
“How truly remarkable. To think you would receive the help of a devil to save Grand Duke Christian.”
That's right.
The reason Idrinne had been able to get Chris to escape was thanks to the power of a devil.
Because she, too, was a devil contractor.
[But the contract you made was not one that could be used in this way, was it? You have overexerted yourself.]
The contract Idrinne had made was a contract ‘for the sake of protecting the Blood Sword Demonic House’.
Therefore, there was a restriction that she could only use her power for the sake of the Blood Sword Demonic House.
A situation like the current one was outside the scope of the contract.
[It seems you borrowed this power by promising to pay a greater price. Are you not afraid?]
“It doesn't matter.”
Idrinne opened her mouth.
“I am fated to be ruined anyway. Nothing will change just because my situation becomes a little more horrific here.”
Yes.
With this choice, she would face an even harsher fate, but she did not regret it.
[Kukuk, how foolish. No matter how much you struggle, Grand Duke Christian will not be able to escape our grasp.]
He was right.
For a start, the spatial teleportation relic Idrinne had used was not for long distances.
It had only moved him to a nearby location, so if the Mystic Demonic House were to begin their pursuit, he would be caught in no time.
[In any case, you, too, are an excellent vessel. I suppose we will have to capture you first, then go and capture Grand Duke Christian.]
As the Cardinal gestured, the priests stepped forward.
They, too, were monsters who had made contracts with devils.
[The great devils will be pleased, so capture her with as few injuries as possible.]
The priests charged.
However.
Something unbelievable happened.
Idrinne drew her sword, and.
Paaaaaaah!
The Cardinal’s eyes widened.
A storm of blood bloomed.
It was the priests’ blood.
Severed hands and feet flew into the air, and the surroundings were thickly dyed in blood.
From within the scattering blood, Idrinne stared coldly at the Cardinal.
It was a chilling gaze, with the ditz-like appearance she had shown to Chris having vanished without a trace.
“You’re going to capture Christian? You? How?”
Step.
Idrinne took a step forward.
From her violet eyes, a deep, evil energy began to flow.
She was manifesting the power of a devil.
“Because you are all going to die here?”
A low, heavy voice.
And for that reason, an even more hair-raising voice, at which the Cardinal’s expression hardened.
Chris had overlooked it, but.
Lia, no, Idrinne was no ditz.
That was a side she showed only to Christian.
She was the one who had committed the most slaughter of anyone in the Four Kings' Castle.
The Murderer of Blood.
The Vampire of Slaughter.
The Princess of Bloodletting.
Those were the nicknames she was called in the Four Kings' Castle.
The reason the Blood Sword Demonic House, which was incomparably inferior to the Necromancy and Curse houses, had been able to maintain its existence until now was precisely because of her.
Her original level was that of entering 8-Star.
However, when she used the authority received from the devil, she could wield a power that approached High 8-Star.
Of course, the more she used it, the harsher the ruin she would face. But she had endured it all for the sake of her house.
And this time, she had drawn her sword for Christian.
“I will never let you touch Christian.”
Paaaat! The surroundings were dyed in blood-red.
The priests of the Heretical Order screamed.
It was as Idrinne stood tall like a noble rose, carrying out a brutal slaughter.
Suddenly, an anomaly occurred.
[Kukuk, as expected, a beautiful appearance befitting the original 'vessel'. Excellent. For now, we will make you the vessel first. There's no harm in having many vessels, after all.]
Wooooooong!
The magic circle that had been installed on the floor suddenly began to emit the energy of Gehenna.
“!!”
Idrinne’s eyes widened, and the Cardinal wore a fanatical expression.
[Ah, praise the advent of darkness. Both you and Grand Duke Christian will become the protagonists of our great work.]
With that declaration, the energy of Gehenna that had bloomed from the magic circle descended upon Idrinne.
* * *
“!!”
Chris’s eyes shot open.
Shaking off his dizziness, he saw he was near the ruins.
‘Damn it, I didn't tell her to do that, and she goes and pulls a foolish stunt on her own!’
Chris decided to go back.
It wasn't just because he couldn't stand by and watch her sacrifice.
‘Idrinne, too, is a vessel for the Mystic Demonic House. If she's caught instead of me, I don't know what might happen.’
In the worst-case scenario, the ‘Blood-Drenched Demon King’ could be born into the world again.
However, Chris paused at the entrance of the ruins.
Something about the presence felt strange.
‘…Is this the energy of a devil?’
He could feel a demonic energy so intense that it could be felt even from the surface far away.
‘It’s not the energy of those bastards from the Mystic Demonic House.’
The Mystic Demonic House was different from ordinary devil contractors, so the demonic energy felt from them had its own unique quality.
‘It’s the energy of the devil Idrinne contracted with.’
Chris’s expression turned heavy.
She was even using the power of a devil to save him.
But then, the situation changed again.
Rumble!
“!!”
Suddenly, the surroundings vibrated as if an earthquake had struck.
Following that, an explosive energy from Gehenna began to leak out, as if a volcano had erupted.
‘The magic circle in the ruins has activated!’
He didn't know exactly what kind of magic circle those bastards from the Mystic Demonic House had installed.
However, it was clear that if he left it as it was, something irreversible would happen.
‘I have to stop it at once!’
But suddenly, a ghastly voice was heard.
[…St…op.]
“!!”
It was the devil of the 7th Circle, Mefina!
Chris wore a surprised expression.
She hadn't appeared for a long time, so he had thought she had lost interest.
“What is it?”
[I came to stop you. If you go in there… you absolutely must not.]
“Do you think I would listen to the words of a bastard like you?”
Chris scoffed, but Mefina spoke in a heavy voice.
[This time… you must listen. The moment you set foot in there, you will become a tool for the world's end.]
They were words that were difficult to ignore.
“Speak clearly. No, what is it that you devils want?”
Chris asked what he had been curious about for a long time.
[The details, I cannot tell you, due to the law of causality. In any case, you will naturally come to know the entire truth as you walk your own fated path.]
“……”
[What fate you will meet depends on what you do. Infinite possibilities are open to you. But as things are now, you will be reduced to a mere tool for the world's end.]
Chris was silent.
‘What kind of devil is Mefina?’
A devil who was originally of a great rank but fell to the 7th Circle for some reason.
He had a guess that Mefina’s fall to the 7th Circle was related to this ‘fate’ she was speaking of.
‘In any case, this isn't something I can just ignore.’
Even if it weren't for Mefina's warning, his soul was screaming.
That he had to get out of this place at once.
That the moment he set foot inside, it would be irreversible.
However.
“No, I'm going.”
[…You bastard?]
“I have to go.”
Yes.
It would be horrifically dangerous.
But at the same time, he had this intuition.
That if not now, it would be irreversible.
That he had to endure any danger.
[Fine. I understand. I knew there was no way you would listen to my words anyway. You have not followed them even once.]
But then, Mefina said something unexpected.
[I, too, will grant you my aid. This much intervention should be fine.]
“Aid?”
Chris frowned.
[Your opinion does not matter. The fate you will face is important to me as well.]
“Wait?”
But Mefina disappeared without answering.
‘What is she planning to do?’
Chris frowned.
Help from a devil. He was wary, but it didn't seem like it would be harmful.
Mefina was also somewhat different from other devils.
‘Let’s go in.’
Chris took a deep breath.
He could feel a terrifying energy flowing out from within.
He had made his decision, but a sense of crisis overwhelmed him.
‘…Can I survive this?’
This time, he had an intuition that he truly couldn't guarantee it.
But just then, he heard a voice he had never imagined.
“Christian.”
“!!”
Chris’s eyes flew open in surprise.
It was Evan!
“No, how are you here?”
“It seemed like you were in danger, so I borrowed a relic from the money-grubber and rushed over.”
An astounding story.
Since the two had a master-vassal relationship, they could sense when the other was in danger, and he had rushed over to help.
It wasn't just Evan.
“I have come as well.”
A woman with a haughty impression.
It was Ranya.
She was dressed even more splendidly than usual.
Chris spoke with a surprised expression.
“Were you at a banquet or something? You seem so relaxed. If I were as untalented as you, I don't think I'd be able to sleep at night. Or, have you realized your own shortcomings and decided to quit being a mage?”
“Jeez, I went to all the trouble of coming here, and this is how you greet me? Are you going to keep spouting such rude nonsense?”
“Ranya, Christian is deliberately acting like that because he's worried about you. It's because he wants you to strive even harder.”
“Have you lost your mind, Brother Evan?”
Ranya shouted at Evan as if he were the most infuriating person in the world, but Evan paid her no mind and gave an expression that said, ‘Christian, I know your true heart.’
“In any case, you should consider it an honor that this genius mage has graced you with her presence. This time, I'll be sure to crush that arrogant nose of yours.”
At the sight of Ranya snapping open her fan and raising her chin haughtily, Chris let out a chuckle.
‘Ah, it feels like the old days.’
For some reason, it felt nostalgic.
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                    But on the contrary, his heart sank.
“No, you two stay back.”
“…What did you say?”
“I can handle this alone.”
“!!”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth. Annoyingly so.
“I don't need your worthless help. In fact, you'll just be a bother, so go back.”
The faces of the two hardened.
However.
Evan frowned and looked straight at Chris.
“You're lying again.”
“…I'm serious.”
“Look me straight in the eye. Aren't you trying to take on this danger alone because you're worried about us?”
Ranya also flushed red and huffed.
“What do you take this genius mage for, to dare say such arrogant things? Enough. You just be prepared to be amazed by my genius.”
When it didn't work at all, Chris let out a sigh.
‘I have a bad feeling about this.’
If the worst-case scenario he was imagining had really happened.
Everyone here could be annihilated.
However.
“Christian, who are we?”
“…Evan and Ranya.”
“No, we are your comrades. In other words, we exist to be your strength.”
“!!”
Evan said with a resolute gaze.
“Above all, I believe in you. You are the Hero chosen by the world. No matter what danger lies below, you will overcome it. And we will be the strength that allows you to perform that miracle.”
“No, I’m not so much a comrade as someone who came to properly teach you of my greatness. In any case, I won't let you be the only one acting all high and mighty.”
At the stubbornness of the two, a smirk leaked from Chris’s lips.
‘Well, it was always like this in the old days, too.’
When had it ever not been dangerous when he was with Evan?
He had always had to face enemies that surpassed his own limits, and he had to perform a miracle every time.
Because that is the burden of a Hero.
‘Of course, I'm a fake Hero, but.’
Having made his decision, Chris spoke.
“Fine. But if you die, I'll turn you into an undead and work you to the bone, so be prepared.”
At that threat, Evan nodded his head.
“See, Ranya? Christian's heart, worrying about us. Isn't it just as I told you?”
“Ah, Brother Evan! My ears are going to bleed, so please just stop!”
“Hmph, Ranya. Christian is truly, with all his heart….”
“Aaargh!”
“…It was all my fault. I'll shut up, so let's just go in.”
The three of them entered the ruins.
However, an anomaly had occurred.
‘This is?’
The form of the ruins had changed.
Its original form had vanished without a trace, and it had changed into a world of ash.
‘The scenery of Gehenna?’
Black blood squelched under his feet, and from far away, he could hear horrific screams like auditory hallucinations.
It was the ‘encroachment’ phenomenon, where Gehenna overlaps with reality.
‘Why all of a sudden? Don't tell me, really?’
Chris moved forward, his face pale and hard.
Soon, a tragic sight, difficult to look at, appeared.
There were corpses.
Torn to pieces, without even their proper forms intact.
‘The Order of Heretic Priests.’
What was even more surprising was the fact that the infamous fanatics, the combat priests of the Mystic Demonic House, had not even been able to put up a proper resistance.
It seemed they had been unilaterally trampled and met their deaths.
As if they had not been granted an easy death, horrific pain was etched on all of their faces.
And then.
From the other side, a fanatical laugh was heard.
[Kukuk. Kikik. Ah… how truly beautiful. Ah, how marvelous.]
It was the Cardinal of the Mystic Demonic House.
However, his appearance was tragic, completely different from when he had first appeared.
The wings on his back were all torn, and none of his four limbs were intact.
Half of his face was also torn off, and his neck was held in someone’s hand.
It was ‘Idrinne’.
She looked at the Cardinal with eyes devoid of any emotion, and then,
Snap.
An evil energy flared up, and she crushed the Cardinal's body as if squashing an insect underfoot.
The horrific thing was that the process was proceeding very slowly.
So slowly that he could vividly feel his remaining bones and organs being ground to dust and bursting.
The Cardinal, with a mouth that no longer even had a proper shape, burst into a mad laugh.
[Aaaaaah… i-it is an honor. Hahaha. G-great… one. Fulfill the great... wor…]
SQUISH!
Afterward, a stillness descended. And Idrinne slowly turned her gaze.
Lifeless eyes, completely different from when they had parted.
‘Damn it.’
Chris bit his lip hard.
It was a familiar sight.
One he had seen countless times in his past life.
The ‘Blood-Drenched Demon King’ had descended.
* * *
[Christian, is it?]
‘Idrinne’ raised the corner of her mouth.
Coldly.
Just like the Blood-Drenched Demon King in his past life.
[So you're the one this child held so dear. It will be rewarding to kill you.]
“…Are you a devil?”
[Yes, I am this child's master.]
“How did you descend? It should be impossible for a being of your rank to interfere with the mortal plane.”
This was different from the devil that had appeared in the Karn Empire's imperial palace a short while ago.
It was a ‘Great Rank’, no less.
Even after the boundary of the Three Realms had collapsed, it was nearly impossible for a ‘Great Rank’ to interfere with the mortal plane, wasn't it?
[It is thanks to a loophole in the contract.]
Perhaps thinking of him as a toy already in its grasp?
The devil explained willingly.
[In exchange for receiving my power, this child agreed to face the most horrific ruin she could imagine. In that case, what would be the worst possible ruin this child could face?]
The devil smiled with a mischievous expression.
[It is to bring about a horrific ruin with her own hands. Because this child possesses a character more virtuous than anyone else in this world.]
“!!”
The devil stretched out its hand and stroked the body of Idrinne that it was inhabiting.
[Now, this child will have to watch as she kills the ones she holds dear with her own hands. Until the world is destroyed. Even now, she is screaming at me, begging me to save you. Isn't it just lovely?]
A horrific story.
It was a typical trick of a devil.
Pretending to grant a desperate wish, only to end up crushing them in the worst way possible.
“…You approached her with intent. To take Idrinne’s body.”
[Yes, that is correct. This child is a vast vessel, enough to contain my rank. She will now become my incarnation and fulfill the great work of our Gehenna.]
The devil nodded its head in affirmation.
[Originally, there was still time, but the children of the Mystic Demonic House did something admirable and allowed us to move up the schedule. I gave them a special reward for their efforts, so they must have all died happily.]
Chris asked, as if he couldn't understand.
“…Do you think the Celestial Realm will just stand by and watch while you in Gehenna do this?”
No matter that it was based on a contract, and that it wasn't a direct manifestation but the use of an incarnation, it was a clear violation of the law of causality.
However.
[There is no reason for the Celestial Realm to step in.]
“…What?”
[Because what the Celestial Realm desires is not so different from what we desire.]
“!!”
They were words heavy with meaning.
That the Celestial Realm, too, desired the destruction of the world.
‘What?’
Just then, the devil said something unexpected.
[Do you know why I am bothering to tell you all this? It is because I covet you.]
“!!”
[This child's vessel is also excellent, but it cannot compare to you. You are the child chosen by the prophecy.]
A prophecy.
Another incomprehensible story came up.
Come to think of it, the Cardinal of the Mystic Demonic House had said something similar before.
[I shall grant you a glorious opportunity. Offer your all to me and become the protagonist of the great work.]
The devil continued.
[In the new world that will come after the apocalypse, you will become a being more revered than any other. If you are concerned about your loved ones, do not worry. I will make a special promise to grant them a peaceful death.]
“…You're spouting madness.”
It was not worth listening to.
[Hehe. Yes. Well, I suppose we can take our time. After I capture you, I will tear apart your loved ones one by one before your eyes and give you pain. As you listen to the screams of your loved ones, you, too, will have a change of heart.]
A horrific idea, just as expected of a devil.
‘Can I face it?’
Chris narrowed his eyes and observed Idrinne.
‘She hasn't properly become the Blood-Drenched Demon King yet.’
Right now, the devil had chosen not to descend itself, but to use Idrinne as its puppet incarnation.
Therefore, she was not yet complete.
‘Still, it's impossible for us to face her.’
He could feel a power that was approximately close to entering 9-Star.
On the other hand, on his side, Chris was at the level of entering 8-Star, and the other two were at 7-Star.
It was a gap that they absolutely could not overcome.
Chris muttered to himself.
‘Mefina, are you listening?’
[…You call my name… too casually.]
‘I have something to ask. Are you on the same side as that devil?’
Mefina was silent for a moment.
[No. Just because we are... devils, does not mean we all think the same.]
‘Are you sure? Can you swear it on your name?’
He could feel a ghastly energy, as if Mefina were angered.
[Yes… I can. In the first place... the very reason I fell to the 7th Circle was for trying to go against a predetermined fate.]
Chris nodded at those words.
‘I’m not keen on receiving a devil’s help, but.’
He thought of it as using one bug to get rid of another.
‘At the moment I give the word, can you interfere with that devil’s power with your authority?’
[…Interfering with that one directly will not be easy. That one, too, is of a Great Rank. It will take a great toll on me as well.]
That was only natural.
But Chris deliberately let out a sneer.
‘I was thinking of graciously accepting your help, but you're useless. If you're not even going to be of help at the decisive moment, then why the hell have you been bothering me all this time?’
[!!]
‘Don't even think of showing your face around me from now on.’
At Chris’s provocation, Mefina emitted a fierce presence.
[How… dare you. To me. Fine. I will do it. However, keep in mind that it will only be possible for a fleeting moment.]
Chris nodded.
This time, he spoke to Ranya and Evan.
“Are you two ready?”
“Ready when you are. Do not worry.”
Evan nodded firmly, and while Ranya looked intimidated, she forced herself to raise her chin haughtily.
“I-I'm ready, too. I'll show you... h-how amazing I am. Ah, stop looking at me like I'm so pathetic, will you? I'm not scared, okay? I'm really not!!”
Chris nodded.
He could trust the two of them.
Now, what remained depended on what he did.
“I will take the vanguard.”
Evan drew his sword and stepped forward.
It was the first time since his past life that the Hero's party was confronting the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
A look of interest appeared in the lifeless eyes of the Blood-Drenched Demon King as she looked at Evan.
[So you're the one who was originally the destined Hero.]
“What nonsense are you spouting? The Hero is not me, it is Christian.”
[…]
Evan firmly denied the words of the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
“It doesn't matter how great a devil you are. In the end, you will kneel before Christian.”
It was as the Blood-Drenched Demon King let out a laugh of disbelief.
Kwaaaang!
A flame flashed like lightning and struck Idrinne’s face.
From behind, Ranya had launched a surprise 7-Star, miracle-class fire magic.
Ranya raised her chin haughtily.
“How do you like that? The skill of this genius mage?”
But when the flames cleared and Idrinne stared at her coldly, her face perfectly fine without even a speck of ash on it, she gulped and backed away.
“Ohoho. That was just a greeting. No need to glare at me like that.”
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                    “I told you not to look! What are you going to do about it, you… you punk! Brother Evan, what are you doing?! Aren't you going to punish that devil!”
Fwaat!
Evan’s sword flashed.
The Sword of the Distant Sea.
It was a unique will-technique that dealt a fatal blow to beings of evil, but it had no effect at all on the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
She didn't even raise a hand to defend, and it was blocked just by her deploying her evil energy.
[How dull.]
The Blood-Drenched Demon King beckoned with her finger.
Simultaneously, fwoosh, her evil energy spread like fire, and the surroundings were dyed in blood-red.
Within the blood-red world, a star rose and began to emit a sinister energy.
‘Scream of Frenzy!’
It was the Domain of Dominion of the Blood-Drenched Demon King, which he had experienced several times in his past life.
‘She's planning to completely toy with us.’
The Scream of Frenzy was a Domain of Dominion that broke down the mind amidst a soul-crushing terror.
In his past life, the Blood-Drenched Demon King had never eliminated her enemies easily, but enjoyed driving them into despair and then thoroughly toying with them.
‘I’ll be fine, but the two of them won't be able to last long.’
The Scream of Frenzy could not be overcome simply by having strong mental power.
Like a miracle that ignores the laws of nature, it unconditionally engraves fear upon the soul, regardless of mental strength.
Indeed, the complexions of Evan and Ranya began to turn pale.
But both of them were the Heroes of a past life.
Enduring the fear that gnawed at their minds, they launched their offensive again.
Paaaaaaah!!
The mana of light and powerful magic spells rushed toward the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
The secret arts of the renowned swordsmanship house and the spells of the Celestial Magic Tower.
However, the Blood-Drenched Demon King blocked the attacks of the two with a nonchalant expression.
The attacks of Evan and Ranya right now held a powerful might that no one could easily ignore, but it was as if she were facing a child.
[Try to put a little more strength into it.]
As she beckoned with her finger again, the atmosphere changed.
A heavy air settled upon the blood-red world, and a pressure as if their internal organs were being squeezed began to crush the three of them.
‘Domain Overlap!’
She had deployed another Domain of Dominion on top of the first.
The domain the Blood-Drenched Demon King deployed this time was the ‘Ruin of Blood’.
It was a powerful, miracle-class domain technique that placed the opponent's blood under her control, crushing them from within their own body.
“Everyone, get inside!!”
Fwoooosh!!
A domain of darkness spread out from around Chris.
The momentum of the blood-red world faltered for a moment, but the Blood-Drenched Demon King twisted the corner of her mouth.
[That is not enough. Try to struggle as hard as you can.]
Blood flowers began to bloom all around the domain of darkness.
It was another Domain of Dominion, the ‘Flowers of Destruction’.
The flowers of blood, which destroyed everything they touched as their name suggested, began to touch and destroy Chris’s Domain of Dominion.
“What? A monster like that? Even if she's the incarnation of a devil? Even the Master of the Magic Tower isn't at that level?”
Ranya wore a horrified expression.
She cleared her throat to hide her agitation and said.
“…Ahem, this is no good. This genius mage has determined that it would be best to make a strategic retreat for today.”
“After acting so high and mighty, you’re already scared?”
“I-it’s not fear…! I’m suggesting a tactical retreat. Don't you know strategy? When at a disadvantage, one must know how to plan for the future.”
“No, if we miss this moment, we won't get another chance.”
The Blood-Drenched Demon King would only grow stronger and stronger.
Right now, having just become an incarnation, was when she was at her most vulnerable.
Just then, Evan spoke.
“Christian, it is true that you seem to be struggling. But I will trust and follow you. Is there a chance of victory?”
Chris was silent for a moment, then answered.
“About ten percent.”
“!!”
Yes.
That was the possibility Chris had calculated.
‘To be honest, even that is a high estimate. We can only succeed if a miracle of miracles occurs.’
Ranya’s complexion turned pale.
In the moment she was about to shout something, Evan stepped forward.
“Ten percent. That should be more than enough.”
“Brother Evan? Have you gone mad? You do know that ten percent means we'll fail nine times out of ten, right?”
Ranya gave him a look as if he were crazy, but Evan just quietly shook his head.
“We just have to succeed that one time. If it's Christian, it is more than possible.”
A voice full of conviction.
‘…To be honest, I’m not confident this time, either.’
At Evan’s infinite trust, Christian wore an awkward expression for a moment.
‘In any case, since he’s gone this far, I can't fail.’
Beside him, Evan spoke.
“Tell us what we should do. We will follow your orders.”
“Open a path with all your might. I will take care of the rest.”
Evan nodded.
“This is the ultimate secret art of our renowned swordsmanship house, the Sword of the Emperor.”
A majestic energy began to surge into Evan’s sword.
Ranya had a horrified look on her face, as if it were reckless, then bit her lip hard.
“Ugh, if a person like me were to die in a place like this, it would be a great loss for humanity. I don't know anymore either. I will now use this genius's trump card magic, 'The Abstract Parade of Distorted Shaking'!”
The spatial-type magic that Ranya had personally created began to unfold.
A terrifying power surged, centering on the two of them.
But the Blood-Drenched Demon King just wore a languid expression, not moving an inch.
As if to say that something of that level could not pose any threat to her.
Just then, an anomaly occurred.
The Domain of Dominion that Christian had deployed began to change.
It began to contain a ‘meaning’.
Countless stars began to rise from within the darkness.
It was the ‘Dominion of Seven Colors’.
A domain that placed all the energies of the world under its control.
Among the many stars that had risen in the great darkness, the star of sublime radiance and the transparent star of no attribute shone as if they were worshiping the great darkness.
Simultaneously, the great darkness deepened. As if bestowing a blessing upon the vassals that had submitted to it.
The light of the star of radiance and the star of no attribute grew ever more brilliant, and the powers of Evan and Ranya began to grow stronger.
It was the effect of the Dominion of Seven Colors, which amplified the powers under its command.
[!!]
Perhaps judging that she could no longer just ignore them as she had been?
For the first time, the expression of the Blood-Drenched Demon King changed.
Just then, Christian caused another anomaly.
Paaaaaaah!
A light burst from Christian’s body.
It was not the mana of radiance.
It was the power of the Constellation that his soul possessed.
The power of the Constellation was the authority of blessing.
It resided in Evan and Ranya, and the effect of the Dominion of Seven Colors and the blessing of the Constellation created a synergy, amplifying the power of the two to a level that was incomparable to before.
To a level unimaginable for a 7-Star to deploy.
Paaaaaaah!
With a roar that seemed to tear the air, Evan’s aura flew forward.
A powerful sword strike like the step of an emperor that would crush everything in its path.
Ranya’s spatial-type magic followed behind it.
Space began to vibrate.
Ranya's spatial magic, 'The Abstract Parade of Distorted Shaking', contrary to its childish nuance, was a name that intuitively expressed the magic's effect.
It distorts and shakes the very phase of space, destroying all that exists.
Even if that something was an abstract ‘will’.
The Sword of the Emperor cut through the Domain of Dominion deployed by the Blood-Drenched Demon King, and Ranya’s spatial-type magic began to break down the domain where an opening had been exposed.
[Not bad.]
The Blood-Drenched Demon King raised her hand.
It was not the indifferent face from before, but neither was it a face that felt threatened.
To be precise, it was closer to ‘interest’.
Like a cruel child who has discovered an unexpected amusement in the boring game of tearing the legs off an ant.
[Try taking this as well.]
Fwoooosh.
A blood-red flame rose up on the hand of the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
The small flame that had risen grew in an instant as if oil had been poured on it, and soon, it covered their surroundings.
It was another Domain of Dominion, the ‘Hellfire of Blood’.
A flame of blood that only brought forth destruction, a more enhanced version of the ‘Flowers of Destruction’ she had deployed before.
Ranya urgently deployed a defensive magic, but the moment it touched the flame, it was instantly shattered to pieces.
A terrifying power.
In the moment Ranya’s eyes widened, her face pale, Chris moved.
He jumped straight into the flames.
Like a moth diving into a flame.
“D-danger!!”
“Christian!!”
Ranya and Evan cried out in shock, but Christian did not stop.
Instead, he brought out an unexpected power.
The power of blood, the Blood Progenitor Arts.
‘The Blood Progenitor Arts that devil is using right now are not perfect.’
An unexpected statement.
When she was unleashing such a terrifying attack?
However.
‘Blood Progenitor Arts are not such a brutish art.’
He hadn't known before.
But now, Chris knew what the true meaning of the Blood Progenitor Arts was.
Because there was someone who had taught him.
‘Compared to the Blood Progenitor Arts that Lia showed me, this is nothing more than a trivial display.’
Before.
One of the reasons he had not been able to suspect ‘Lia’ was because of her Blood Progenitor Arts.
Lia’s Blood Progenitor Arts and the Blood-Drenched Demon King’s Blood Progenitor Arts were completely different.
If Lia’s Blood Progenitor Arts were like a masterpiece of the highest art, then the Blood-Drenched Demon King’s was.
‘Nothing more than a power that has been forcibly amplified by the strength of a devil.’
The ‘Hellfire of Blood’ she had just deployed was a prime example.
There was no true meaning of the Blood Progenitor Arts in that power of destruction.
It was just filled with the ruin of a devil.
‘Therefore, I can overcome it.’
The voice from when Lia had taught him echoed in Chris’s ears.
A novel experience where the great Chris had found it difficult to follow the teachings.
-The root of Blood Progenitor Arts is life. For blood is life. However, this life means both living and dying. Which of the two to focus on is the choice of the practitioner.
Lia had shown him her Blood Progenitor Arts.
Clear, transparent blood.
-My Blood Progenitor Arts are rooted in life. Because my goal is to save my house, even if I have to sacrifice myself.
The Blood Progenitor Arts that the Blood-Drenched Demon King was currently wielding were based on that ‘Lia’s’ Blood Progenitor Arts.
She was using a horrific power of destruction with blood that was more noble and brilliant than anyone's.
It could be called a completely mismatched use.
Thanks to that, a gap existed.
Of course, to the Great Rank moving Lia's body, it was a gap as small as a speck of dust, not even worth paying attention to.
But Chris was different.
He possessed an ability more excellent than anyone else in this world at digging into the openings created by such gaps.
‘My Blood Progenitor Arts are also based on life.’
Life was the will to save.
‘Lia’s’ Blood Progenitor Arts, which were being forcibly commanded by the power of a devil, reacted to Chris’s will to save.
Of course, it was just a faint reaction.
But Chris did not miss that opening and dug in.
Paaaaaaah!
The authority of domination of his Dark Demonic Energy resided in his Blood Progenitor Arts, and it broke down the Hellfire of Blood that the Blood-Drenched Demon King had deployed.
[!!]
The Blood-Drenched Demon King frowned.
[Petty tricks.]
It was a great feat, but that was as far as it went.
It was in the moment that the Blood-Drenched Demon King was about to draw up her evil energy and strike Christian.
“Mefina!! Now!!”
[…Under…stood.]
Jolt!
The movements of the Blood-Drenched Demon King suddenly stopped.
Mefina had sealed the energy of the Great Rank that was controlling the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
[…Mefina? How dare you. For a mere aberration.]
[Shut… up. In the past, you were a lowly bastard who wouldn't have even been able to look at me properly.]
[That may have been true in the past. But you are a fallen being. To think you would stand against me, when you are a being destined to defy fate and fall into the bottomless pit.]
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                    The Blood-Drenched Demon King staggered and drew up her power again.
She was shaking off Mefina's seal.
However, her power was markedly reduced compared to before.
‘I can't miss this chance!’
The time Mefina could bind her was fleeting.
He had to settle this within that time.
Paaaaaaah!
Chris's sword rushed toward the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
But the Blood-Drenched Demon King was not just taking it.
She raised her hand and blocked Chris’s sword. Tense, without a sign of being pushed back.
No, on the contrary, even with her power sealed, she was still overwhelming Christian.
Christian bit his lip and deployed his Domain of Dominion.
He intended to pressure the Blood-Drenched Demon King with the dominion of his Dark Demonic Energy.
But the Blood-Drenched Demon King deployed her own Domain of Dominion in response.
The two Domains of Dominion began a power struggle to seize the initiative.
Even in a situation where her power was sealed by Mefina, the energy of the Blood-Drenched Demon King’s Domain of Dominion overwhelmed Chris’s.
However, the true value of Chris's Domain of Dominion was the ‘meaning’ that resided within it.
The meaning of ‘dominion’ suppressed the ‘ruin’ of the Blood-Drenched Demon King, and little by little, the complexion of the Blood-Drenched Demon King turned pale.
On top of that, there were hands helping Christian.
“I, too, will lend my strength!!”
“I'm here, too! You devil! Engrave the greatness of this genius mage upon your eyes!!”
Evan and Ranya pressured the Blood-Drenched Demon King together.
‘We can do this.’
Paaaaaaah!
Chris put all his strength into his domain and pressured the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
His insides churned from the excessive use of energy, but he forcibly endured it.
Little by little.
But surely, the Blood-Drenched Demon King began to show signs of defeat.
‘This is the end.’
Christian aimed his holy sword.
The mana of brilliant radiance gathered.
It was the miracle technique that annihilates evil, the Evil Spirit Annihilation.
On top of that, the miracle technique that pierces the very essence of the opponent, Unified Pierce, was combined with it.
And on top of that, the Dominion of Seven Colors, which amplifies all kinds of power.
Kwaaaaaaaaaa!
An explosive power, containing all of his strength, rushed forward.
In the moment that bewilderment appeared on the face of the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
Tak.
Chris’s sword stopped.
Caught in the fingers of the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
“!!”
Chris’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
The Blood-Drenched Demon King gave a sneering smile.
[That was quite amusing. Did you have fun, too? Your antics, running wild without knowing your place, were so ridiculous that I decided to play along.]
Meaning that the appearance of her being pushed back was all an act to mock them.
‘…I can't feel Mefina's energy anymore.’
At some point, unable to withstand the power of the devil before them, she had disappeared.
[It was fun, but I suppose it’s about time to end this. There are many things to be done for the great work of our Gehenna.]
Crack!
As the Blood-Drenched Demon King clenched her fist, Chris’s sword broke in two.
It was a holy sword of at least an intermediate rank, but she had broken it as if snapping a twig.
Gwoooo!
A thick, evil energy descended, and the bodies of the three froze stiff.
‘Damn.’
Chris’s complexion turned pale.
It was the end.
[I can't just kill you plainly. Now, what kind of pain does each of you prefer? Speak your wishes. I can bestow upon you any and all kinds of pain.]
The Blood-Drenched Demon King smiled with Idrinne’s face.
A hair-raising smile.
[Idrinne, the one this child cherished the most was you, Christian. I shall bestow upon you an even greater, special grace. Even now, Idrinne is wailing from within me. Begging me to save you.]
A display of horrifically wicked taste.
It was clear that the reason the Blood-Drenched Demon King had horrifically slaughtered the Blood Sword Demonic House in his past life was also to give pain to Idrinne.
[For a start, shall I cut off your necks first? Ah, you don't need to worry about dying just because your neck is cut. As long as I do not permit it, you will not be able to find peace.]
The Blood-Drenched Demon King raised her sword.
As if to savor a banquet.
‘Damn it. I can't let it end like this.’
Chris clenched his fists tightly.
There was one.
One method he could try.
But there was a fatal problem.
‘I can't save Idrinne.’
Originally, he had planned to save Idrinne somehow.
If he used the method he was thinking of now, Idrinne would fall into Gehenna as she was.
But there was nothing more he could do.
‘Damn it.’
Paaaat!
The Blood-Drenched Demon King swung her sword down.
Precisely toward Christian’s neck.
It was as he gritted his teeth and was about to use the final means he had left.
An unexpected anomaly occurred.
The sword abruptly stopped in mid-air.
“??”
It was as everyone wore puzzled expressions.
The face of the Blood-Drenched Demon King flushed bright red.
The arm holding the sword trembled.
As if something were holding it by the hand.
[Y-you… what? How dare you?]
And then.
Something even more unbelievable happened.
Squish.
The Blood-Drenched Demon King stabbed the sword straight into her own chest!
“!!”
Drip-drip-drip.
Hot, fresh blood poured onto Christian's face.
‘What happened…?’
Chris wore a dazed expression for a moment.
The Blood-Drenched Demon King vomited a mouthful of blood and stammered.
“G-Grand Duke Christian.”
“!!”
It was Idrinne!
She had regained control of her body!
“Q-quickly… kill me.”
“You…?”
“Th-there’s no time. Quickly…!”
Idrinne’s eyes changed again.
Back to the Blood-Drenched Demon King.
[How… dare you… for a mere vessel to defy me….]
But it seemed she had not regained full control, as the body trembled, unable to move.
Then, for an instant, control returned to Idrinne.
“Q-quickly… please, I beg you.”
Idrinne looked at Christian with desperate eyes.
As if to say that she was fine.
At that gaze, Christian bit his lip hard.
He could easily kill the Blood-Drenched Demon King now.
And that was the right path.
However.
‘Damn it.’
Chris made a difficult choice.
“No, I will not kill you.”
He had decided to free Idrinne!
“W-what are you saying? Don't get any strange ideas and just kill me…! I don't want to harm you, my friend, with my own hands!”
Idrinne shouted desperately, but.
“Shut up! I will never let go of a sucker that has fallen into my hands!”
Yes.
This wasn't just because of pity.
‘To face the coming apocalypse, I need Idrinne.’
Soon.
The Mystic Demonic House will make its move.
The boundary of the Three Realms will collapse, and the entire continent will be engulfed in hellfire.
It would be impossible for Chris to stop that apocalypse alone.
He needed a sucker like Idrinne.
Of course, he knew it was a foolish gamble.
But it was fine.
‘I can do it. No, I will do it.’
Yes.
If he couldn't even accomplish something like this, he didn't deserve to be called a genius.
Chris’s hand covered Idrinne’s head.
Paaaaaaah!
He delved straight into Idrinne’s mind.
Idrinne’s mental world was covered in a suffocating evil energy.
Idrinne’s consciousness, without even a proper form remaining, flickered.
[W-what are you doing? Get back at once! At this rate, your mind will be devoured by the devil as well!!]
Delving into an opponent's mind meant that one's own mind would be completely exposed as well.
Of course, Chris’s mind possessed a vessel on a different dimension from a mortal’s, but his opponent was of a Great Rank.
There was no way he could win.
But Chris said something incomprehensible.
“There's no time, so I'll make this brief. Offer your soul to me.”
[What did you say…?]
“Swear it, right now! That you will offer your soul to me.”
It was nonsense.
She had already offered her soul to a devil of a Great Rank.
It was a story that should have been impossible to even establish, but.
“I'll take care of the rest. You just trust me and make the oath!”
[!!]
At his voice, filled with conviction, Idrinne’s consciousness trembled.
[I swear, I will offer my soul to you.]
Paaaaaaah!
A part of Idrinne’s mental world was dyed in Chris’s unique darkness.
But it was only a part.
Her entire consciousness was still under the devil’s heel.
It seemed that the part Chris’s darkness had delved into would soon be covered again by the devil’s energy.
[You are doing something foolish.]
The devil’s voice was heard like thunder.
[Do you think such a petty trick would work on me, the ruler of the 4th Circle, 'Encroaching Pain'?]
Chris just quietly shook his head.
“Of course, it would be impossible to free Idrinne from your grasp with a simple trick like this.”
[You know that well.]
“But I can shatter that great work of your Gehenna that you're so proud of.”
[…What did you say?]
An unexpected statement.
Chris suddenly brought out an unexpected weapon.
It was Andril!
Thanks to its authority called the 'Soul-Devouring Property', which allows it to directly delve into an opponent's mind and swallow their soul, he was able to manifest it even in this mental world.
[…Don't tell me, you bastard?]
“Yes, you must know what kind of weapon this is as well.”
Chris gave a smirk.
“With this soul-eating demonic sword, I will devour Idrinne's soul and annihilate it.”
[!!]
That's right.
The reason Chris had told Idrinne to offer her soul was precisely to feed her soul to Andril.
The soul and the body are not separate.
If the soul is annihilated, the body cannot remain intact, which would also put an end to her being used as a vessel.
[You bastard… do you think you will be unscathed after doing such a thing?]
“I don't care.”
Chris continued with a sneer.
“After I annihilate Idrinne, I, too, will offer my soul to Andril and make sure to land a blow on you somehow.”
[!!]
“Believe it or not, this is a soul that has transcended the rank of a mortal, so if I offer my soul to Andril, I should be able to deal you a considerable amount of damage.”
He could feel the devil hesitate.
It was a threat that not even a Great Rank could ignore.
Above all.
‘If I do this, Gehenna will lose all of its vessels.’
The Mystic Demonic House, or to be precise, Gehenna, had been targeting two vessels for its ‘great work’.
Chris and Idrinne.
However, if Chris were to annihilate Idrinne and then annihilate his own soul as well, Gehenna's plan would be completely warped.
Because there would not be another vessel like Chris and Idrinne in the world.
‘Of course, I don't want to die either.’
It was a bluff.
The reason he had not been certain of the success of this endeavor.
Depending on what choice that devil made, he could lose his life in vain.
However, Chris thought his gamble would work.
Because from Gehenna's perspective, the two of them were cards they could absolutely not afford to lose.
But then, the being let out a low laugh.
The mental world echoed as if with thunder.
[How dare you… try to mock me. Do you think I don't know your true intentions? It's useless to put up a bluff.]
“You're the one who's bluffing.”
[!!]
“The one in the difficult position right now isn't me. It's your side, Gehenna.”
There was one other reason Chris thought he had a chance of winning this gamble.
‘I have never lost a gamble before.’
Gambling is not a game of luck and probability.
It is a psychological battle.
And Chris possessed an ability more excellent than anyone at making his opponent move according to his will.
“Let's see, shall we?”
Chris suddenly swung Andril with a whoosh.
Toward Idrinne’s soul.
Crack!
Idrinne's soul split, and her spiritual form began to scatter.
It was a serious injury that could lead to her annihilation if left alone.
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                    However, an unexpected event occurred.
Paaaaaaah!
With a deep darkness, Idrinne's soul recovered again.
The devil could not just stand by and watch, and had made a move.
[You bastard….]
The devil uttered a ghastly voice.
However, Chris wore an even more relaxed expression.
It was a scene that clearly showed who had the upper hand between the two of them.
“Let me be honest. I don't want to die either. But I would rather die than let things go your way. Idrinne would want that as well.”
He was being sincere.
He could feel the being fall silent.
“I will count to three. Within that time, release Idrinne and be gone. Otherwise, you will lose all of your vessels.”
Woooooo.
Andril began to howl.
Its power was being unleashed.
“One.”
A low murmur.
The devil stood still, unmoving. As if it had no intention of obeying.
Chris, paying it no mind, continued his count.
“Two.”
Kiiiiiaaaaaaaah.
Perhaps rejoicing at the coming feast?
Andril let out a monstrous scream, as if it would tear souls apart.
An intense energy surged forth like a typhoon.
A suffocating tension descended.
The devil was still not moving.
This was the last chance.
He had to make a choice.
Whether to really annihilate Idrinne’s soul as he had said, and then offer his own as well.
Perhaps the devil was remaining still, thinking that Chris would not be able to do it.
However.
‘If you flinch, you lose.’
This was the Chris who had not lost even in a match against the greatest gambler in the Alliance in his past life.
He knew better than anyone that to back down now would be the end.
Whether it worked or not, even if it would lead to his own destruction, this was the time to go for it.
“Three. It's over.”
Paaaaaaaaaaah!!!!
Chris cleared his mind.
With the true intention of annihilating Idrinne and following her in death, he thrust his sword.
In the instant that Andril was about to pierce the core of Idrinne’s soul.
A low, heavy voice held him back.
[…Stop.]
Chris stared blankly at the devil.
[Insolent… bastard. As you wish, I will retreat this time.]
The devil’s energy began to fade.
It was really leaving Idrinne!
[However, do not rejoice. I have merely granted you a grace period.]
Chris let out a sneer.
“For a Great Rank, you talk too much. Shut your mouth with that third-rate villain talk and if you're going to leave, then leave.”
[!!]
To dare to mock a Great Rank.
The devil emitted a wrathful presence, but Chris wore an indifferent expression.
‘It's not like it would have treated me any better if I were polite anyway.’
The Great Rank spoke, as if in warning.
[…Be prepared. This child, and you, will both eventually become the tools of our Gehenna and the protagonists of the world's destruction.]
“You're the ones who should be prepared. As long as I am here, things will never go your way.”
[!!]
At Christian, who refused to back down to the very end, the surrounding space churned with a rumble, as if it were grinding its teeth.
But it could not actually make a move and disappeared.
Afterward, a stillness descended.
‘Hoo.’
Chris let out a low sigh.
Fortunately, things had worked out.
‘No, did they really work out?’
Just then, a trembling voice was heard.
“Why did you do such a reckless thing?!”
Idrinne’s consciousness appeared.
“Even if you do something like this, I can never be freed from that devil anyway.”
She wasn't wrong.
Chris looked around.
Idrinne’s mental world was still mostly dyed in the devil’s energy.
Only an extremely small part belonged to Chris’s darkness.
In other words, although the devil had temporarily left, her soul was still in the devil’s grasp.
-I have merely granted you a grace period.
‘The moment the dominion I've secured over Idrinne's soul disappears, it will be the end.’
The reason the devil had obediently retreated was because Chris could use his dominion over her soul to annihilate it with Andril.
But the dominion Chris had obtained was nothing but weak and unstable.
The dominion Chris had obtained through a 'trick' would, over time, naturally and little by little, be passed on to the rightful 'contractor', the devil, and at that time, the devil would descend upon Idrinne once again.
“Kill me now, while you still can! It’s not too late!”
Idrinne cried out with a desperate voice, but.
“No.”
“You?”
Idrinne’s eyes trembled.
“Why on earth, for my sake?”
“……”
Chris was silent for a moment.
‘…I think she's misunderstanding something.’
The biggest reason Chris was trying to save Idrinne was to make her his sucker.
Because Idrinne possessed the qualities to become a sucker even greater than Evan.
‘In terms of potential, the power she holds, and her foolish sucker-ness, she’s the best.’
Especially considering the coming apocalypse, she was a sucker he could absolutely not afford to lose.
And, above all.
“I will never let you be taken by the devil. Trust me.”
“!!”
This was his resolve.
‘I have to face Gehenna anyway.’
If he couldn't even manage to save her, he would not be able to save the world.
He had hardened his resolve with that thought, but for some reason?
Drip.
A tear trickled down from Idrinne’s eye.
As if she were moved.
‘…Uh, that’s not what I meant.’
It seemed the misunderstanding was growing deeper and deeper.
Chris hastily tried to clear it up.
“Don't worry about it. You're my suc—... friend. You can become a sucker... Ah, no, you can repay me as a friend.”
At those words, Idrinne wiped the corners of her eyes with her hand and nodded her head firmly.
“I understand. I will surely repay your grace. Be prepared. I will pay you back ten… no, a hundred, a thousand… no, even more than that.”
Idrinne cleared her throat, then carefully opened her mouth.
“By the way, I have something to ask you.”
“What is it?”
“…Are we still the most precious of friends?”
Idrinne asked, watching his reaction.
Chris had a bewildered expression.
He now knew that Lia and Idrinne were one and the same idiot.
“The most precious of friends? No, we're not.”
“N-no?”
Idrinne, with her statue-like face, wore a devastated expression, as if the sky were falling.
“D-don't lie! I know all about your feelings for me!”
“Well, think whatever you want. It's not like you're in elementary school.”
“Y-you're too much!!”
Idrinne cried out with a resolute face.
“I will repay the grace you've shown me a thousandfold in a grand fashion! I will show you my good and excellent side, and make you acknowledge me as your most precious person!”
Chris let out a sneer.
“Yes, yes. Do your best. I'll be going now. You get some rest, too.”
Having been dominated and exploited by the devil, Idrinne's soul had reached its limit.
Idrinne’s spiritual form began to grow faint.
“Be… pre… pared. When I… wake… up… I will… make you… my most… precious…”
“……”
At the sight of her not letting go of her obsession even as she lost consciousness, Chris wore a sour expression.
‘That somehow looks familiar.’
The method was different, but there was one other idiot of a similar level.
Paaaat!
Chris’s consciousness returned to reality.
When he came to his senses, Evan's face was right there.
It was this guy. An idiot on par with Idrinne.
After listening to Idrinne's mental assault, seeing Evan as soon as he opened his eyes made his head throb.
“Christian.”
“…Stop.”
“…Hm?”
“I know what you're going to say, so don't say it.”
Chris preemptively blocked Evan’s mental assault.
But Evan’s foolishness was even more powerful than he had thought.
“You're being shy. When you were just about to sacrifice yourself for the sake of the world again. Honestly, you. I understand. I'll pretend I don't know. However, do not worry. I will remember your noble heart.”
“……”
‘Throw away that Mind's Eye, you bastard.’
It was an Evan whose perception was getting worse by the day.
“…Anyway, let’s go.”
Christian looked down at the lower level of the ruins.
It was time to get his hands on his original objective, the ‘Life Vessels’.
* * *
There were a full fifteen Life Vessels in the ruins.
As explained before, the higher a lich’s level, the higher the purity of death energy they required, so the Life Vessels of the Twelve Legion Commanders and other high-ranking liches had been concentrated here.
‘Done.’
After the work was finished, Ranya and Evan returned to the Alliance’s side.
“Thank you.”
Before they parted, Chris expressed his sincere gratitude.
Evan nodded his head gruffly as if to say it was nothing, and Ranya raised her chin haughtily.
“So you finally admit it. The greatness of this genius mage! If you're grateful to me….”
“No, I was thanking Evan? To be honest, you didn't really do much, did you?”
“Hmph. It’s useless to pretend you’re not. I already know that you were amazed by me.”
Ranya, as if she had no intention of listening to whatever Chris said, wore an expression that said, ‘I am the best, no matter what’.
“Christian, you should be the one to understand. Ranya has a somewhat young and childish side to her. Ranya, you should learn from Christian.”
“Hey, what the shoe? Brother Evan? Please just shut up! You're the most annoying one here!”
At the sight of Ranya flaring up and huffing, Chris let out a chuckle.
‘Ranya is certainly brighter now. Because she hasn’t experienced ‘that incident’ yet.’
Soon.
Ranya would experience a horrific incident.
One where her entire world would collapse.
Unfortunately, there was no way to stop it.
It was already too late.
‘The most I can do is probably to minimize the aftermath so that Ranya doesn't break down.’
Afterward, the two returned to the Alliance’s side, and Chris brought all of the Life Vessels to the camp of the Dark Alliance.
And immediately, he broke three of the Life Vessels.
‘First, let's take down three.’
Chris whistled.
Although he couldn't see them, far away in the camp of the Four Kings' Castle, three liches must have met their end.
“Why don't you break them all at once?”
Count Khazar asked, as if puzzled.
“If I did that, it wouldn't be any fun, would it?”
Chris gave a smirk.
“Please relay this to those bastards from the Four Kings' Castle. That from now on, I will break one of these Life Vessels a day.”
The Four Kings' Castle showed an extremely enraged reaction.
But with hostages taken, they couldn't do anything.
Chris, as he had declared, leisurely smashed one Life Vessel a day.
‘Whose is this one? Well, does it matter?’
Crack!
It was after he had thus broken six Life Vessels.
“…Stop at once.”
An envoy from the Four Kings' Castle had come to see him.
* * *
‘A big shot has arrived.’
Chris whistled.
One of the Four Kings.
One of the four Archliches who stood at the pinnacle of the Necromancy Demonic House had come.
“For the 'Murderer of Silence', famous for being hard to move, to personally come to this place. How surprising. What is your business?”
As Chris asked with a sneer, the ‘Murderer of Silence’, Linote, spoke in a ghastly voice.
[Stop your atrocities at once.]
“What are you talking about?”
[Do you ask because you do not know? I warn you, if you do not hand over the Life Vessels right now….]
“Wait. Your tone is insolent.”
Chris let out a sneer.
“I believe you should show a more polite attitude?”
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                    […What?]
The Murderer of Silence momentarily wore a blank expression.
For reference, an ‘Archlich’ is different from a regular lich.
Unlike liches, who are pure undead, they are beings who have obtained a half-life, so they do not need Life Vessels and also possess bodies covered in flesh and blood.
Although it is a corpse-like body, without circulating blood or warmth.
“I said, you are insolent. Is that the attitude of one who has come to make a request?”
[!!]
The Murderer of Silence emitted a wrathful presence.
[You bastard… how dare you.]
However.
Paaaaaaah!
Suddenly, a suffocating presence descended upon the meeting hall.
It was the presence emitted by Nordian, who was nearby.
Christian was supposed to be handling this meeting entirely on his own, but it seemed he had been worried about his grandson and had been staying nearby, and had now shown off his power.
‘Grandfather, honestly.’
Chris let out a smirk and spoke to the Murderer of Silence, who was being crushed by Nordian’s presence.
“It seems you can't grasp the situation because you're just an empty-headed tin-can skull. This is no time for you to be acting so high and mighty.”
[…]
“I am going to smash all of these Life Vessels and then use the full strength of our Dark Alliance to bring down your Four Kings' Castle. Do you bastards, in your weakened state, think you can possibly stand against our Dark Alliance?”
The Murderer of Silence bit his pale lips.
“Your Four Kings' Castle has two choices left. Either fall at the hands of our Dark Alliance as you are, or accept the conditions we demand.”
To say such a humiliating thing to the great Four Kings' Castle.
But it was not an overstatement.
Because the one holding all the cards right now was the Dark Alliance.
Chris spoke as if shooing away an insect.
“Relay my words to the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle. However, keep this in mind. If you show such an insolent attitude next time, there will be no discussion.”
The Murderer of Silence left, enraged.
Afterward, the Four Kings' Castle was silent.
It was a situation where they could neither accept Christian’s words nor use any other tricks.
Because if they made one wrong move and he smashed all the Life Vessels, it would be the end.
‘Let's see how long they can hold out.’
Chris whistled as he broke the Life Vessels one by one.
After breaking the seventh one the next day.
“An envoy from the Four Kings' Castle has arrived again.”
The Murderer of Silence had come again, but.
“Get lost.”
[…What did you say?]
“Did I not make myself clear? I said that if you do not show a polite attitude, there will be no discussion.”
The Murderer of Silence wore a dumbfounded expression.
He hadn't said a word yet.
But Chris looked down at him and said.
“Your expression is insolent.”
Crack!
He smashed a Life Vessel right before his eyes.
[Y-you… bastard….]
“Do not forget. A polite attitude.”
The next day, the Murderer of Silence came again.
This time, he stood with his head bowed, biting his lip hard.
He was trembling, his fists clenched tight with anger, but in any case, it was a polite attitude.
“Well, I don't like it, but I see you've made an effort. Your effort is commendable, so I will grant you a conversation. What will you do?”
[…We will negotiate as you say. The Dark Alliance and our Four Kings' Castle will sign a truce, and we will make an oath not to invade the territory of the Dark Alliance for the next 100 years.]
“Rejected.”
[…What?]
Chris spoke coolly.
“Did I not make myself clear? I told you to follow the conditions we demand. To dare push your own negotiation terms without knowing your place.”
Crack!
One more Life Vessel.
“Tell the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle this. To decide whether to follow the conditions we demand, or to be destroyed.”
Then, the next day.
The envoy came again.
This time, it was not the Murderer of Silence.
The First of the Four Kings and the Vice-Head of the Necromancy Demonic House.
It was the Holy Knight of Death, Drenne.
* * *
‘A real big shot has arrived.’
Looking at the white-haired woman with a demure impression, Chris's gaze calmed.
Drenne was a figure on a different dimension from the previous envoy, the Murderer of Silence.
For a start, unlike the other Four Kings, she was a living human, not a lich.
Despite that, she reigned as the First of the Four Kings with a level that had reached the end of High 8-Star.
Even though she was not a House Head, she was a supreme powerhouse who was discussed on the same level as the strongest heads of the other twelve prestigious Magus houses, such as the Ghost Sword King, the Vengeful Spirit, and the Obsidian King.
Furthermore, she was not that old.
She was only in her forties.
Thanks to her powerful demonic energy, her appearance was only that of someone in her mid-twenties.
She was a figure who was considered a strong candidate to reach the 9-Star Demon King level in the near future.
‘It means they intend to negotiate properly.’
Chris, too, did not show a humiliating attitude to Drenne.
“It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Christian.”
“So you are the Demonic Radiance. I have heard much about you.”
Drenne said in a calm voice.
“It seems you gave such insults to the Murderer of Silence in the hopes that I would come. I am curious as to what you wish to discuss.”
Words that saw right through Chris’s intentions.
In truth, he had been hoping that Drenne, or to be precise, the true decision-maker who could decide everything for the Four Kings' Castle, would come.
“First, let me say this. I would like you to know that the fact we are even engaging in these negotiations is, in itself, our castle enduring a great humiliation. Please do not test our patience too excessively.”
It was a statement that the negotiations would break down if he made an unreasonable demand.
“It would be troublesome if you were under the illusion that you could overwhelm our Four Kings' Castle just by smashing all of the Twelve Legion Commanders' Life Vessels. The latent power of the Four Kings' Castle is not so shallow that we would collapse over something like that. The reason we are engaging in these negotiations is simply because we wish to avoid harm to the liches, who are important beings to our house.”
It was not a bluff.
Of course, if all the Life Vessels were to be destroyed, the Four Kings' Castle would suffer enormous damage.
But even so, the strength of the Four Kings' Castle would still not fall behind that of the Dark Alliance.
Even if the Dark Alliance were to miraculously win, the Dark Alliance, too, would suffer damage close to mutual destruction.
“I assume that you, the Demonic Radiance, also know that fact, which is why you are even speaking of negotiations. So, speak. What are your conditions for our Four Kings' Castle?”
Chris shrugged his shoulders and spoke.
“Well, I have no intention of demanding territory or any other great price. However, in a way, this might be a much more difficult demand. First, what I want is a firm truce and an oath of non-aggression.”
Chris continued.
“However, I want a firm guarantee, not just a hollow oath.”
“Please speak precisely.”
“I want an alliance between the Four Kings' Castle and our Dark Alliance.”
“!!”
Drenne’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
It was a story she had never even considered.
“What… kind of nonsense?”
“Why is it nonsense? It's not as if the Four Kings' Castle and our Southern Magus Nation have no history of joining hands in the past, is it?”
Of course, there had been such times.
The history of the Magus Empire was long, after all.
But in the current situation, it was a ridiculous story.
“Of course, a mere alliance in name only would lack trust. How about we establish 'branch families' in each other's territories?”
“…Did you say a branch family?”
“That is correct. As a sign of friendship, we will establish a branch family of our Dark Alliance in the Four Kings' Castle, and a branch family of the Four Kings' Castle in our Dark Alliance.”
A branch family was a nice way of putting it; it was a proposal to exchange hostages.
Drenne narrowed her eyes and asked.
“…A branch family… no, let's speak plainly. If we are to exchange hostages, who does the Dark Alliance plan to send?”
If they were to send a person of no consequence, they would be meaningless as a hostage.
However.
The name Chris brought up was a person Drenne had never imagined.
“I will go myself.”
“!!”
“It has to be someone of my stature to be a proper sign of friendship between our two powers.”
Drenne was silent.
“…I do not know what you are thinking. Are you saying that you, the most important figure in the Dark Alliance, will come as a hostage yourself?”
In the judgment of the Four Kings' Castle, the two core figures of the Dark Alliance were Nordian and Christian, and if they had to choose one, it was Christian.
Because the Dark Alliance of today was built solely by Christian.
But for Christian, who was as good as everything the Dark Alliance had, to come as a hostage to the lion's den that was the Four Kings' Castle?
“Did I not say? It is to prove our friendship.”
But Drenne did not let go of her suspicion and thought.
‘There's no way that cunning bastard would make such a proposal without any intention. He definitely has some scheme.’
It was a correct assumption.
The reason Christian had made such a proposal was because he had an intention.
Christian recalled his plan to himself.
‘I will make the Four Kings' Castle collapse from within.’
As mentioned before, bringing down the Four Kings' Castle with a frontal assault would require too great a sacrifice.
So, the method he had thought of was this.
To legally infiltrate the Four Kings' Castle and then cause its collapse from the inside.
Of course, it was dangerous.
But there was a safety measure.
“Establishing branch families in each other's territories will receive the sanction of the 'Center'. His Majesty the Demon Emperor will surely be pleased as well.”
“!!”
If he received the recognition of the Center, the Four Kings' Castle would not be able to touch him carelessly.
Because it would be as good as the Demon Emperor’s command.
‘Of course, I can't be at ease with just this measure.’
It just meant they would have to be somewhat wary; it didn't mean that those bastards from the Four Kings' Castle would just stand by.
Still, they wouldn't be able to harm him openly and head-on.
Chris asked Drenne.
“How about it? It doesn't seem like a proposal where your Four Kings' Castle has anything to lose?”
“……”
Drenne was silent for a long time, then nodded her head.
“Very well. We will follow your proposal.”
It was an acceptance!
Drenne rose from her seat.
“However, keep this in mind. That I have not accepted this proposal without knowing your dark intentions, Demonic Radiance.”
Before she left, at the last moment, Drenne’s deep eyes, containing a ghastly aura of death, looked at Christian.
“Whatever scheme you are harboring, the Four Kings' Castle will become your grave.”
A declaration that she would kill Christian openly.
After Drenne left, Chris thought to himself.
‘It won't be easy.’
In truth, it was a reckless act.
No matter how great he was, to think of bringing down the Four Kings' Castle by himself.
‘But I have to do it. No, I can do it.’
Chris turned his gaze.
It was toward the south.
The place where the Alliance's 'Round Table' and 'Celestial Magic Tower' are located.
‘Before I go to the Four Kings' Castle, I have to become stronger than I am now.’
He wouldn't be leaving for the Four Kings' Castle right away.
There were procedures to follow. He had some time.
He planned to stop by the Alliance and grow his strength further.
‘I’ve already made the preparations.’
Chris took a document from his coat.
-A letter of appointment as a professor.
He planned to visit the Keinper Training Center as a temporary professor.
‘The Keinper Training Center is no ordinary academy. It is a place where the most outstanding talents in the Alliance gather to improve their skills.’
For reference, the Keinper Training Center is also called this:
The Cradle of Stars.
The Hope of the Alliance.
It is a place where not just promising rookies, but only those who are actually performing at the highest level in their respective powers can set foot.
In other words, an educational institution for the stars of the Alliance.
As such, it was filled with enormous opportunities for fateful encounters.
‘Of course, they are not fateful encounters that will be of great help to me at my current level, but.’
What Chris desired was the vast knowledge that existed in the Keinper Training Center.
Because the Keinper Training Center was the place where the most vast secret arts and knowledge in the entire Alliance were gathered.
‘For me to truly become the ‘Demonic Radiance’, I must obtain the secret arts of the Keinper Training Center.’
That wasn't all.
‘If I go to the Keinper Training Center, I should be able to get my hands on the secret arts of the Round Table and the Celestial Magic Tower as well.’
Chris thought to himself.
‘Because it's about time I made the Round Table and the Celestial Magic Tower kneel.’
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                    An astounding story.
The largest powers in the Alliance were the Gold Cross, the Holy Empire, and the Karn Empire.
But if you were to pick the sharpest swords, they would be the Round Table and the Celestial Magic Tower.
The Round Table, a coalition of seven houses possessing powerful strength.
The Magic Tower, the home of the white mages.
To think he would make them both kneel?
Furthermore, the Master of the Magic Tower, the ‘Seeker of Truth’, was a Sacred One, one of the seven 9-Star superhumans who support the Alliance.
Although he was not a perfect 9-Star, but at the level of entering 9-Star, he was not an opponent Chris could face, was he?
Just then, a voice was heard from outside.
“Christian, are you in there?”
It was Count Khazar.
“What is it?”
“A message has come from the Center. They say they will sanction the proposal you made to the Four Kings' Castle.”
Things had gone as planned.
But Count Khazar’s expression was strange.
“Is there a problem, by any chance?”
“Yes, the Center has attached a condition. They say that to sign the truce, you must come to the Imperial Capital yourself.”
“!!”
The Imperial Capital meant the capital of the Magus Empire.
Where the Demon Emperor resides.
‘Why?’
Chris wore an expression as if he couldn't understand.
Of course, since it was such a major issue, it wasn't strange to sign the agreement in the Imperial Capital.
But it didn't seem to be just for that reason.
‘The truce is an excuse. They're summoning me.’
Chris narrowed his eyes.
“Is this the will of His Excellency, the Magus Chancellor?”
“It seems so. As His Excellency the Chancellor is the one currently governing the Center.”
The Demon Emperor was in seclusion, and the Demon Empress has never once shown herself at an official occasion.
It was not even clear if the Demon Empress actually existed.
“I find it strange as well, but it doesn't seem to be a matter of great concern. Your reputation is so high, I think it's likely just a matter of them wanting to see your face once. In the past, whenever a great talent appeared in the Magus Empire, they were often summoned to the Center to be commended.”
“…I wonder.”
Count Khazar spoke as if it were nothing, but Chris trailed off.
From what he had seen of him before, the Magus Chancellor was a man with a heart full of dark intentions.
This time, too, he surely had some kind of intention.
The problem was that there was no way to refuse.
‘For now, I have no choice but to go.’
One reassuring thing was that the Magus Chancellor likely did not intend to harm him.
In the first place, if he wanted to harm him, he wouldn't have used such a troublesome method.
It seemed he would have to go and face him to find out what his scheme was and prepare a countermeasure.
‘And perhaps, this is an opportunity for me as well. To be able to get a glimpse of the Center.’
The Center.
No one knows its true nature.
Because even in his past life, during the Age of Ruin, the Center had never stepped in.
The only thing known was that even if all the other vassal states of the Magus Empire were to combine their strength, they could not stand against the Center.
‘In the end, it is highly likely that I will have to face the Center. I must see its true nature with my own eyes.’
And there was one other important matter.
‘I have to get a glimpse into the Magus Chancellor’s true intentions.’
He was trying to stop the destruction.
But in truth, Chris knew nothing about the destruction.
What the purpose of Ragnarok was in his past life.
Whether only Gehenna was involved. What the Celestial Realm and the Demon Emperor were thinking.
The Magus Chancellor was also one of the hidden protagonists of the destruction, so he had to obtain a clue, one way or another.
‘There are other things I need to ask as well.’
Having organized his thoughts, Chris spoke to Count Khazar.
“Please reply to the Center that I will follow the command.”
And so, Christian's journey to the Center was decided.
* * *
With the agreement to sign a truce, the war between the Dark Alliance and the Four Kings' Castle had effectively come to an end.
The result was the unexpected victory of the Dark Alliance.
Furthermore, if one looked at the details of the war, it was a crushing victory.
The Dark Alliance’s side had suffered no particular damage, while the Four Kings' Castle had suffered an enormous loss of strength.
It was now difficult to even say that the strength of the Four Kings' Castle was greatly superior to that of the Dark Alliance.
It would take at least several decades for the Four Kings' Castle to recover from the damage they had suffered this time.
The result of this war spread widely not only throughout the Magus Empire, but throughout the entire Alliance.
Naturally, the figures of the Alliance who had predicted a victory for the Four Kings' Castle could not help but be surprised, and one name became engraved in their minds.
“The person who caused this miracle is the Demonic Radiance?”
“A darkness that dominates even light?”
“Is this the birth of a new Great Magus?”
Great Magus.
It refers to the representative magi that come to mind when one thinks of the Magus Empire.
Excluding the Demon Kings, they are the figures who practically control the Magus Empire, and include the likes of Nordian, the Ghost Sword King, the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, and the Obsidian King.
And in this moment, the name Christian was newly engraved upon everyone on the continent.
He had come to stand on par with the greatest figures of the Magus Empire in terms of reputation.
He was still at a young age, not yet twenty, but considering the things Christian had accomplished until now, it was not an overstatement.
On the contrary, Chris’s young age came as a source of fear to the people.
He had only just become an adult at eighteen, and yet he had already set foot into 8-Star.
‘The Demonic Radiance will surely become a new Demon King.’
A new Demon King.
Everyone fell silent at that shocking fact.
The state of a Demon King, a 9-Star superhuman, was not something that could be easily reached.
Even in the Magus Empire, where there were an incomparable number of high-ranking 8-Star magi compared to the Alliance, a 9-Star did not appear easily.
Excluding the recent Nordian, the Demon King of Lament was the only one in the last 100 years. That was how difficult it was to break through the wall of 9-Star.
However, everyone had an intuition.
That Christian was different.
That Christian would, without a doubt, and in the near future at that, become a Demon King.
The few figures who had realized this clear fact secretly gathered in a place unknown to anyone.
There were three figures.
Each and every one of them possessed a profound aura.
[Demonic Radiance. An unexpected variable, indeed.]
[He will surely become a threat to our Holy Assembly.]
[Isn't that an excessive worry? To say he threatens us Sacred Ones, no matter how great a talent that child possesses.]
An astounding story.
That these three were the Sacred Ones, the 9-Star superhumans of the Alliance!
[This is not something to be taken lightly. According to my foresight, the Demonic Radiance has a high probability of being the seed of the 'Great Darkness'.]
One figure took out a card from his hand.
It was a card with the crest of a cracked sky.
A crest that was ominous at a single glance.
[We must not stand idly by. We must make a move beforehand.]
[How so?]
[We must look for an opportunity.]
Shuffle.
The cards were shuffled again.
This time, it was the crest of a tower collapsing amidst the clouds.
The gazes of the Sacred Ones who saw the divination turned to one person.
[It seems the Demonic Radiance's next target is the Celestial Magic Tower. Will you be alright?]
The energy of the one who had received their gazes sank low.
It was the Master of the Magic Tower and one of the Sacred Ones, the 9-Star (entering) Archmage, the ‘Seeker of Truth’.
The Master of the Magic Tower spoke in a voice wounded by pride.
[…There is no need to worry about them. I will take care of the Demonic Radiance myself.]
[Then again, since you, the Seeker, are on the verge of your 'Great Accomplishment', there is no need to worry about the likes of the Demonic Radiance. We congratulate you in advance on reaching the state of a true 9-Star.]
Great Accomplishment.
It meant that the Master of the Magic Tower would soon be ascending to Lower 9-Star.
It was a story that would cause a great stir in both the Alliance and the Magus Empire.
In the Alliance, those at the level of entering 9-Star were also grouped under the name Sacred One, but Lower 9-Star was a state that was as different from entering 9-Star as heaven and earth.
From Lower 9-Star onward could be said to be the state of a superhuman who had truly cast off the fetters of humanity.
The Master of the Magic Tower was already an overwhelming existence for Christian, but if he were to become a Lower 9-Star, he would be absolutely impossible to face.
And so, a great threat was blooming without Christian’s knowledge.
That wasn't all.
In a completely unexpected place, there were others who were speaking of Christian.
“Hmm. Hmm.”
A man with a languid atmosphere, dressed in a gentleman's suit.
It was the Magus Chancellor.
He was walking down the hallway of an unrealistically grand and splendid interior.
It was the ‘Imperial Palace’ of the Center.
“May I enter?”
Arriving before a large door, polite, formal language flowed from the Magus Chancellor’s mouth.
An unexpected sight.
Who was the being inside?
Creeak, the giant door opened and a being revealed itself.
It was a figure of small stature.
She seemed to be a woman, wearing a flowing, white one-piece dress, but her face could not be seen.
Half of her face was covered by a featureless mask.
From the delicate outline that was faintly revealed below, one could guess that she was a young girl.
The Magus Chancellor knelt on one knee before the masked girl.
In a slightly exaggerated voice.
“This lowly servant of the Demon Emperor greets Her Great Majesty, the Demon Empress.”
Demon Empress.
The second-in-command of the Magus Empire, who had been shrouded in a veil, had revealed herself for the first time.
The girl, the Demon Empress, gave no particular reply.
The Magus Chancellor continued with a slight smile.
“Have you been well in the meantime?”
The girl, the Demon Empress, stared blankly at the Magus Chancellor.
He could see her pupils beyond the mask, and they looked empty.
As if she were an inanimate doll.
“I have come to give my report. As you commanded, Your Majesty, I have summoned Christian to the Center. He will be arriving soon.”
An astounding story.
It meant that the one who had summoned Christian was not the Magus Chancellor, but the Demon Empress!
“……”
The Demon Empress turned her gaze to the empty air again without any reply.
The Magus Chancellor shrugged and withdrew.
Left alone, a small sound flowed from the Demon Empress’s mouth.
“Chri…stian.”
An empty.
But a poignant, desperate voice.
* * *
As he was preparing to leave for the Center, an unexpected event occurred.
“You're not going with me?”
Marie had refused to accompany him.
[Ohoho. I am sorry. For some reason, I do not feel like it this time.]
Chris tilted his head.
It was the first time Marie had refused when he asked her to go somewhere with him.
‘Her atmosphere changed as soon as she heard we were going to the Center.’
Originally, Marie had been excited at the thought of going on an outing with Chris this time.
But then, upon hearing that the destination was the ‘Center’, she had shown this reaction.
‘…Could it be that Marie becoming a ghost is related to the Center?’
Such a guess flashed through his mind.
He spoke nonchalantly, not letting it show.
“Well, if you don't feel like it, it can't be helped. I'll buy you a gift, so you just wait here.”
He tried saying this, but Marie’s reaction was lukewarm.
[Oh my. A gift, you say? How delightful. Ohoho.]
It was a voice completely devoid of any spirit.
Normally, she would have been jumping for joy at the mention of a gift.
It was clear that she had some kind of connection to the Center.
‘Perhaps, this time, I might be able to get a clue about Marie's true identity.’
Chris’s gaze settled.
Afterward, as he was preparing to leave again, some unexpected figures came to visit.
“Are you busy?”
A doll-like face with a sullen expression.
It was the hot-blooded idiot, Jupien.
Merian and Alros were with her as well.
“Me? Can't you tell by looking? Of course, I'm busy.”
“Make some time, even if you're busy.”
“Why? What is it?”
“Make us stronger.”
At Jupien's words, Chris wore an expression of surprise.
“Aren't you all strong enough already? Especially you, Jupien.”
Currently, Jupien’s achievement was at 5-Star.
And a Mid 5-Star, at that.
It was only because Chris was a monster who transcended common sense, but considering that Jupien was only a little over twenty years old, her achievement was so tremendous that she would be counted among the best in any prestigious Magus house.
When she reached a mature age, she would be able to reach the highest level of 8-Star without much difficulty.
But Jupien shook her head.
“It's not enough. No, it's too slow.”
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                    “……”
“I also have a hunch that something big is going to happen soon. But at this rate, we'll just have to suck our thumbs.”
Yes.
The coming tribulation will not wait for her.
Because the end of the world was truly just around the corner now.
When the Mystic Demonic House reveals its true colors.
And when the boundary of the Three Realms collapses, and the celestials and demons walk the mortal plane, there was nothing she could do with a 5-Star achievement.
“I, too, am of the Dark Demonic House's bloodline. I don't like you acting all high and mighty by yourself. I want to get stronger and kick your ass, so help me.”
Merian also stepped forward, her eyes flashing.
“I ask of you as well. I want to become stronger and cut down as many enemies as possible.”
Alros also cried out resolutely beside them.
“H-help me, too! I-I want to get stronger!”
“…Alros, you too? Why?”
Alros looked as if he were overcome with emotion.
‘Why else! Because of you, I don't think I'm going to live to a ripe old age, so I'm trying to get stronger to survive!’
The level of danger in the ways Chris was using Alros as a tool was gradually rising.
A short while ago, he had been thrown into the Beast King’s cage as a prisoner.
At that time, having faced a life-threatening crisis, Alros had firmly resolved to become stronger in order to survive.
“Hmm.”
Chris crossed his arms.
“You're making an impossible request. No matter how great I am, I have no way of making you stronger in a short period.”
That was only natural.
The reason Chris had been able to increase the achievements of others in a short period until now was because they were all in a state where, if they just had a ‘catalyst’, they were fully prepared to overcome the wall before them.
However.
“Lies. You can do it.”
“!!”
Jupien said bluntly.
“Or, did you make me your vassal when you can't even do something as simple as this?”
At that provocation, Chris fell silent.
‘Honestly.’
Chris shook his head.
In truth.
There was one way.
One he had deliberately not mentioned.
“You just have to accept my blessing as vassals. However, there is a problem.”
“What is it?”
“One wrong move, and you could suffer from Qi deviation. In the worst-case scenario, you could become a cripple or an imbecile.”
“!!”
That's right.
This was the reason Chris hadn't mentioned it.
The blessing Chris could bestow upon his vassals was the ‘Awakening of Talent’.
To be precise, it was to forcibly activate their dormant potential.
‘Because people can originally only use a fraction of the potential they are born with.’
The problem was that because it was an artificial activation of potential, the side effects were great.
“You have to endure horrific side effects the entire time your potential is being activated. Even if you can somehow endure it, there is no guarantee that you will obtain the achievement you desire.”
“……”
“On the contrary, the forced activation of your potential could cause a confusion in the vessel you have built up until now, and your achievement could regress. In the worst-case scenario, you could fall into Qi deviation or become a cripple.”
Yes.
The probability of failure was much higher.
It was a gamble that could only succeed if accompanied by a miracle of miracles.
However.
“It's no big deal. I'll do it.”
“…You?”
“You're saying I just have to overcome it with mental strength, right? That's what I'm best at.”
Chris fell silent.
Come to think of it, that was true.
Jupien was a horrific training fiend.
To the point that she had achieved this much even without an outstanding innate talent.
As far as Chris knew, there was no one in either the Magus Empire or the Alliance who possessed a more tenacious spirit than Jupien.
“Please make me your vassal as well and bestow your blessing upon me. I will not lose to the Young Mistress.”
Merian, who had not yet become a vassal, also bowed her head.
“Uh… I'll think about it a little more. I'm weak-willed, so honestly, I'm not confident….”
The coward, Alros, backed away with a pale face, but Chris caught him.
“No, I don't know about the others, but you have to do it.”
“W-what?”
“Considering the things you'll have to do in the future, if you don't get stronger, you might actually die.”
“…The things I'll have to do? W-what do you mean by that?”
“You know, don't you? I'll be counting on you in the future, Alros.”
As Chris gave a slight smile, saying he would continue to work him hard, Alros tore at his hair.
‘Aaargh! You evil, devilish bastard!!’
Those who had come to see him were not just these three.
“I, too, wish to become someone worthy of the King Emperor Majesty Grand Duke.”
“How insolent. Did I tell you that title was permitted only to me, or did I not? The one who will stand by our brother’s side is me.”
Kashmir and Teren, who had barged in at the same time, growled at each other.
Marisa of the Venomous Demonic House came and made an incomprehensible declaration of war.
“Be prepared and wait. I will absolutely not fall behind you. I won't just keep watching your back like I have until now.”
“It's fine even if you do, though?”
“Shut up! I will definitely develop a poison that will crush that arrogant nose of yours!”
Chris nodded his head, bewildered.
“Uh… okay. But, how is the development of that medicine to make me stronger against alcohol coming along? That’s the most important thing?”
“That was a failure. Give up. A constitution that can't handle alcohol is a curse from the heavens. It's an incurable disease.”
“……”
Yulian came to visit as well.
She spoke of something different from the others.
“You're leaving the Dark Demonic House?”
“Yes, for a little while. I was thinking of visiting my hometown.”
She meant her hometown from her past life as an elf.
It didn't seem to be just because she was nostalgic.
“By any chance?”
“Yes, that's right. I'm thinking of challenging a Spirit Domain.”
It meant a spot connected to the Spirit Realm.
A place that spiritmancers challenge to contract with stronger spirits.
However, one had to risk their life.
“It’s dangerous.”
“Hehe, are you worried about me? My little brother is so warm-hearted, after all. Pretending to be cold on the outside, but warm on the inside. What do they call a personality like this? I think I saw it in a novel.”
“……”
Yulian gave a slight smile.
“It's alright. We're all the same, struggling for our lives. You're the same, aren't you? I'm your older sister, in name at least, so I can't just leave everything to my little brother.”
Yes.
The reason everyone was stepping forward like this now was for Christian’s sake.
To share even a little of his burden.
“I'll be back. If I happen to find any non-alcoholic liquor in the Spirit Realm that you can drink, I'll try to bring some back.”
“…Please don't tease me.”
Yulian disappeared with a soft laugh, and finally, the day of his departure for the Center arrived.
As he headed for the gate connected to the Center, an unexpected person was there to see him off.
It was Marie.
[Oh my. You look as enchanting and gallant as ever today, Young Master. My lady's heart is throbbing so much at the sight of you that it feels like it will burst.]
“…Marie?”
Chris frowned.
Her words and actions were similar to usual, but for some reason, it felt different.
He couldn't put his finger on it, but for some unknown reason, he felt a sense of emptiness from her.
“Is something wrong?”
[Ohoho. Not at all. I just couldn't resist wanting to see your sexy appearance, so I came out to see you off.]
Chris narrowed his eyes, but Marie just wore the same frivolous smile as always.
“…I’ll be back. I’ll buy you a gift, so you just wait here.”
[The greatest gift to me is you, Young Master. Ah, how lovely it would be if you came back with a ribbon tied on yourself. My face is flushing just from imagining it.]
“…Be quiet. I'll just buy you a suitably cheap exorcism talisman or something.”
Their usual, everyday conversation.
But it was different.
At the last moment, a brief silence flowed between them.
Marie smiled.
Also different from usual.
[Well then, please have a safe trip.]
* * *
Paaaaaaah!
As he passed through the gate, a wide-open vista unfolded before his eyes.
‘This is the Center?’
A vast plain. A clear, flowing river. The mountains of the reindeer, placed as if in a painting.
It was a landscape so beautiful that it naturally drew admiration.
Christian had traveled all over the continent, but this was the first time he had seen a place so beautiful.
‘It's a scene like paradise.’
That was not just a simple metaphor.
He got into the carriage sent from the Center and headed for the Imperial Capital, and the faces of the people he saw along the way were filled with smiles.
It was a sight where worries and anxieties were nowhere to be found.
“Is it not amazing?”
Duke Sant, who had come to meet Chris, opened his mouth.
Duke Sant was a figure from the Center who had previously visited as the Demon Emperor's representative for Christian's inauguration as Grand Duke, and was a high-ranking 8-Star magus, no less.
“This directly-controlled territory of the Center is no different from a paradise. It is all thanks to the grace of His Majesty the Demon Emperor. The subjects of the Center can be said to be the most blessed people on the continent.”
Chris nodded his head.
It didn't seem to be an incorrect statement.
Because no matter where he went on the continent, there were no people who looked so free of worries.
However.
‘Why does it feel so artificial?’
Chris’s gaze settled.
It wasn't that their smiles were fake.
But why?
It was a feeling like looking at a well-decorated sculpture.
That thought deepened the further the carriage crossed through the directly-controlled territory of the Center.
The closer they got to the Imperial Capital, the more beautiful the scenery and the more happiness-filled people he saw, but his sense of unease continued to grow stronger.
To a ghastly degree.
It was an intuition from his soul.
‘Why?’
He couldn't figure out the reason.
“Is there something you are curious about?”
Chris sent a wary gaze toward Duke Sant.
Although his attitude was favorable and kind, Duke Sant was a monitor.
Every action he showed to Duke Sant would enter the Demon Emperor’s ears, so he had to be careful.
Chris chose his words.
“The demonic soldiers are nowhere to be seen.”
This, too, was a strange point.
He had traveled a long distance, but he had not seen any fortresses or gates, let alone any magi.
“The Center does not have a separate standing army.”
“…What do you mean by that?”
“All of the subjects you have seen on your way here are the magi of the Center's army. In times of peace, they live their daily lives, and in times of emergency, they take up their swords.”
“!!”
Chris observed the subjects.
Indeed, when he looked closely, he could feel demonic energy.
The level of each and every one was not high, but it was an extremely subtle and pure energy.
Considering the number of subjects in the Center, it was a terrifying force.
‘But how can all of the subjects learn demonic energy?’
Chris wore an expression as if he couldn't understand.
Simply learning demonic energy did not require a great talent.
But that didn't mean that everyone could do it.
It wasn't for nothing that one was treated well for just reaching 1-Star.
“…For all the subjects to learn demonic energy is truly amazing.”
As he probed, Duke Sant, unexpectedly, nodded his head willingly.
“That's right. Because all of the subjects of the Center are 'chosen' ones.”
“…Did you say chosen?”
“Yes, not just anyone can live in this paradise on earth. They are all chosen ones.”
Chris fell silent.
Words heavy with meaning.
Chris had an intuition that what Duke Sant had just said was a clue to the sense of unease he felt.
Just then, the carriage came to a stop.
Magnificent.
A giant castle surrounded by beautiful, pure-white walls appeared.
It was the center of the Magus Empire, the Imperial Capital.
* * *
The inside of the Imperial Capital was similar to the sights he had seen while riding in the carriage.
It was like another world.
The streets were unrealistically clean and orderly.
He couldn't see any forces in charge of public security, but there was no commotion at all.
It seemed as if not even a petty thief existed, and the faces of the people overflowed with leisure and happiness.
But the sense of unease Chris felt grew as if it would burst.
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                    To a chilling degree.
“You don't look well. The long journey must have been hard on you.”
“…No, I'm fine.”
“What will you do now? There is still time before your audience with His Excellency the Chancellor. Would you like to rest at your lodgings? Or, you are free to look around the Imperial Capital.”
Chris’s eyes lit up.
“Is it alright for me to walk around the Imperial Capital?”
Duke Sant gave a good-natured smile.
“Of course. You, Grand Duke, are also a loyal subject of His Majesty the Demon Emperor. Please, feel free to look around anywhere you wish. The Imperial Capital is safe, so there is no need to worry about your well-being.”
“In that case, I will look around for a short while.”
“Ah, however. There is one thing to be aware of. Do not set foot in the ‘Garden in a Painting’.”
“The Garden in a Painting?”
“I do not know the exact location myself.”
A curious statement.
“Because the Garden in a Painting is made so that it cannot be found by anyone other than the four highest-ranking Demon Kings. It’s unlikely that you would accidentally set foot in it, but please be careful, just in case.”
Chris nodded his head.
It was highly likely that a very important secret was hidden there, but the risk of trying to find it was too great.
Afterward, Christian wandered the streets of the Imperial Capital.
There were many shops on the main street, but unlike the ordinary cities outside, there was no one soliciting customers.
People were buying, drinking, and enjoying themselves in a calm atmosphere.
‘It really is like a paradise.’
Chris thought blankly.
‘I just don't get it. I wonder if they have any Bulmongju?’
But it was in that moment.
Chris’s body froze stiff.
He had spotted an unbelievable face across the street.
“…Marie?”
A girl with a pure and beautiful appearance.
‘No, that's not Marie.’
That girl was not a ghost.
She was a living human.
‘But why do they look so much alike?’
No, it wasn't a matter of resemblance.
Her face, her build, everything was perfectly identical.
To the point that he thought it must be Marie’s appearance from when she was a living human, before she became a ghost.
“Wait!!”
As the girl turned her back with a flick and was about to disappear, Chris urgently got up and grabbed the girl's hand.
“…What… is it?”
The girl tilted her head and looked back at Chris.
It was the clear voice of a person, not the spiritual voice of a ghost.
“Do you know me?”
At the voice, filled with puzzlement, as if she didn't recognize him at all, Chris fell silent.
She was definitely not Marie.
It wasn't just the difference between a human and a ghost.
Her eyes, which seemed somewhat empty.
Her chilly voice.
They were completely different from Marie's.
“…I grabbed you because you look like a girl I know. I’m sorry.”
“I do?”
The girl narrowed her eyes, as if in suspicion.
“By any chance… are you trying to hit on me?”
“No. That’s not it….”
The girl spoke in an indifferent voice, showing no particular emotion.
“There's no need to be embarrassed. It is not wrong to feel an attraction to someone you've met at first sight. I understand.”
“……”
It was a response that left him speechless.
“So, what do you want to do with me? Do you want to go on a date or something?”
“…That's not what I said.”
“Didn’t I say it's alright because I understand? Ah, by any chance, do you desire my body?”
“That's not it!”
Chris looked aghast.
This girl. She was different from Marie, and yet somehow similar!
“Let me be clear, it's not like that at all. So, can we just talk for a bit?”
“Hmm. You seem to be a very shy person. Alright. Buy me a drink.”
“…A drink?”
“Isn't this the kind of situation where you drink to liven up the mood? That's what I read in a book.”
“…I'm not sure what kind of situation you're talking about. Fine, let’s go.”
They went to a nearby pub.
‘What on earth is going on.’
The girl ordered a beer, and since they didn't have ginger ale, Chris ordered a strawberry juice.
The girl looked at the charmingly decorated strawberry juice that had been placed in front of Chris and wore a strange expression.
“Do you like strawberry juice?”
“…I ordered it because I can't drink alcohol.”
“Hmm? You can't drink. How strange.”
Was it his inferiority complex?
The way the girl tilted her head seemed to mock him, as if asking how on earth someone couldn't drink, and Chris flared up slightly.
“Strawberry juice is rich in nutrients and is a drink that helps magi by boosting their vitality.”
“Ah, I see. How strange.”
The girl chimed in with a deadpan expression.
“But if you want to boost your vitality, wouldn't it be better to mix in a little more blood?”
“!!”
Chris frowned.
‘This is what Marie is always saying, isn't it?’
When Marie brings him strawberry juice, she always brings it while talking about virgin's blood juice.
‘Just what is this girl's identity?’
She was a peculiar being.
She was clearly a living being.
But strangely, even when facing her and talking, he couldn't feel any vitality.
Yes, it was just like facing a doll.
‘She's the complete opposite of Marie. Marie is a ghost, but she was more full of life than anyone.’
The same appearance, but the complete opposite feeling.
And yet, here and there, he felt a similar sensation.
Was it really a coincidence?
“…Let's exchange names, at least. I am Christian of the Dark Demonic House. What is your name?”
“I don't have one.”
“…What?”
“I said, I don't have a name.”
He thought she might be joking, but the girl’s indifferent eyes were not those of someone telling a lie.
“…Then what should I call you? There must be a name people call you by, right? No, who are you?”
“That's a secret. I am forbidden from telling anyone who I am.”
“……”
Incomprehensible words.
After that, Chris asked a few more questions, but most of the answers were similar.
She did not give a single clue that would allow him to guess her identity.
Just then, the girl stared at him and asked.
“Who is this person that looks like me? Is she someone precious to you?”
Chris was silent for a moment, then slowly nodded his head.
“…Yes, she is a precious being.”
Even though she was a noisy ghost who wasn't much help.
Chris affirmed the girl’s question.
“…I see.”
The girl wore a puzzled expression for a moment, then rose from her seat.
“It's time for me to go back, so I'll be on my way now. Well then.”
“!!”
Before he could say anything, the girl turned her back with a swish and disappeared.
“Wait!”
He rushed out of the pub, but the girl was already far away, at the end of the street.
‘How did she get so far, so fast?’
Fwaat!
If he lost her here, he couldn't be sure when he would see her again.
Chris quickly used his light-foot technique, but something incomprehensible happened.
No matter how fast he ran, he could not catch up to the girl.
She seemed to be walking slowly, but the distance between them did not close. It was as if she were using the legendary Earth-Shrinking Art.
The girl changed directions here and there as she moved away, as if she were trying to shake him off.
‘I can't lose her.’
Chris gritted his teeth.
The scenery of the Imperial Capital passed by in a blur, and it was when he could no longer tell where he was.
The girl stopped in front of an archway situated between tightly packed buildings.
She turned her head, glanced at Chris, and then slipped inside. It was after Chris had followed her through.
Suddenly, the surrounding scenery changed.
Swoooooosh.
The wind blew.
The buildings that had filled the surroundings had vanished without a trace, and suddenly, a wide-open place overgrown with bushes appeared.
‘I've been transported to another space.’
Chris gulped.
‘I have to go back.’
He had a bad feeling.
An instinctive sense of crisis welled up, telling him to leave this place at once.
But when Chris looked back, he wore a look of dismay.
The gate he had entered through had disappeared.
“Where is this place?”
Flowers, trees, and fountains, decorated splendidly.
In that moment, the story he had heard from Duke Sant came to mind, and a single name came out.
“…The Garden in a Painting?”
The forbidden grounds of the Imperial Capital, which only the four Demon Kings could enter.
* * *
‘Is this really the Garden in a Painting?’
Chris wore a wary expression.
On the outside, it was just a beautifully decorated garden.
But his soul’s intuition was screaming a frantic warning.
That it was dangerous.
‘The appearance of the garden is also artificial.’
Chris noted that he could not hear the sound of a single insect.
The flowers and landscaped trees were as beautiful as a painting, but he could not feel any vitality from them at all.
‘Even Lenin's Scissors, which cut through space, don't work.’
This entire space was covered in a powerful barrier.
Having no choice but to step forward, a horrific being appeared.
A distorted face, dripping with ooze.
Wings extending from its back. Multiple pairs of arms and legs.
It was a humanoid monster!
“…A demon?”
But he soon shook his head.
He couldn't feel any evil energy at all.
‘He's a pure human. But why is he such a monster? Like a chimerical monster, a chimera?’
A chimera refers to a species born from the artificial synthesis of various magical beasts.
However, it was an art that was only possible on magical beasts; it was impossible to use on humans.
Just then, the monster leaped at Christian.
[Kuaaaaaaaah!]
Chaang!
His Dark Demonic Energy blocked the monster.
It was a considerably powerful force.
Roughly 3-Star to 4-Star?
But then, the monster showed an unexpected reaction.
Tears streamed down from its distorted eyes, and it said these words.
[K-kill… me.]
“!!”
Chris’s face hardened.
Paaat!
Chris’s sword sprayed blood.
It was the hot, red blood of a human.
The fallen monster closed its eyes, its face now at peace.
But it wasn't over.
Perhaps they had heard the commotion?
Monsters began to appear from here and there.
They were all humanoid monsters, and they acted the same as the one he had just cut down.
They, who had clearly once been ‘human’, shed tears and begged for death.
[Kill… us….]
[Please….]
Chris gritted his teeth.
‘Damn it.’
The monsters charged, and Chris’s sword sprayed blood again.
This was different from simply cutting down a monster.
It was a filthy feeling.
After he had thus slaughtered all of the endlessly swarming monsters, a stillness descended.
‘What on earth is this?’
Monsters like this would not have been created naturally.
This was the doing of the Demon Emperor.
‘Why would the Demon Emperor do something like this?’
There had to be a reason.
‘I have to know.’
He went deeper inside, but then Chris stopped in his tracks.
‘This is…?’
An even more horrific sight appeared.
Children were hanging from the trees of the garden. Like fruit.
Branches had dug into the children's bodies like tentacles, and he could hear the children's screams.
The blood-red magic circles engraved on the trees reacted to the children's screams and emitted a ghastly light. As if they were absorbing the children's emotions of pain.
‘Insane.’
Chris’s hand trembled.
He had seen all sorts of cruel sights since his past life, but this was one of the most horrific among them.
But it was in that moment.
A low voice was heard from behind him.
“Well now, this is a problem. I was wondering what kind of rat had snuck in. Is it Christian of the Dark Demonic House?”
“!!”
He was a handsome man with hair like blazing fire.
Chris’s body froze stiff.
It was the first time he had met this figure, but he could tell who he was at a single glance.
“Don't tell me… are you the Demon King of the Red River?”
The 4th-ranked Demon King, the ‘Grand Marshal of the Magus Empire’.
A being at the level of High 9-Star, no less, who possessed a power equal in rank to the Blood-Drenched Demon King in her prime during his past life.
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                    “I do not know how you got in here. This has become bothersome.”
The Demon King of the Red River clicked his tongue and looked at Christian.
It was merely a gaze, but Christian’s complexion turned white.
His entire body trembled.
A pressure as if his very soul were being crushed pressed down on him.
‘I can't fight him.’
He didn't even dare to try any tricks.
A profound sense of terror encroached upon his mind.
‘Get a hold of yourself!’
Chris bit down hard on his tongue.
Even if he were to die here, he could not just be taken down helplessly.
Paaaaah.
As he drew up his presence, the Demon King of the Red River's eyes showed a slight flicker of interest.
“As expected. Impressive. I like it. If only you hadn't trespassed in this place, we could have spoken in a slightly better atmosphere.”
“…Why is His Majesty the Demon Emperor doing something like this?”
Perhaps thinking he would be disposing of him anyway?
The Demon King of the Red River, unexpectedly, answered willingly.
“It is for the sake of the world.”
“!!”
An incomprehensible story.
‘What… kind of bullshit.’
As if reading Chris’s mind, the Demon King of the Red River shook his head.
“Of course, I understand that you cannot accept it. Because it is an act that is horrific beyond measure. However, His Majesty the Demon Emperor also has his unavoidable reasons.”
“……”
“Well, no matter. You won't remember today’s events anyway.”
The Demon King of the Red River cracked his knuckles.
“Your existence, too, is a part of His Majesty the Demon Emperor's noble plan. I cannot kill you, so I will just erase your memories.”
Fwoooosh.
The Demon King of the Red River was from the Destruction Demonic House.
The presence of a blazing Flame of Ruin began to bloom.
“…I will not go down without a fight.”
Chris also gritted his teeth and drew up his Dark Demonic Energy in response.
The Demon King of the Red River wore an interested expression.
“Yes, come. I will see for myself the skills of the recently renowned Demonic Radiance.”
Chris, his face hardened, leaped at the Demon King of the Red River.
His Dark Demonic Energy surged toward the energy of destruction.
* * *
“!!”
When he opened his eyes, he was looking at an unfamiliar ceiling.
“Are you alright?”
It was Duke Sant.
Chris spoke haltingly.
“Ah… yes. But why am I?”
“Do you not remember what happened at all?”
Chris frowned, then spoke as if trying to recall his memories.
“I believe I went to a pub… After that, I don't remember much. By any chance, was I drunk?”
The light in Duke Sant’s eyes shone low.
A gaze as if it were probing him studied Christian, and when Christian just wore a blank expression, he nodded his head as if relieved.
“Yes, that is correct. To think you would get drunk from a single glass. It seems it would be best for you, Grand Duke, to refrain from alcohol.”
“…My apologies.”
“Please prepare to leave. You must have an audience with His Excellency the Chancellor soon.”
As Duke Sant went outside, the light in Christian’s eyes changed completely.
‘What a relief. I succeeded in deceiving him.’
It meant that he had not lost his memories!
The fight with the Demon King of the Red River had, of course, been one-sided.
However, he had been able to hold out for a surprisingly long time, and that was because the Demon King had been trying not to injure Chris in the slightest.
To be precise, the Demon King of the Red River had faced Christian as if enjoying some entertainment.
Thanks to that, Chris had been able to buy time. He had been able to do so by fragmenting and copying his memories, then hiding them in a remote mental space to preserve them.
‘What on earth is the Demon Emperor thinking?’
Chris clenched his fists tightly.
The horrific sight he had seen in the Garden in a Painting would not leave his mind.
That wasn't the only question.
-Your existence, too, is an important part of His Majesty the Demon Emperor’s plan.
It was something the Demon King of the Red River had said in passing.
On top of that, there was the girl who looked exactly like Marie.
The questions were endless.
But he could not continue his thoughts any further.
A servant entered and said these words.
“It is time to enter the Imperial Palace.”
“!!”
It was time to meet the Magus Chancellor.
* * *
He entered the Imperial Palace.
The Imperial Palace, too, had a similarly unsettling appearance.
It was unrealistically grand and splendid, but it was chilling because there was no sign of anyone living there.
He was guided to the audience chamber, and there was a guest who had arrived earlier.
It was the Vice-Head of the Necromancy Demonic House whom he had met a short while ago, the Holy Knight of Death, Drenne.
Since the official purpose of this audience was the truce between the Dark Alliance and the Four Kings' Castle, she had come as the representative of the Four Kings' Castle.
He returned the curt nod that Drenne sent him, and after waiting for a moment, a cheerful voice was heard.
“Well now. Have you been waiting long? It is good to see you all.”
At the appearance of the neat man dressed in a gentleman's suit, Drenne rose from her seat and paid her respects.
“We greet Your Excellency, the Magus Chancellor.”
“Hehe. Yes, your name was Drenne, was it not? I believe this is the first time we have met.”
The Magus Chancellor sized up Drenne.
“Your achievements are as great as the rumors say. It seems a new king might be born in the Necromancy Demonic House after a long time.”
“It is an honor.”
Drenne bowed her head.
“I'm not just saying that. My eyes are quite accurate. That's why I'm asking—since you've come all this way, would you like to receive my teachings?”
Drenne’s eyes widened.
“Are you saying that you, Your Excellency the Chancellor, will personally bestow your teachings upon me?”
“It’s fine if you do not wish it.”
“I humbly request them. It would be an honor.”
Drenne hurriedly bowed her head deeply.
She was an Absolute of High 8-Star, powerful enough to be a match for the Nordian of the past. Excluding the Demon Kings, she was a supreme powerhouse who was counted among the best in the entire Magus Empire.
The Magus Chancellor's teachings were such a great, fateful opportunity that even she was tempted.
“Yes, let us make time after this is concluded.”
The Magus Chancellor then looked at Christian.
“Christian, how about you? I can bestow my teachings upon you as well, if you wish.”
“!!”
Chris frowned.
As one could tell from Drenne’s reaction, it was an enormous opportunity.
But he shook his head.
“That's alright. I must decline.”
‘I can't trust the Magus Chancellor.’
The horrific sight from the Garden in a Painting came to mind.
The Magus Chancellor must be involved as well.
“Fine. Then, let us end the idle chatter here. Let's get to work. The Dark Alliance and the Four Kings' Castle will sign a truce.”
The Magus Chancellor perched on his desk, then carelessly scanned the documents submitted by the two powers, flipping through them.
“I just have to stamp this here, right?”
He stamped it alternately with the seal engraved with the Demon Emperor's official seal and his own, then shrugged his shoulders.
“There, that should do it, right? The Four Kings' Castle and the Dark Alliance will form a non-aggression pact, and as a symbol of peace, establish branch families in each other's territories.”
An anticlimactic sight.
Drenne bowed her head.
“Thank you for your mediation, Your Excellency the Chancellor.”
“Yes, I will call for you shortly, so please get some rest.”
“Thank you.”
After Drenne disappeared, Christian looked at the Magus Chancellor.
“Do you not have something else to say to me?”
“That's right. As expected of my descendant. How clever. First, would you like to sit?”
As he sat at the table, the Magus Chancellor snapped his fingers.
“Shall we have something to drink? What would you like? Ginger ale? Strawberry juice?”
“…If possible, I would like Bulmongju.”
“Alright. But are you sure you have no intention of receiving my teachings?”
“…Why do you ask?”
“Because if I leave you as you are, your vessel will collapse. You'll even lose your life.”
“!!”
The Magus Chancellor took a sip of the black tea that had been poured before him and continued.
“You must have a rough idea yourself, right? You're in a very dangerous situation right now.”
Drip, drip.
An enchanting, golden liquid was poured into the cup placed before Chris.
It was the Bulmongju he had longed for, but this was no situation to enjoy it.
“You overdid it. To think you would obtain the rank of a Transcendent when you haven't even properly reached the state of an Absolute.”
The Magus Chancellor clicked his tongue.
“The rank of a Transcendent is something one can only handle when they are around High 9-Star. At this rate, your vessel will not be able to withstand the weight of your soul and will shatter to pieces.”
For reference, the Demon Kings reach the rank of a demigod at around Mid 9-Star.
But Chris was not a demigod, but a Transcendent. And had even obtained the rank of a noble-class devil, at that. It meant his vessel could not handle it.
“Furthermore, you made one more reckless move. You are also embracing the power of light. I understand your intention, but because darkness and light are forced to coexist, it's as if your vessel is already cracked. It will collapse much more easily.”
The Magus Chancellor beckoned with his finger.
“At the shortest, one month. At the longest, two. After that, your vessel will begin to crack. You must take measures before then. However, even for you, it would be impossible to reinforce your vessel in just one month.”
The Magus Chancellor stared intently at Chris.
“I will help you.”
“!!”
“I am the patriarch of the Dark Demonic Energy. If you receive my aid and strengthen your Dark Demonic Energy, you will be able to postpone the collapse of your vessel.”
It was a great proposal.
However.
Chris shook his head without a moment’s hesitation.
“I thank you for your goodwill, but I must decline.”
“!!”
The Magus Chancellor crossed his arms.
“You decline?”
“Yes. With all due respect, Your Excellency, what you have just said are facts that I am already aware of.”
Yes.
From the moment he had decided to absorb the Three Origin Essences and obtain the rank of a Transcendent, he had anticipated all of this.
“What do you plan to do? You must know well that strengthening your Dark Demonic Energy is not something you can do on your own.”
The ‘strengthening’ the Magus Chancellor spoke of here did not simply mean to make his energy stronger.
It meant to transform the very nature of his Dark Demonic Energy and have it be completely reborn.
A realm that even Nordian, who had reached entering 9-Star, had not reached.
‘Of course, I will be able to reach it on my own one day.’
The problem was time.
Because there were less than two months until his vessel would begin to collapse.
However.
“I do not wish to lose sight of what is more important by being preoccupied with the problem at hand.”
Yes.
In the short term, it would be a great help.
He could even drastically reduce the time it would take to reach 9-Star.
But what Chris desired was a state that surpassed even the Magus Chancellor. It was only natural that his growth would be hindered if he were to receive such artificial help.
“Above all, it's not as if one must use only Dark Demonic Energy to harden one's vessel.”
The Magus Chancellor had an interested look in his eyes.
“By that, you mean?”
“Yes, I plan to use the power of light.”
“!!”
Yes, this was Chris’s plan.
‘It’s wrong to say that the power of light makes my vessel unstable.’
Of course, that was a correct assessment for now.
But that was because his power of light was currently lacking compared to his Dark Demonic Energy.
To be precise, it was because his power of light was ‘incomplete’.
The completion spoken of here did not mean to reach the end, but to ‘complete’ a firm world of its own.
What if Chris were to ‘complete’ the power of light with his own enlightenment?
And what if his Dark Demonic Energy were to embrace even that power of light?
‘My vessel will become incomparably harder than that of other 8-Stars. I will be able to withstand the weight of my soul as well.’
This was the reason he was going to the Keinper Training Center this time.
Because the Keinper Training Center was the place where the most vast knowledge and secret arts in the entire Alliance were accumulated.
It was the most suitable place for Chris to cultivate his power of light.
‘That’s not all. There is also the Round Table and the Celestial Magic Tower.’
Of course, no matter how much Chris acted as the Hero, there was no way the Round Table and the Celestial Magic Tower would easily hand over their secret arts.
‘I just have to create a situation where they have no choice but to hand them over.’
Chris narrowed his eyes.
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                    ‘My reason for going to the Keinper Training Center is also to make the Round Table and the Celestial Magic Tower submit.’
Submission.
It meant he was plotting something big again.
In any case, Chris planned to ‘complete’ his power of light during this trip to the Keinper Training Center.
“Heh heh, impressive. How absurd.”
The Magus Chancellor looked at him with amusement in his eyes.
“Still, it’s just as I expected. In fact, if you had said you would accept my help, I would have been a little disappointed. My own bloodline should be at least this ambitious.”
The Magus Chancellor said with a grin.
“The more I see of you, the more I like you.”
Chris slowly lifted his glass.
A sip of the smooth liquid went down his throat, and a heavenly sensation followed.
He wanted to drop everything and enjoy it by the crate, but this was no situation to be leisurely savoring the taste.
There was something he had to ask.
“…Have you, by any chance, recently taken a nine-tailed fox as your subordinate?”
It was about the Chatterbox of Darkness.
The Magus Chancellor stared at Chris for a moment, then nodded.
“Yes, that’s right.”
A short affirmation.
Chris had already guessed this much.
The dark magic the Chatterbox of Darkness had used was something impossible for anyone but the Magus Chancellor.
What he was really curious about was something else.
‘Should I ask?’
As he hesitated, the Magus Chancellor said with a smile.
“Is there something you’re curious about regarding that nine-tailed fox? You can ask if there is.”
“…Why did you make that nine-tailed fox your subordinate?”
The Magus Chancellor gave an unexpected answer.
“It wasn't my will.”
“…It wasn't your will, Your Excellency?”
“Yes, that nine-tailed fox came to me first, asking to be made my subordinate. I swear on His Majesty the Demon Emperor’s name, it’s true.”
Chris wore a look of disbelief.
Why would Lena do that?
“…By any chance, where is that nine-tailed fox now?”
“Well? I don't know about that.”
A lie.
Chris noticed, but the Magus Chancellor, as if he didn't want to continue the conversation, rose from his seat.
“Well, let's end our talk here. Shall we get up? There’s a place we need to go together. There is someone who wishes to see you.”
“Me, you say?”
“Yes.”
The Magus Chancellor smiled faintly and brought up an unexpected name.
“The Demon Empress wishes to see you.”
* * *
Chris’s eyes widened in surprise.
‘The Demon Empress? Why me?’
It was a name he had never expected.
No one in the Magus Empire knew what kind of being the Demon Empress was.
The title did not simply refer to the Demon Emperor’s consort.
The Demon Emperor was known to be a perfect being who stood alone, with no such thing as a consort.
Her origins.
What power she possessed.
The meaning behind the title ‘Empress’.
All were unknown.
Recently, there were even those who doubted the very existence of the Demon Empress.
“Go on in alone.”
A large door opened.
With a hardened expression, Chris stepped inside and came face to face with a being within.
“!!”
It was a girl of small stature.
She wore a mask that covered more than half of her face.
The delicate outline faintly visible below the mask gave her a youthful look.
‘That girl is the Demon Empress?’
Her appearance was unexpected.
Beyond just her fragile appearance, he could feel no pressure from her at all.
‘She’s not just suppressing her aura. I can’t feel her presence.’
It was incomprehensible.
Every Demon King he had met until now, without exception, possessed a powerful presence that pressed down on one's soul.
Whether they revealed their power or not, their very existence put pressure on others.
But the girl before him just seemed empty.
It wasn't that her presence was weak; he couldn't feel any presence from her at all.
He was clearly seeing her with his own eyes, yet it felt as if she wasn't actually there.
‘But why does she feel familiar?’
He felt an incomprehensible sense of déjà vu.
In that moment, Chris held his breath.
His eyes met the Demon Empress’s.
The feeling of déjà vu intensified. He had definitely seen those eyes before. Eyes that were familiar.
‘Impossible.’
Chris swallowed hard at the thought that had just crossed his mind.
But he couldn't easily accept it.
Because it was an impossible notion.
First, he knelt to pay his respects.
“I greet Your Majesty, the Demon Empress. I am Christian of the Dark Demonic House.”
[…….]
The eyes beneath the mask turned to Chris.
Empty.
They were completely different from the eyes of the person he had been reminded of.
But why?
Chris kept being reminded of one person.
“…I wish to receive Your Majesty the Demon Empress’s command. Please give me your orders.”
However, the Demon Empress showed an incomprehensible reaction.
Though she must have called him for a reason, she did not bring up any topic.
She just stared at Chris.
It was when Chris was narrowing his brow, unable to grasp her intentions.
Fwaat!
At the sudden surge of crisis, Chris instinctively twisted his body.
Slice.
The floor where he had been kneeling split apart.
Startled, he turned his gaze.
“Your Majesty the Demon Empress?”
He asked as if he couldn't understand, but the Demon Empress still did not answer.
Once again, a hair-raising feeling came over him, and as he tilted his head back, the hair on his forehead was cut away.
If he had been a little slower, his neck would have been severed.
“…Please tell me what sin I have committed to deserve this.”
Chris drew his sword.
[You have committed no sin.]
The Demon Empress finally opened her mouth.
It was a spiritual voice that resonated in his mind, its origin indistinguishable.
[Draw your sword. If you can cut even a single thread of my clothing, I will withdraw my attack.]
Chris frowned.
‘What is she trying to do?’
It was a situation he couldn't understand.
It didn't seem as if she truly intended to harm him.
If the Demon Empress had been serious about killing him, there was no way he could have endured it.
The attack she had just launched was also at a level perfectly suited for him.
‘Is she testing me?’
Chris aimed his sword.
It wasn't a bad proposition.
As it happened, there was something he wanted to do.
‘I will cut that mask off.’
He had to see the face under that mask.
Since she told him to try and cut her clothes, it should be fine to cut her mask as well.
Another attack flew at him.
Chris relied on his instincts and twisted his body.
Slice. The floor, walls, and pillars were mercilessly cut apart.
It was a strange attack.
It wasn't demonic energy.
‘Is this… spiritual power?’
Chris wore a surprised expression, having identified the nature of the attack the Demon Empress was launching.
The power of the soul.
It was the power used by devils and constellations.
‘How can a mortal wield spiritual power?’
It was not simply a matter of the soul’s rank.
The very size of the soul one was born with was different, so no matter how much a mortal raised their soul’s rank, it was difficult to use spiritual power itself as a weapon.
The same went for Chris, but the Demon Empress before him was using the power of her soul as if it were her own limbs, as if a devil or a constellation had descended.
‘Is it possible for a pure human to use spiritual power like this?’
Chris raised Andril to block the Demon Empress’s attack.
No other sword could block her spiritual power. Even defending with Dark Demonic Energy, it would just be cut through like paper.
He was able to evade, thanks to the Demon Empress holding back, but that, too, soon became overwhelming.
Fwoooosh!
The level of her attacks was gradually rising.
In each and every fleeting moment, a dizzying crisis assailed him.
‘I can't last long. I have to end this quickly.’
Sizzle.
Chris, in response, drew up his own ‘spiritual power’.
A pure power of the soul, different from demonic energy and mana.
It was insignificant compared to the spiritual power of the Demon Empress, which was reminiscent of a devil or a constellation, but this was the only way to block her attacks.
Clang!!
The Demon Empress’s spiritual power cut Chris’s spiritual power.
In an instant, a crack formed as if glass were shattering, and he felt his soul reel, but Chris endured it.
‘Just a moment is all I need.’
Fwaat!
Chris’s body disappeared, then reappeared before the Demon Empress, having crossed the space between them.
As he got close enough to touch, his heart pounded, and the sense of déjà vu amplified like crazy.
It was the feeling of ‘her’, whom he knew.
He had to confirm it.
But the Demon Empress did not stand still.
As she glanced at him from within her mask, a storm of spiritual power rushed toward Chris.
It was clear that if he didn't retreat at once, his very soul would be torn to shreds, but Chris did not back down.
He gritted his teeth and deployed his Dark Demonic Energy.
The Dominion of Seven Colors, a domain of dominion that amplifies all powers, unfolded, and Chris’s spiritual power was also momentarily strengthened.
‘I only have one chance.’
He raised Andril and swung it down, but the moment the Demon Empress raised her hand, an invisible barrier blocked Andril.
It was blocked in vain, but he had expected this.
Chris clenched his fists and drew up all his strength.
He even used the Vampiric Ring.
As his state had risen, the effect of the Vampiric Ring had also been enhanced, and he could now even absorb the stray energy of others in his surroundings.
Of course, using the absorbed energy of others in this way put an enormous strain on his vessel, so it was a method that should only be used in a moment of life and death, but this was no time to be picky.
An immense energy was concentrated in Andril.
Paaaaaaah!
Like water parting, the barrier the Demon Empress had deployed split apart.
But that was all.
Tak.
The moment the Demon Empress raised her hand, Andril was easily blocked.
It was over.
And yet, something unexpected happened.
Crack.
A crack began to form on the mask the Demon Empress was wearing.
Unified Pierce.
He had secretly unleashed a miracle technique hidden within Andril's attack, one that unconditionally hits its target, and it had landed!
‘No, it didn’t just land. The Demon Empress didn't block it.’
The moment he had unleashed Unified Pierce, Chris had sensed his failure.
If the Demon Empress had wanted to block it, there was no way she couldn't have.
But, incomprehensibly, the Demon Empress did not block the attack.
As if she wanted him to take off her mask.
The mask cracked and split.
‘Could it be?’
Chris swallowed hard.
And then.
Thud, the moment the mask fell, a shock as if his heart had stopped washed over him.
It was the face he had expected.
It was the girl he had seen a short while ago.
The one with the exact same face as Marie.
“…Why?”
Chris said blankly.
The girl with the same face as Marie, the Demon Empress, said nothing and just stared at him.
With unfamiliar, yet familiar eyes.
Chris said in a suppressed voice.
“…What is your relationship with Marie?”
The Demon Empress tilted her head.
[Who is Marie? Is that the girl you mentioned a while ago, the one who looks like me? I am not her.]
A curious voice, as if she truly did not know.
Chris bit his lip hard.
The Demon Empress sent a quizzical look toward Chris, then casually opened her mouth.
[I called you because there is something I wish to say.]
“…What is it?”
[Kill me.]
“!!”
Chris flinched.
“…What do you mean by that?”
The Demon Empress’s eyes were still indifferent.
[Are you not trying to stop the Demon Emperor’s will?]
Chris recalled the sight of the ‘Garden in a Painting’.
He realized that the Demon Empress had deliberately shown him the Garden in a Painting.
[There is not much time to talk. If you wish to stop the Demon Emperor’s will, there is only one way.]
The Demon Empress continued with empty eyes.
[You must kill me. No matter what method you use.]
* * *
Before he could ask anything more, the Demon Empress disappeared.
He came outside in a daze, and the Magus Chancellor approached him with a grin.
“Well, did the audience go well? Was there nothing special said?”
“……”
Chris kept his mouth firmly shut and observed the Magus Chancellor’s expression.
It was a face with an unreadable smile.

                
Chapter 342

                    Chris answered slowly.
“…Her Majesty had no particular words for me.”
“Is that so? You’ve worked hard.”
The Magus Chancellor didn’t press any further, but Chris had a gut feeling.
That he knew everything.
‘…What is the Magus Chancellor scheming? Why did he have me meet the Demon Empress?’
Everything was a mystery.
And so, his visit to the Center ended, having only produced a mountain of questions, and he returned to the Dark Demonic House.
[Ohoho. Welcome back, Young Master. Seeing you after so long makes my heart flutter even more. Why do you keep getting sexier, Young Master?]
At Marie’s unchanging demeanor, Chris’s lips tightened.
A completely different atmosphere.
But it felt like facing the same being.
Confusion tore through his mind.
He couldn’t figure out what the truth was.
As Chris just stared at her silently, Marie tilted her head.
[Why are you looking at me so intensely? Oh my, could it be that you have some sort of lewd thoughts for me? Goodness. My heart is racing. Shall we head straight to the bed? Of course, anywhere is fine with me.]
“…It’s not like that, okay? Can you not try to strip at the drop of a hat?”
As Marie, despite being a ghost, made a gesture as if to take off her clothes, Chris was horrified.
Hearing Marie’s crude jokes, his head began to clear.
‘Right, the most important thing isn't Marie’s true identity.’
Chris held out a piece of jewelry wrapped in a silk pouch.
“Picked this up on the way. Keep it or throw it away, do as you please.”
[…Goodness.]
Marie wore a moved expression.
Chris let out a smirk at the sight of her jumping for joy and flying all around the room.
[Thank you. As I thought, there’s no one but you, Young Master. I’m so glad I chose to serve you as my master.]
“Really? Do you sincerely think so?”
Marie looked puzzled for a moment, then gave a soft smile.
[Of course. You are my one and only master.]
Chris nodded.
Right.
The most important thing was that Marie was his ghost.
Whatever Marie’s true identity was, that fact did not change.
‘I need to find out more about the Center.’
The horrific sight he had seen in the Center.
The Demon Emperor’s true will.
The relationship between the Demon Empress and Marie.
There was much to uncover.
‘I also need to find out why the Demon Empress told me to kill her. And what will happen to Marie if I kill the Demon Empress.’
Chris’s gaze settled.
‘…And above all, I have to get stronger.’
He was already growing stronger at an insane pace, but it wasn't enough.
This incident had made it clear that he would have to face the Center.
He had to obtain the power to surpass the Demon King of the Red River, the Magus Chancellor, and even the Demon Emperor.
‘First, I must complete my power of light at the Keinper Training Center.’
It wasn't just to stop his vessel from collapsing.
It was time to obtain a power worthy of the title ‘Demonic Radiance’.
* * *
The Keinper Training Center is situated within the Round Table.
The southwest of the Alliance.
The coalition of prestigious houses was located in the region between the Gold Cross and the Holy Empire.
The Round Table, due to its nature where a small number of noble families monopolize all power, had one social class that could not be found in other regions.
They were the ‘Mano’.
Meaning ‘servant’, it referred to the servant class that attended to the needs of the noble families.
Though not slaves, they were bound to each noble house and were treated as lower than commoners.
No matter how talented they were, they could not escape their lot as tools to be used by the noble families.
But there was one exception.
It was Ranya of the Hero’s party.
She came from a Mano background in a magic noble house.
The magic noble house was a family that held sway over the Celestial Magic Tower and possessed the greatest power in the Round Table.
As such, they were extremely closed-off, making it impossible for someone from the Mano servant class to rise, no matter their talent, but she was the first exception.
“Hmph, it’s all thanks to me being a genius.”
Ranya held her head high.
The Master of the Magic Tower, who had recognized her talent, had adopted her as his daughter.
Of course, becoming the Tower Master’s adopted daughter did not mean all her difficulties had vanished.
Even now, as the next Tower Master, eyes followed her every time she walked through the tower.
They were gazes hideously mixed with vigilance, jealousy, and contempt.
She was used to it.
Ever since she had been adopted, not once had she been free of those stares.
But Ranya did not falter.
On the contrary, she held her head high and worked herself to the bone. So that no one could look down on her.
Not just in magic, but in all aspects. The reason she was always so proud and haughty was to overcome people’s disdain.
Of course, it wasn't easy.
She had come close to breaking countless times, but she had endured.
She had a ‘reason’ she had to.
Ranya stopped abruptly in front of a room.
“Tower Master.”
“Enter.”
Creeak, as she opened the door, she saw an old man with sharp features.
It was Heperlman, the Master of the Celestial Magic Tower, the ‘Seeker of Truth’.
A 9-Star (entering) and one of the Sacred Ones, a superhuman who represents the Alliance.
Like most of the high-ranking mages in the tower, he was from a magic noble house.
As his sharp features suggested, he was an object of fear to the mages of the tower, but he smiled gently at Ranya.
“It’s been a while. It seems you’ve made some progress recently.”
At the warm voice, Ranya smiled back.
In the Magic Tower, where she had only enemies, the Tower Master was the only one who showed her any kindness.
If it weren't for the Tower Master's protection, she would not have been able to endure, no matter how much of a genius she was.
“Thank you. I’ve had a recent enlightenment.”
It was thanks to Chris.
Her skills had recently skyrocketed thanks to her research on a topic Chris had given her.
“So, you’re going to the Keinper Training Center this time?”
“Yes.”
“Good, I trust you will do well. You are my daughter, after all.”
Warm encouragement, as always.
Ranya bowed her head.
“Yes, I will absolutely achieve the best results. Worthy of my father’s name.”
For her, who had already reached 7-Star, the training center’s results were meaningless, but she always had to be the best.
As a former Mano of humble origins, there could be no flaws in her path to becoming the next Tower Master.
“Yes, I believe in you.”
“Father… I have a favor to ask.”
“What is it?”
At his gentle gaze, Ranya clenched her fists tightly.
“When this training is over, could you tell me the truth of what happened at Argos?”
“……”
Argos.
It was the place where Ranya’s biological parents had been murdered by unknown assailants.
The Tower Master knew who the culprit was but had delayed revealing it.
Heperlman stared at Ranya.
Unlike usual, his eyes held no warmth, and Ranya flinched for a moment.
Strangely, whenever she asked about her biological parents, Heperlman would show those same cold eyes.
Before, she had been too afraid of that gaze to press further, but Ranya did not back down.
“I beg you.”
Heperlman was silent.
After a moment of suffocating tension.
“Very well. However, there is a condition. You are to set foot into 8-Star at the Keinper Training Center.”
“!!”
Ranya wore a shocked expression.
He was telling her to become an 8-Star Absolute.
Even for her, it was an unreasonable task.
However.
“I will show you a path that will aid you.”
A grimoire floated up and flew before Ranya.
“This is?”
“It is an unpublished grimoire I authored. It contains the essence of the enlightenment I have gained throughout my life, so it will be of great help to you in your achievement.”
Ranya wore a deeply moved expression.
The desire of mages to monopolize knowledge was so hideously strong that they wouldn't easily pass on the essence of their enlightenment even to their own children. He had truly bestowed upon her a great grace.
“Thank you. I will absolutely achieve it.”
Ranya said in a firm voice, taking Heperlman’s hand.
Afterward, when Ranya had left.
The expression of Heperlman, who was left alone, turned ice-cold.
He looked down at his own hand. The one Ranya had held.
“Filthy.”
* * *
The day of Chris’s departure for the Keinper Training Center was approaching.
However, some unexpected figures were talking about Chris.
They were the House Heads of the Round Table.
“Have you heard? The Hero is coming to the Keinper Training Center as a professor.”
“How could we not know? What does the Karn Empire take our Round Table for, to make such a rude request.”
The Round Table was a council of seven prestigious houses.
The six House Heads, excluding the head of the magic noble house, had gathered with displeased faces.
“It is unpleasant enough that they dare to carelessly call him the Hero.”
“That's right. According to the prophecy, the Hero is supposed to come from our Round Table.”
There were several reasons they were displeased with Chris.
The most important was the fact that he was the Hero.
The Round Table had believed that this generation’s Hero would come from among them.
This was because of a prophecy from the Constellations.
-From the House of Lions, a Hero will be born.
Of course, this prophecy originally referred to the swordsmanship noble house, the family of the original Hero, Evan.
But the people of the Round Table had naturally assumed the prophecy referred to them.
If it was the House of Lions, it had to be the Round Table.
“Furthermore, for them to pressure us by citing his status as a royal of the Karn Empire. What do they take us for?”
The reason Chris had become a temporary professor at the Keinper Training Center was thanks to the influence of the Karn Empire’s royal family.
Even the Round Table could not ignore the wishes of the Karn Empire, the strongest nation in the Alliance.
They had been forced to comply, but they were thoroughly offended.
“We cannot just stand by and watch.”
“I doubt he is even the real Hero.”
“That’s right. Aren't the achievements he’s credited with until now also absurd? Defeating the Ghost Sword King in a duel and catching a devil that descended upon the mortal plane? Are you saying a young brat like that is a Sacred One?”
Out of resentment, they even disparaged the achievements Chris had made in the Alliance until now.
Kwang!
“The Keinper Training Center is the pride of our Round Table. We cannot just stand by and watch that whelp tarnish the honor of the Round Table.”
Everyone nodded their heads as if in agreement.
Just then, a middle-aged man with a giant build opened his mouth in a meaningful voice.
It was the Head of the Martial Arts House.
“Do not worry too much. This year’s class at the training center includes our ‘Morning Star of the Round Table’.”
At those words, the other House Heads wore surprised expressions.
“Is that true? Has it already been that long?”
“To think two years have passed.”
The ‘Morning Star of the Round Table’, as the title suggested, was a title given to the strongest of the Round Table’s next generation.
This generation’s Morning Star had especially received the full expectations of the Round Table, as they believed he would be the Hero of the prophecy.
He was a figure worthy of it.
Aiden, the Pulverizing Mace.
The young lord of the Martial Arts House, a genius among geniuses who had reached 7-Star around the age of thirty.
A rate of achievement rare even in the Magus Empire, where there are as many powerhouses as there are stars. His talent could be said to be in no way inferior when compared to the Alliance’s greatest talents, Evan and Ranya.
For the last two years, he had even entered closed-door training to raise his achievement.
The Head of the Martial Arts House spoke, filled with pride.
“It seems he had a great achievement during his closed-door training. It is embarrassing to say, but I now find it difficult to handle that child myself.”
“Ooh! How marvelous. Congratulations.”
“The real Hero is clearly our Aiden.”
The Head of the Martial Arts House twisted the corner of his mouth.
“That whelp will find out soon enough when he meets Aiden. Who is truly worthy of being the Hero.”
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                    The House Heads nodded their heads as if it were a matter of course.
“I look forward to it. Seeing what a fool that Hero whelp will make of himself in front of our Aiden.”
“Still, Aiden shouldn't humiliate him too much.”
“Haha. I will tell him to go easy.”
And with that, the House Heads’ pleasant conversation came to an end.
Except for one person.
There was one man who had worn a heavy expression throughout the entire conversation.
It was William, the Head of the War King House.
A companion of the Hero’s party in his past life, and the only one who had met Chris in person.
‘…Will this really be alright?’
He knew Aiden’s skills well.
Aiden was the young Raging Tiger of the Round Table and was at a level in no way inferior to his own, which was at the peak of 7-Star.
He didn't know what the Hero’s current achievement was exactly, but Aiden would surely be more than a match.
However, William recalled the sneer Chris had given him when they had last met.
-And they call you the Raging Tiger of the Round Table. Is this all you've got? How pathetic.
William’s expression darkened.
It wasn't simply a matter of a higher or lower achievement.
He was someone you shouldn't mess with.
That was what William had felt from Chris.
Yet here they were, baring their fangs at such a person. It was a frustrating situation, but William, whose house was relatively minor in the Round Table, could not stop the others.
‘…It feels like dark clouds are gathering.’
William let out a sigh.
But there was something William did not know.
That what was approaching was no mere gathering of dark clouds.
A disaster named Chris had begun to cast its shadow over the Round Table.
* * *
Keinper City, where the training center was located, grew boisterous.
The first day of the training session had finally arrived.
People flocked from all over the continent, and the citizens let out cries of admiration.
“Whew. There seem to be an unusual number of dazzling people this time.”
“Didn’t they say some incredible people were coming?”
The training session is not held every year.
It is held only once every five years.
The most outstanding talents who have shown the greatest performance on the continent over the past five years are carefully selected and invited.
Therefore, those who attended the training were all formidable figures, but this year’s class was particularly exceptional.
Evan of the swordsmanship noble house.
Ranya of the Celestial Magic Tower.
And even the Hero, who was making a name for himself.
“Didn't they say the Hero was coming as a professor?”
“So I heard. But there’s a story going around that he’s not the real Hero?”
“That’s what I’m saying. They say the real Hero is Sir Aiden.”
The citizens tilted their heads.
It was because the noble houses of the Round Table had been subtly spreading rumors to slander Chris.
However, it wasn't very effective.
“Sir Aiden is the Hero? A passing dog would laugh.”
The citizens scoffed.
Aiden possessed a talent that no one could deny, but he was not an excellent person in terms of character.
On the contrary, he was the height of arrogance.
A man drunk on his own talent who stereotypically looked down on others.
“Given Sir Aiden’s temper, I doubt he'll stay quiet. Isn't he going to cause trouble again?”
“That’s what I’m saying.”
As if it were a familiar occurrence, the citizens spoke with concern.
But unexpectedly, the first person to cause trouble was not Aiden.
It was before the training had officially begun.
Chris whistled as he set foot in the training center.
‘This is my first time at the Keinper Training Center.’
Naturally, he had had no connection to it in his past life.
He turned his gaze and saw those who had come out to greet him.
“We greet His Highness, the Prince of the Karn Empire.”
They were the professors of the training center.
Since Chris was currently disguised not just as the Hero, but as a royal of the Karn Empire, they had come out to greet him.
At the very front of the faculty was a familiar face.
It was the Raging Tiger, William.
As one of the House Heads of the Round Table, he was serving as the head professor for this training session.
“Sir William, is it? It’s been a while.”
Chris tilted his chin toward William and gave a smirk.
“Thankfully, it looks like your core has healed up a bit.”
William’s face contorted into a deep frown.
In their previous meeting, William’s core had been injured after his duel with Chris, and he had suffered greatly.
Yet he had brought it up as soon as they met, as if to tease him.
“…It has been a while for me as well, Your Highness.”
“Yes, it’s good to see you again. I have something to discuss with you privately. Can you spare a moment?”
“…Follow me.”
He had a bad feeling.
Facing Chris, his sense of foreboding intensified.
His intuition was correct.
As soon as they were alone, Chris immediately began with an insane proposal.
“Aren't you grateful to me?”
“…What do you mean by that?”
“I, the Hero, have come in person to be a professor. It should be an honor for the training center, no?”
It was an utterly absurd statement, but William simply nodded his head for the time being.
“…That is correct. We have high expectations for you, Your Highness the Hero.”
“Good, then hand over your authority as head professor to me.”
“…What did you say? Are you insane?”
At this completely nonsensical bullshit, William asked back as if aghast.
“There shouldn't be a problem, should there? In the first place, isn't it the principle of the Keinper Training Center that the most outstanding professor takes the role of head professor?”
Chris let out a sneer.
“No matter how I look at it, it’s pretty clear I'm more qualified than you.”
William was incensed, but it was the truth.
Since reuniting with Chris, William had been in a state of great shock.
‘Impossible. How could he have grown so much in the short time since we met?’
In their previous encounter, Chris had just barely reached 7-Star.
In terms of pure achievement, he had been inferior to William, who was at the peak of 7-Star.
But now, he couldn't even fathom the depth of his achievement.
That meant only one thing.
‘He reached 8-Star in that short amount of time?’
8-Star!
If it were true, it was a story that would shock the entire Alliance.
No, for someone so young to reach 8-Star was impossible even for a magus of the Magus Empire.
‘Not even the Demonic Radiance of the Dark Demonic House, said to be the greatest genius in the history of the Magus Empire?’
In any case, even if it were true that the Hero before him had reached 8-Star, he could not accept the demand to be head professor.
“Still, it is impossible.”
“Because I’m an outsider? As I thought, the Keinper Training Center is rotten, too.”
“!!”
Chris sneered.
“Aren’t you ashamed of the name ‘Cradle of the Alliance’?”
William could not give any reply.
In truth, the Keinper Training Center, said to be the Alliance’s greatest training institution, had been ineffectual for a long time.
Originally, the Keinper Training Center had strived to bring in the best professors from all over the continent.
There had even been times when 9-Star Sacred Ones were invited as professors, but now, it had long since become a place for figures from the Round Table to show off to one another.
Even those who attended the training only hoped for the honor of having been a student there and were not desperate to improve their achievements.
“It’s not just the Keinper Training Center. The Round Table is the same.”
“……”
“You’re so drunk on your own arrogance that you’ve gone past stagnant and are now rotten. And you’re just frogs in a well.”
To call the Round Table, the greatest elite of the Alliance, frogs in a well.
But it was the truth. Something William also knew all too well.
He could tell just by seeing them conspire behind the scenes to harm the Hero.
“Don’t you want to change the Round Table?”
“!!”
William’s expression hardened.
“…What do you mean by that?”
“You must know. That if things continue as they are, the Round Table will never be able to withstand the coming tribulation.”
Chris said in a firm voice.
“Give me the authority of head professor, and I will have not just the Keinper Training Center, but the entire Round Table be born anew.”
William wore a confused expression.
Becoming the head professor was one thing, but how did he plan to change the Round Table?
It was an impossible task, but seeing the Hero’s face, William clamped his mouth shut.
He was twisting the corner of his mouth as if to say that something of this level was simple, and for some reason, a shiver ran down his spine.
For a moment, an image of the Round Table being turned completely upside down flashed through his mind.
“Besides, don’t you owe me a debt?”
“…What debt are you talking about?”
“It seems you’ve gained a great achievement thanks to me. When a person receives a grace, they should know how to repay it.”
William’s face contorted into a deep frown.
After their duel in their previous meeting, Chris had insulted William like this.
-Is this all? It’s so dull I could yawn. Follow my example and try a little harder.
But, absurdly, that shameful duel had allowed William to grow to a higher state.
In particular, he had been inspired by the trick the whelp had used on him and had greatly improved his mana circulation, which had been a chronic problem, allowing him to wield far greater power than before.
He wanted to deny it, but he had indeed benefited from the insufferable whelp before him.
“Try to believe in me, the Hero.”
Chris gave a grin.
“The duties of a Hero include rehabilitating the rotten.”
At that chilling smile, William swallowed hard.
* * *
In the end, William accepted Chris’s demand.
It was a partial acceptance.
He decided to grant him the authority of head professor on a limited basis for just one week.
After that, he would decide based on Chris’s performance.
‘Well, that’s enough.’
Chris whistled as he set foot in a large hall.
100 people.
Talents, hand-picked from all over the Alliance, stared at him.
“It’s a pleasure. I suppose I don't need an introduction. You must be sick of hearing my name by now.”
Chris raised his chin and looked around at the 100 talents.
It was a gaze as if he were appraising them, and in the moment the talents’ faces faintly creased into a frown.
“You’re all pathetic.”
“!!”
“You’re telling me that you lot are the greatest talents in the Alliance? You must be joking.”
The atmosphere in the hall turned ice-cold.
But Chris was being sincere.
‘I was expecting it, but this is worse than I thought.’
As he had said numerous times, this training center was not an academy for raising sprouts.
It was a place for the rising stars who had shown the most outstanding performance in the Alliance over the last five years.
And yet, those at 6-Star or above were rare.
Most were 5-Star.
There were even some at 4-Star.
‘They’re not even as good as our Dark Alliance.’
A hollow laugh escaped him.
At that sincere, hollow laugh, the students were incensed.
“You go too far.”
“Shut your mouth. With skills like that, are you in any mood to run your mouth?”
“!!”
“If it were me, I’d be so ashamed I wouldn't have a word to say, even if I had ten mouths.”
His remarks grew more and more outrageous, but the students couldn't bring themselves to say anything more.
It was because Chris was subtly emitting an intimidating pressure.
‘What is this presence…?’
The students swallowed hard.
He wasn't even strongly raising his energy.
But they couldn't open their mouths.
It felt as if they were standing before a being of a completely different class.
Meanwhile, Chris frowned inwardly.
It was because he was genuinely annoyed.
It wasn't simply because the students’ level was low.
There were people here who shouldn't be.
Chris let out a sigh, then raised his finger.
“You.”
“…Yes?”
“And you, you, and you.”
Chris continued to point out several talents.
It wasn't just one or two. After he had pointed out nearly thirty talents.
“Pack your bags and go home at once.”
“!!”
The ones who had been pointed out shouted in bewilderment.
“What do you mean by that? Why us?”
“Why, you ask?”
Chris stared at them intently.
“Are you really asking because you don't know? You yourselves should be well aware that you are not qualified.”
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                    In that moment, their faces turned beet red.
It wasn't just with anger; a look of bewilderment flowed.
That was right.
These were the ones who, despite not being qualified, had entered the training center through unjust means.
Simply completing the program at the Keinper Training Center was an acknowledgment of being one of the greatest talents on the continent, so they had used their connections to get in.
‘Damn bastards.’
There was a reason for his anger.
‘I need to raise as many suckers as possible here to fight in my stead, but because of these whelps, I'm losing the opportunity to cultivate actual talent.’
Chris hadn't come to the training center simply to cultivate his own power.
He had planned to develop the talents of others as much as possible to prepare for the coming tribulation, but because of those who had entered through dishonest means, he couldn't raise that many suckers.
‘If I can't raise suckers, I'll have to suffer through it all myself!’
He glared at the illegitimately admitted students, filled with anger.
“Any complaints?”
“N-no…”
“I’m sure there are. All of you, step forward. I’ll show you why you are not qualified.”
The illegitimate students gaped.
They all knew their own faults, so they couldn't think of protesting.
To be precise, they were keeping their mouths shut out of fear of the Hero, who was emitting a ferocious aura before them, but Chris had no intention of letting them go so easily.
“All of you, come at me at once. If even one of you succeeds in touching the tip of my finger, I will acknowledge you.”
An absurd proposition.
Nearly thirty people had been pointed out.
And yet he would face them all alone?
However, the students hesitated.
Although they had entered through dishonest means, they weren't complete amateurs.
They had eyes to see.
They felt they shouldn't attack him.
In particular, the look in his eyes as he stared at them felt more wicked than that of most magi.
Still, how could they back down in a situation like this?
They all gritted their teeth and charged.
And they came to realize.
That their intuition had not been wrong.
Thwack!
“And you call these things talents.”
“Keok!”
“Kuaaaack!”
“The very air you breathe is a waste. If it were me, I’d be too ashamed to even show my face, yet you get in through dishonest means? You’ve got some nerve.”
Thwack! Thwack!!
Even though it was a 30-on-1 duel, it was completely one-sided.
No, this wasn't even a duel.
He was beating up thirty people all by himself.
And he was doing it thoroughly.
Who knows how he was hitting them, but with every blow, they all looked like they were about to die.
The mental attacks in between were a bonus.
Before long, all of the illegitimately admitted students were laid out neatly on the floor.
“……”
“……”
The hall fell into a dead silence.
The remaining students, all frozen stiff, stared at Chris.
“Clean up this trash. Now, let’s have a proper greeting. It’s a pleasure.”
“…A pleasure to meet you.”
“Yes. I’ll say this in advance, I am not a kind professor. If you have any complaints, speak now.”
But no one opened their mouth.
They were completely intimidated by the surreal scene they had just witnessed.
It was just as he had intended.
‘I didn't punish the illegitimate entrants without reason.’
To raise their skills in a short amount of time, he had to make them follow his words without question.
In other words, he had punished them for the greater good. Truly.
‘But this isn't enough.’
He had to make them obey any order he gave, absolutely.
As it happened, there was a sacrificial lamb.
“It seems there is someone who has a complaint about me.”
Chris pointed out one person.
It was toward a man with a fierce expression in his mid-thirties.
“Isn’t that right, Aiden, the Pulverizing Mace?”
“!!”
Everyone in the hall sucked in a breath.
The Morning Star of the Round Table.
It was already a famous story that Aiden had it in for the Hero, and yet the Hero had started a fight with him first.
But Aiden’s reaction was strange.
Given his usual hot-headed personality, it wouldn't have been strange if he had immediately thrown a punch, but he was just biting his lip hard without any reaction.
As if he were scared.
It wasn't a misunderstanding.
Aiden was flustered.
‘What?’
The others couldn't accurately gauge the Hero's level, but Aiden, who had reached the peak of 7-Star, was different.
‘…He’s not at a lower level than me. How?’
He couldn't believe it, but it was the truth.
And though Aiden had an arrogant and rough personality, he also had a cautious side that knew to restrain himself in front of a stronger opponent.
In other words, selective intermittent explosive disorder.
Also known as a personality that is selectively good at controlling its anger.
‘…For now, I'll just watch. It’s not because I’m scared. This is, after all, a student showing respect to a professor. I am the young lord of a prestigious house who knows his manners.’
As he was rationalizing to himself, some clueless people chimed in.
“Sir Aiden, say something!”
“Even if he is a professor, he cannot treat the rising stars of our Round Table so carelessly!”
They were the children of the other prestigious houses of the Round Table.
They did not doubt for a second that their hero, Aiden, would bring this cocky Hero to his knees.
‘These damn idiots. Are they blind?’
Aiden looked at Chris.
Their eyes met, and his heart sank.
It was that kind of look.
-Hurry up and come at me. Let's throw down.
Those were not the eyes of a Hero.
He could feel a viciousness akin to that of a heinous magus from the Magus Empire.
I absolutely cannot mess with him.
His intuition, which had sharpened since he had reached the peak of 7-Star, was screaming a warning.
But he couldn't back down and lose face.
“Sir Aiden, it is time to show them the greatness of our Round Table.”
“Please let them know that you, Sir Aiden, are the true Hero!”
Aiden wanted to cry.
Instead, he looked for an exit strategy.
First, he put on the fiercest expression he could muster.
“Did you ask if I have a complaint? Is that even a question?”
A rough voice.
The people held their breath in the explosive atmosphere.
But it was an act.
‘I’ll just act tough and make sure it doesn't lead to an actual fight.’
With that in mind, he opened his mouth.
“Even if you are a professor, that kind of behavior is….”
…unacceptable, so be careful in the future. I will be watching.
That was how he planned to end it.
He thought he could save face and wrap things up nicely at that.
But an unexpected voice cut in.
“How dare you speak to your revered professor with such an attitude?”
“…What did you say?”
It was Evan!
He spoke with angry eyes.
“To say ‘that kind of’ to your professor. What did you learn in your family? Or is the Round Table a house with no foundation that doesn't even teach basic courtesy toward a professor?”
Aiden was flustered.
‘What’s with this guy?’
No, he knew who he was.
The former heir of the swordsmanship noble house.
He was as famous as himself.
But why had he suddenly jumped in and started acting like this?
“Apologize for your rudeness to the professor at once.”
Aiden, who was already thoroughly annoyed, felt his anger surge.
Aiden would become docile in front of the strong, but he could become endlessly arrogant and rough in front of those weaker than himself.
“Shut up. Who do you think you are, you exiled vermin from the swordsmanship house? It seems I’ll have to fix that attitude of yours first.”
Aiden growled at Evan as if this were a welcome development.
Since he had no confidence in fighting Chris, he had changed his target to Evan instead.
‘If I teach that whelp a lesson, I should be able to save face.’
For reference, the swordsmanship noble house was not a member of the Round Table.
They were situated in a different location, and above all, the swordsmanship house had refused to stand shoulder to shoulder with the other houses.
-How can a tiger associate with a pack of wild dogs?
That was the arrogant statement the swordsmanship house had spat out while belittling the other houses of the Round Table.
Therefore, the Round Table gritted its teeth at the mere mention of the swordsmanship house.
Aiden resolved to properly stomp on Evan, the former heir of the swordsmanship house, on this occasion.
As Evan and Aiden were thus about to start a duel out of nowhere, Chris, flustered, called out to Evan.
“Wait, hold on.”
He had no intention of letting Evan step forward.
Above all, Evan was not yet a match for Aiden.
Although Evan had also grown rapidly of late, Aiden had been hailed as the greatest of the Round Table’s next generation for a long time.
However.
“Leave this to me. There's no need for you to concern yourself with such an insignificant whelp.”
“!!”
Evan said resolutely.
‘I have to become Christian’s strength.’
He had seen it with his Mind’s Eye.
Why Christian had come to the Keinper Training Center.
Why he was angry at everyone.
As expected, it was once again for the sake of everyone else.
‘A foolish guy who only knows how to think of others.’
Evan clenched his fists.
‘I won't let you shoulder all the burdens alone again. This time, I will be the villain.’
Evan, standing opposite Aiden, lowered his gaze.
‘For Christian to achieve his noble will, I must properly stomp on this whelp.’
He had heard the story as soon as he had arrived at the Round Table.
That the real Hero was Aiden.
It was a story that wasn't even funny.
Did the whelps of the Round Table not know that slandering the Hero was a capital offense?
‘Christian would want even a whelp like that to be kept alive for the sake of the world, so I can’t kill him, but.’
Instead, he would educate him properly.
So that he would never again dare to even raise his head to Christian.
That, after all, would be the proper courtesy toward the Hero.
“Take your stance.”
At Evan’s chilling voice, Aiden swallowed hard.
‘Wh-what? Why does that whelp have that look in his eyes? Like he’s insane?’
He hadn't even considered the possibility of losing the duel, but he began to feel a sense of foreboding.
Aiden, the Morning Star of the Round Table, a patient with selective intermittent explosive disorder, had a talent for instinctively recognizing an opponent's strength.
As if cold water had been thrown on him, he felt his anger become well-controlled.
“…Out of respect for the swordsmanship house's reputation, if you apologize even now, I will show you mercy.”
He cast his ultimate move, ‘How about we call it a draw?’, but unfortunately, Evan didn't even pretend to listen.
Instead, he took it a step further.
“The duel will follow the way of the magi.”
“…What?”
“Meaning, we fight until one of us falls.”
In other words, he was saying he would beat him to a pulp.
“…Wait, that’s…?”
“I’m starting.”
Aiden tried to say something, but it was too late.
Evan's sword flashed.
It was a single strike that announced the beginning of the Round Table's humiliation.
* * *
A deathly silence fell over the hall.
An unbelievable scene was unfolding.
‘Sir Aiden is being pushed back by that failure from the swordsmanship house?’
Failure.
Evan had been held in check by the other bloodlines of the swordsmanship house and hadn't been able to grow properly for a long time.
Therefore, the children of the prestigious houses who had known him for a long time often looked down on him.
But what was this scene before them?
Smack!
The flat of Evan's sword struck Aiden's cheek.
He wasn't wounded, but it was an utterly humiliating blow.
“You whelp…!”
“So noisy. Does the Round Table fight its duels with its mouth?”
Thwack!
The flat of the sword struck Aiden again.
A similar scene was repeated countless times.
‘How?’
‘Sir Aiden’s level of achievement should be higher, shouldn't it?’
Everyone wore expressions of disbelief, but Chris alone had an indifferent face.
‘It's Evan. Something of this level is only natural.’
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                    It was an expected outcome.
‘What does it matter if he’s the greatest talent of the Round Table? In the end, he’s nothing but a hothouse flower.’
Of course, Aiden’s own level of achievement was higher.
But there was a decisive difference between the two.
It was the difference in their accumulated experience.
How many times had Aiden experienced real combat?
Especially a real battle on the brink of life and death, where he had to be prepared to die?
He couldn't know for sure, but there were probably almost none.
He must have been too busy being praised by everyone.
‘Though if he could properly use his will-techniques and miracle techniques, he might be able to push through with raw power.’
But the use of will-techniques and miracle techniques was forbidden in Alliance duels. It was the same no matter how much Evan insisted on treating it like a real battle.
Therefore, fundamentals and real combat experience were much more prominent, and in these aspects, Evan possessed a sense that was second to none.
‘Still, it’s disappointing. To think that Aiden, the so-called greatest talent of the Round Table, is only at this level. If he fought a magus from the Magus Empire, his head would fly off in an instant.’
Chris swallowed a sigh.
It wasn't just Aiden.
The other talents, who were watching the duel with dumbfounded expressions, were all the same.
‘How long will it take to make these whelps useful?’
A sigh escaped him, but it couldn't be helped.
If he didn't want to suffer through hell himself in the future, he had to make these whelps useful.
Thwack!
Just then, the flat of Evan's sword struck the back of Aiden's head, and with a gurgle, Aiden collapsed.
It was a pathetic defeat.
At the unbelievable sight, everyone swallowed hard.
“…If there’s anyone else with a complaint against the professor, step forward. I will face you.”
Those who received Evan’s cold gaze could not give any reply.
Chris let out a smirk, then opened his mouth to the frozen talents.
“Then, I’ll take it that no one has any complaints. From now on, will you follow my teachings well?”
“…We will.”
At the sight of Evan, whose eyes were flashing beside him, the talents hurriedly nodded their heads.
“Good. First, Evan. I appoint you as my assistant to help me. First, hand out these documents to everyone.”
“Understood, Professor.”
The talents who received the documents tilted their heads.
“…What is this? A contract?”
“It’s to get your consent before we begin the lessons in earnest. You must have signed one when you attended an academy, haven't you?”
“W-we have, but the contents?”
“This is no different from a life and body waiver, isn't it?!”
That was right.
The contents of the contract were nothing short of terrifying.
Absolute obedience to the Hero’s instructions.
Consent to the possibility of injury and death during class.
Ceding the right over one’s own life and death to the Hero.
Permission for corporal punishment for educational purposes, consent to the use of mental-type spells, and so on.
“Impossible!! Do you think we would agree to such contents?”
“If you don't agree, you can leave. I have no need for whelps who won't risk something like this to get stronger.”
“!!”
Chris crossed his arms with an indifferent expression.
“First, let me ask you one thing. Why do you think I’ve set these conditions? To persecute you without reason? Do I look that idle? I, the Hero?”
The hall grew quiet.
In their honest hearts, they wanted to answer that yes, it seemed so, but the person before them was the Hero.
He had a weight that prevented them from opening their mouths carelessly.
“Everyone here must know that the movements of the Magus Empire are unusual. But how prepared are you?”
“……”
“Do you know how disappointed I was when I saw you? To think that the greatest talents in the Alliance are only at this level.”
A heavy silence flowed among the students.
“I intend to make you stronger. By any means necessary. If you lack confidence, then just leave now. Cowards wouldn't be able to endure it anyway.”
They bit their lips hard.
Although they were being utterly looked down upon by Chris, they, too, were talents who were considered the best from all over the continent.
There was no way they wouldn't be incensed after hearing such a story.
A young man with a hardened face stepped forward.
“Will you really make us stronger?”
“Your question is misguided. You should first ask yourselves whether you are capable of it or not.”
“!!”
Chris gave a crooked sneer.
“I certainly intend to make you incomparably stronger than you were before. However… I don't know if you will be able to follow my teachings.”
“…What do you mean by that?”
“It's because you all look so mediocre. I've said it several times, but if you lack confidence, hurry up and leave. It hurts my throat to talk any more.”
At the provocative statement, the students looked at each other with resentful expressions, then, one by one, they began to sign the contract.
It wasn't that they had readily believed Chris’s promise to make them stronger.
Rather, it was defiance that had moved them. As the greatest talents, their pride was second to none.
“You think I’ll be scared?”
“Right, what does he take me for, the heir of the Vineyard Ducal House? I don't know what he’s planning to do, but I’ll show him.”
At the sight of the students, Chris inwardly rejoiced.
‘Naive fools. To sign that contract so thoughtlessly without knowing how terrifying it is, just because I provoked their pride a little. They're the type who wouldn't have a word to say even if they were sold into slavery.’
In truth, when someone had protested that it was a ‘life and body waiver’ earlier, he had felt a pang of guilt.
Because it was, in fact, a contract for that very purpose.
He had felt guilty and had pushed them by provoking their pride, and it was a relief that they had naively fallen for it.
‘Well, to draw out achievements in a short period, some side effects are necessary. It's all for your own good, so don't resent me.’
After roughly getting things in order, the lecture began.
They all wore expressions mixed with curiosity, wonder, and skepticism, wondering what kind of lecture it would be.
‘Since he made such a fuss, it probably won't be an ordinary lecture.’
‘Well then, let’s see just how great you are.’
Finally, Chris opened his mouth.
“The subject I will be teaching is Hero Studies. Does anyone know what Hero Studies is?”
No one could answer.
It was a subject Chris had created on the spot, so there was no way anyone would know of it.
“It’s simple. Hero Studies is about beating up the wicked minions and tribes of Gehenna. In that case, let’s begin with a practical exercise right away.”
“…A practical exercise, you say?”
“Yes, we have no time to waste on useless chatter.”
The moment they saw the object Chris took out, everyone’s faces filled with alarm.
It was an artifact, one that possessed an incomparably sinister aura.
“What… is that?”
“It is a demonic artifact that forcibly opens a passage to the border of Gehenna.”
“!!”
In an instant, the color drained from everyone’s faces.
“…The bor… what did you say?”
“I said, the border of Gehenna. Didn’t I tell you? That we would begin with a practical exercise right away.”
Gwoooo.
The demonic artifact vibrated, and a jet-black, evil energy began to stretch out from it.
Realizing it was not a joke, everyone fell into a panic.
“Stop!! What is this?! Gehenna!!”
“Didn’t you sign the contract? That you were fine with dying.”
“How can you even say that?! We cancel!! Take it back!!”
“Too late. It’s already been activated.”
“You didn’t say you were going to pull something like this, you son of a bitch!!”
“All of you, shut up. How dare you speak to the professor like that. Do you want to die?”
“You shut up!”
With the uproar and the curses flying out, even Evan’s face hardened.
It was a cauldron of chaos, but Chris continued to speak nonchalantly. In an incomparably irritating voice.
“The Hero Studies lesson is four hours long. Survive for that time. I will summon you again in four hours.”
“Kuaaaaaaaack!!”
Paaaaaaah!
With a scream, the students were dragged into the border of Gehenna.
It was the beginning of the first lesson.
* * *
A devil has appeared in the Keinper Training Center!
It was a story about Chris.
It was a nickname he had earned after he began shoving the students into Gehenna for every lesson since the first one.
‘Well, are they making a fuss over something like this?’
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
‘The real lessons haven’t even started yet.’
That was right.
The Gehenna field trip (?) was merely to build a basic foundation.
To fight against the demons and monsters in the Age of Ruin, becoming familiar with Gehenna was essential.
‘Well, it’s not a truly dangerous area. Devils and the highest-ranking demons can’t appear on the border. Evan and Ranya are there, too.’
Although he had threatened that they could die, he had no intention of actually letting them die.
He planned to raise every single one of them into a sucker he could use.
‘Even if there are injuries, I can just treat them with the secret arts of the Healer Noble House. The best real combat experience, with warm treatment afterward. Where else would you find a professor as excellent as me?’
It was a thought that, had the students heard it, would have made them so mad they would have drawn their swords.
‘This is nothing more than basic physical training. It’s about time to move on to the next stage.’
Although it had only been about ten days, a venomous glint had begun to appear in the students’ eyes.
It was a satisfactory change.
Just then, there was a knock on the door.
“…May I come in, Professor?”
“Enter.”
As the door opened, an unexpected figure appeared.
It was Aiden, the Pulverizing Mace!
“…Why did you call for me?”
Aiden asked with a wary expression.
“Does a professor need a grand reason to call for a student? I called you for a counseling session.”
“…A counseling session?”
“Yes, because it seems you have a problem.”
Aiden frowned.
‘A problem, my ass.’
The biggest problem Aiden currently had was the devilish bastard right in front of him.
But he couldn't dare to say such a thing and answered politely.
“I have no particular problems. Please do not concern yourself.”
“Is that so? You seem quite calm for someone on the verge of Qi Deviation.”
“…What did you just say?”
“Don’t tell me you didn't know? You, you’re on the verge of Qi Deviation. From forcibly intervening with the laws of nature while the completion of your microcosm was flawed.”
Aiden was at a loss for words.
As a matter of fact, there was something that had been bothering him.
Chris shook his head.
“It seems you pushed yourself too hard recently to gain an achievement.”
“……”
Aiden clenched his fists tightly.
It was true.
It was because of his family’s expectations for him.
The Morning Star of the Round Table. The greatest of the Round Table’s next generation.
Those dazzling titles had been eating away at Aiden for a long time.
The reason his personality had become so twisted was also due to the pressure from those excessive expectations.
In the end, it had led to this disaster.
“If you continue like this, far from setting foot into 8-Star, you will become no different from a cripple.”
It wasn't a lie.
In his actual past life, Aiden had not played any role at all during the Age of Ruin. Because he had become a cripple before that.
“…So what are you telling me to do?”
As if his emotions had been stirred up, Aiden growled.
“Are you telling me to give up the achievement I’ve built up until now?”
If what Chris said was true, there was only one solution.
To rebuild the foundation of the wrongly built tower from the very beginning.
That was the only solution, but it was a story Aiden could not accept.
“I am the Morning Star of the Round Table. I can never give up the achievement I’ve built up until…!”
“You don’t have to.”
“…What did you say? To solve my problem?”
Chris let out a smirk.
“Normally, what you said would be the right thing to do. But who has the time for that? Even ten years wouldn't be enough.”
He had to use him as a sucker right away; he didn't have that kind of time.
“…Is there another way?”
“Yes. However, there is a condition.”
Chris crossed his arms.
“You are to agree once more to the contract you signed when the training began.”
Aiden wore a bewildered expression.
He was talking about the life and body waiver contract.
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                    “Aren't you already shoving us into Gehenna? Why bring this up now, of all times?”
“That was something like a warm-up. You can't call something like that a real danger.”
It was a story that sent a shiver down his spine.
What, then, was the real danger?
“Look.”
Chris rose from his seat and pressed a button on the wall.
Then, a firmly shut iron door opened, revealing a pitch-black space.
“…Is this a Hall of Training?”
“You know of it?”
Of course, he knew.
The Keinper Training Center was built on top of ancient ruins.
It was thanks to the various ruin facilities specialized for training that it came to be called the Cradle of the Alliance.
“I’ve modified it. To fit your situation.”
“…You have?”
“But, keep this in mind. It will be difficult.”
Aiden swallowed hard.
For this devil to say something like this, what on earth was waiting for him inside?
I don't want to go. No, I shouldn't go. If I go in, I'm done for.
As his intuition screamed a warning like crazy and he was conflicted, another voice was heard from the side.
“The professor has gone to the trouble of preparing even this for you, and yet you hesitate. What a pathetic whelp.”
“!!”
Aiden’s face contorted into a deep frown.
The whelp who was even more irritating than the devil Hero.
It was Evan!
“A whelp like you doesn't even deserve to receive the professor’s teachings.”
“I get it! I’ll go in!”
Aiden shouted.
But Evan said something even more infuriating.
“Are you not going to express your gratitude?”
“…What?”
“Have you no shame? Do you not know how much great trouble the professor has gone through for one whelp like you?”
Evan said coldly.
‘Whelps who don't even know grace.’
What professor in the world would bestow such a grace?
“Properly express your gratitude to the professor.”
“……”
Aiden clamped his mouth shut.
Just as Evan’s glare was about to sharpen.
“…I know that much.”
…Right.
It was infuriating.
But it wasn't that he didn't know that this was a great grace.
It wasn't obvious, hidden behind his rude and insufferable attitude, but he knew that the devil Hero whelp was doing this for their sake.
‘…I guess a Hero is a Hero. Not a fake like me.’
Aiden let out a sigh.
He had always lived under the weight of the Round Table’s expectation that he had to become the Hero, but after acknowledging Chris, for some reason, his heart felt a little more at ease.
“…I will give my thanks after I have achieved results. That will be the best form of thanks.”
“Are you being shy?”
“I’m not! You just shut up!”
Aiden, having shouted, entered the Hall of Training.
Evan frowned.
“To receive such a great grace and yet have such an insolent attitude. In any case, they are a hopeless bunch.”
“Um… about that.”
Chris had an ambiguous expression.
‘There’s a reason I didn't lord it over him.’
Originally, when Chris bestowed a favor, he would make a point of it so that the other person would be sure to know of his grace.
But the reason he hadn't was….
-This son of a bitch!! A favor, my ass…!!! I’ll kill you…!! You devil bastard! And you too, Evan…!!
From the still-open door of the Hall of Training, a scream filled with bitter resentment began to be heard.
A horrifying cry, making one wonder what on earth was happening inside.
Chris was silent for a moment, then said.
“…Evan, it’s loud. Close the door. And lock it so he can’t get out.”
“…Right.”
Evan quietly closed and locked the door.
*    *    *
Following that, he did the same thing to the other students.
After confirming each of their individual problems, he threw them into the Hall of Training.
They all had a similar reaction to Aiden.
At first, they would enter while expressing their gratitude, and then,
-…Kuaaaaaaaaaaaah!
-Send me to Gehenna instead!!
‘I did modify it quite atrociously.’
The Hall of Training was a place to train by overcoming virtual enemies and trials that appeared as illusions.
It had a point of commonality with the training methods using illusion arts that Chris was fond of using.
To that, Chris added mental-type spells.
From status ailments to inner chaos, confusion, and so on.
In other words, so that they could face their inner demons.
Meaning, those who entered that place were experiencing not just physical hardship, but also extreme mental anguish.
Although he had given each individual the exact inner demon they needed, it must be extremely painful for those on the receiving end.
‘In the first place, inner suffering is essential for growth.’
He was whistling when he met Evan’s frowning face.
An expression that showed he was displeased with Chris about something.
‘…Has he finally realized my true nature? He’s not an idiot, it’s about time he found out.’
However.
“…Is there nothing for me?”
“…What?”
“I’m asking if you prepared a share for me.”
“……”
At the tone, like a child who was the only one who didn't receive a gift from the teacher, Chris shut his mouth.
‘…You don’t need it.’
Evan was already in the midst of explosive growth on a smooth path.
There was nothing in particular he needed help with.
‘That guy Evan might even reach 8-Star in the near future.’
As expected of the original Hero.
In his past life, Evan had reached the peak of 9-Star in just ten years, but this time, he was growing even faster due to Chris’s influence.
‘There’s nothing to worry about with Evan.’
There was someone else who was on his mind.
“What is Ranya doing?”
“She is training alone in the Hall of the Sky.”
Ranya was also a student in this year’s class.
But she hadn't shown her face at all.
-I have no time to attend lessons.
As if she were being chased by something, she was whipping herself to train alone.
“From what I hear, she’s not even sleeping properly and is completely absorbed in mastering a grimoire.”
“What kind of grimoire?”
“They say it’s a grimoire authored by the Master of the Magic Tower himself, but I don’t know the exact details. It’s a secret of the Magic Tower.”
“Hmm.”
Chris’s gaze settled.
‘Has the time already come? This, too, is faster than in my past life.’
Just as Evan had gone through his ordeal in the swordsmanship house, the same went for Ranya.
Before joining the Hero’s party, she would experience a terrible incident at the Celestial Magic Tower.
Because of what she had experienced at that time, the Ranya of his past life had a far more cynical and cold personality than she did now.
‘Of course, it will be different this time. In the first place, my final goal for this trip to the Round Table was the Master of the Magic Tower.’
An astounding story.
He was saying that he was targeting the Tower Master, a 9-Star Sacred One.
‘Of course, with my current power, it’s impossible for me to take down the Tower Master alone.’
It was fine.
He had a way.
Just then, the door was thrown open and a figure rushed in.
“What on earth do you think you’re doing?!”
It was William.
He had rushed over, appalled by what Chris had done to the students.
“Do you know what an uproar there is at the Round Table right now?! How angry the House Heads of the Round Table are…!”
It was the Round Table that had enrolled the most talents in the Keinper Training Center.
Naturally, there were many children from the prestigious houses of the Round Table in this year’s class, and they were in an uproar after hearing what Chris had done.
They were all furious to the point of explosion, saying he should be dismissed at once. It was a serious situation, but Chris spoke with a nonchalant expression.
“That’s great. As it happens, I had something to say as well.”
“…What?”
Chris beckoned with his finger.
“Tell the House Heads that I want to see them. You could call it a parent-teacher conference.”
“…A parent-teacher conference?”
William frowned.
Of course, what Chris intended was no ordinary conference.
“Looking at the level of the students, the ones from the Round Table are particularly pathetic.”
“…You whelp, don’t tell me?”
“Yes, as a professor, I must hold the parents accountable for their shoddy home education.”
That was right.
The targets Chris was planning to hunt as suckers were not just the students.
The students were small fry.
His real targets were the House Heads of the Round Table.
‘I’ll make all of the House Heads my suckers, too.’
Chris’s eyes gleamed like a predator staring at a delicious-looking prey.
* * *
The Round Table.
It is a coalition formed by the gathering of prestigious houses from seven fields: Swordsmanship, Martial Arts, Magic, War King, Sorcery, Taming, and Stellar Radiance.
Of course, one should not think of these prestigious houses on the same scale as the twelve great houses of the Magus Empire.
Each of the prestigious houses of the Magus Empire possessed a strength greater than that of a decent-sized nation.
The houses of the Round Table were on the scale of a typical prestigious noble house in the Alliance.
‘Even if you combine the entire Round Table, it doesn't even measure up to a single Destruction Demonic House.’
For reference, the Round Table was geographically situated opposite the Destruction Demonic House of the Dark Alliance.
Still, the pride of the Round Table pierced the heavens.
Because they had produced the most talents for generations.
This year’s class of students also had the most members from the Round Table.
So, it was only natural that the House Heads of the Round Table showed a stiff attitude toward Chris.
“We greet Your Highness the Hero. We have heard much about you. You look much younger than the rumors say.”
A total of five House Heads had attended the parent-teacher conference.
Swordsmanship, Martial Arts, Sorcery, Taming, and Stellar Radiance.
Among them, the Head of the ‘Flash Sword House’ of the swordsmanship field greeted Chris in a tone as if he were looking down on him.
“Pardon my rudeness, but may I ask how old you are? I heard you were young, but you seem far too young. Have you even had your coming-of-age ceremony?”
“Ho ho, that’s what I’m saying. For the Karn Empire to recommend such a child as a professor to the great Keinper Training Center.”
“What on earth do they take the level of the Keinper Training Center for? We must make a formal protest to the Karn Empire.”
Chris let out a smirk.
‘How cute.’
Well, it didn't matter.
They would become his suckers anyway, so he could look upon this level of antics as cute.
For reference, it was obvious that if Evan were by his side, he wouldn't be able to hold back and would cause a scene, so he had sent him out beforehand. Bringing the House Heads to their knees was something Chris had to do himself.
“Yes, I am young and inexperienced, just as you House Heads have said.”
“Hmph, it is a relief that you know your place.”
“Yes, but thankfully, I won't be wasting my years as you House Heads have.”
“!!”
The House Heads wore fierce expressions.
To be unable to tolerate others treating them the same way they had just been rude, how very like the heads of prestigious houses.
“I will not mince my words. Stop this nonsense you are putting the students through at once.”
“I don’t know what nonsense you are referring to. I am guiding them with all my might.”
“Do you really ask because you do not know? Do you have to be forcibly expelled to come to your senses?”
Kwang!
The Head of the Martial Arts House slammed his fist on the table.
“Keep in mind that we are saving your face.”
At the threatening voice, the atmosphere in the hall turned ice-cold.
But Chris’s face was still relaxed.
“I’m sorry, but that will be difficult. It’s because I pity the students, especially the talents from the Round Table.”
“…What do you mean by that? You pity the children?”
“I don't know what kind of teachings they have received in their families, but they are all utterly pathetic.”
“!!”
The faces of the House Heads flushed with anger.
“How dare you!”
“Do you know why I have come to the training center?”
Chris lowered his voice.
“It is because I received a revelation from the Constellations.”
At the unexpected story, the House Heads paused.
“What revelation are you talking about?”
“That in the coming future, the Round Table will be destroyed.”
“!!”
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                    “Your Round Table will have all of its members brutally slaughtered by the minions of Gehenna, and your houses will burn to the ground and disappear.”
“Wh-what? Do not speak such impossible nonsense!”
“Nonsense? Look.”
Paaaat!
Chris unleashed his magic.
In the air, an image of the Round Table meeting its horrific end appeared as a video.
“This is a ‘realization’ of the revelation from the Constellations. Marquis Hainper, as the Head of the Sorcery House, you should know. That this is not a false illusion, but a revelation I have witnessed myself.”
Even if they were both image magic, ‘realization’ and ‘illusion’ were different.
‘Realization’ was to draw a perfect picture of something one had actually witnessed or that actually existed. The very manifestation of the spell was completely different.
‘In truth, it’s not a revelation from the Constellations, but a realization of a scene I saw in my past life.’
Marquis Hainper, the Head of the Sorcery House, nodded heavily.
“…It seems the words of His Highness the Hero are not a lie.”
A shock spread through the hall.
“Th-that can’t be?”
“You can’t believe it?”
Chris let out a smirk.
“I think it’s plenty possible. Looking at your pathetic state right now, that is.”
“!!”
“You all know it, too, don’t you? Just how far your level falls compared to the true prestigious houses of the Magus Empire.”
The House Heads bit their lips hard.
He was right.
Although they acted high and mighty as the heads of prestigious houses, not a single one among them was an 8-Star.
Among the House Heads of the Round Table, only the head of the magic noble house was an 8-Star; the rest were all 7-Stars.
“…Still, we have no need of your help. A revelation like that. Our Round Table can overcome it.”
“Really? I doubt it.”
Chris openly sneered at them.
“From what I can see now, it looks like none of you have even properly mastered your own family’s secret arts.”
“!!”
This was a comment they could not let slide.
The House Heads, incensed, glared at him.
“Take back that statement.”
“Take what back? Right, since the House Heads are in such a state, the whelps under them were at that pathetic level, too.”
The House Heads could no longer hold back and began to raise their auras.
The atmosphere was that of a duel about to be declared.
It was the reaction he had intended.
“I will prove my words myself.”
“…What did you say?”
“I am saying that I will personally duel all of you and win.”
“!!”
The House Heads wore expressions of disbelief.
But Chris’s face was serious. An expression with no bluff, no exaggeration.
“A simple duel would be too bland, so I will face each of you with your own specialty. If your specialty is swordsmanship, I’ll use swordsmanship, if it’s martial arts, I’ll use martial arts. No, that seems too easy as well.”
Chris continued with even more insane words.
“I will face each of you using only your own family’s secret arts.”
“…Our family’s secret arts, you say?”
“Yes, there were materials you all donated here at the training center, weren't there? I’ve studied them for about half a month, so I will face you with that.”
Chris hadn't just been guiding the students.
In his spare time, he had been making the vast materials stored at the training center his own.
“Cut the nonsense. The materials we donated were nothing but basic secret arts. And you’ll face us, the masters of those arts, after studying them for only half a month?”
Thinking that he was insulting them, the complexions of the House Heads flushed.
However.
“I’m telling you, that’s more than enough.”
“!!”
“If you can't believe me, let’s make a bet. If I am defeated, I will leave the Keinper Training Center at once.”
Chris looked around at the House Heads.
“Instead, if you lose, you will also enter the Keinper Training Center and receive my teachings.”
“…Wh-what did you say?”
“Did I not say? The reason I am here is for your Round Table. Since your level is so low, I will bestow my teachings upon you.”
Chris tilted his head.
“Don’t tell me you lack confidence? To back down even when the condition is that I fight you with your own family’s secret arts? The name ‘Head of a Prestigious House’ will weep.”
The faces of the House Heads turned red, as if they could no longer endure it.
“…Very well. Prepare yourself.”
And so, they headed to the dueling grounds located in the training center.
Who knows where they had heard the rumor, but the students had flocked to the site.
“That devil is dueling the House Heads?”
“Who do you think will win?”
“…I don't know.”
The students trailed off.
They, too, now knew that the young Hero was no ordinary person.
But these were the House Heads of the great Round Table.
Furthermore, the Hero had said he would face them all alone.
“Since it’s a gauntlet, I don’t know about one, but wouldn’t two be difficult?”
“I think so, too.”
This, in itself, was a great assessment.
The prestige of the Round Table’s House Heads in the Alliance was enormous.
“But I heard His Highness the Hero is going to face the House Heads with the Round Table’s own secret arts?”
“What, are you crazy? Is that true?”
“Yes, I heard he said he would show the House Heads the true essence of the Round Table’s secret arts.”
“…I knew he wasn't sane, but it seems he’s truly lost his mind.”
The students clicked their tongues with fed-up expressions.
In the meantime, a thoroughly enraged middle-aged man stepped onto the dueling grounds.
It was Marquis Lamed, the Head of the Flash Sword House of the swordsmanship field.
“As promised, if you are defeated, leave the Keinper Training Center at once.”
“Right, you keep your promise, too. If you lose, you become my disciple.”
“You whelp…!!”
With a face that looked ready to burst, he took the stance for drawing his sword.
But Chris raised his hand to stop him, then said something unexpected.
“Wait, are you coming at me alone?”
“…What?”
“I doubt you’ll be enough.”
Chris spoke in a tone as if he were genuinely worried for his opponent.
“You alone won't even be a match, so all five of you, come at me at once.”
“Shut up!!”
With a face that had nearly lost all reason to anger, Marquis Lamed began his attack.
Paaaaaaah!
A single flash.
He rushed toward Chris like a ray of light, and in a blink, a single line was drawn.
“Ooh!! As expected!!”
“The Flash Sword King!!”
It was in the moment that the spectating students were letting out cries of admiration at the ultimate fast sword.
Tak.
The sword was stopped in its tracks.
The tip of Chris’s sword had precisely struck Marquis Lamed’s.
‘How?’
Marquis Lamed’s eyes flew open.
He was famous for having the fastest sword in the Alliance.
And yet Chris’s sword, which he had drawn later, had overwhelmed his.
That wasn't the only astounding thing.
‘That technique just now was?’
Chris twisted his lips as if to say, that's right.
“Didn't I say I’d face you with your own secret arts?”
It was the basic thrust of the Flash Sword House!
“Don't get cocky over a lucky shot!”
Paaaaaaah.
A rain of swords poured down.
It was the Storm of Blossoms, a high-level secret technique passed down only to the important blood relatives of the Flash Sword House.
Countless swords rushed toward Christian.
“Pathetic, as expected.”
“!!”
Chris moved his sword.
“I’ll show you. The proper secret art of your Flash Sword House.”
Chris extended his sword forward.
Fluttering Butterfly.
It was a sword art that checked the opponent by vibrating the sword in all directions, and it, too, was a basic secret technique.
One that even the lowest-ranking warriors of the Flash Sword House learned.
But, though it was a basic technique, how could this be happening?
Chwaaaaat!
The storm of Marquis Lamed’s swords was instantly swept away.
As if it had been blocked by an invisible curtain.
“Wh-what?! That's not Fluttering Butterfly!”
“It isn't? It's written in your own secret manual. Use the waves and vibrations created by the sword's trajectory to sever the core of the opponent's attack and neutralize it.”
Click.
Chris sheathed his sword.
He was preparing to unleash another basic secret technique of the Flash Sword House, the art of drawing the sword.
“This is your basic secret technique, the Sword-Drawing Flash. I'll unleash it straight down the center, so try to block it.”
“!!”
To tell his opponent the very point he was going to strike.
It was an absurd sight, but Marquis Lamed could not take it lightly.
He had a gut feeling that this was no ordinary matter.
“…You're the one who should be prepared.”
Paaaaaaah!!
A powerful aura surged up as if he were using all his strength.
It was the Crushing Flash, the strongest secret technique Marquis Lamed had learned.
It was a single strike that used a 7-Star miracle to imbue the ultimate speed with weight.
Using a miracle technique during a duel in the Alliance was against the rules, but that was how desperate he felt.
However.
Chris spat out as if it were pathetic.
“Wrong.”
Paat!
He drew his sword.
As befitting a basic secret technique, it was a sword draw that competed with pure speed.
The very foundation of the basics, without any particular skill or great sword principle imbued in it.
But the result of the sword that this simple sword draw unleashed was by no means light.
Crack.
The secret technique Marquis Lamed had unleashed began to split apart.
It was an unbelievable sight.
The family’s lowest basic technique and its highest secret technique had clashed head-on, and the exact opposite result was occurring.
‘Because what's important is not whether it's a basic or a high-level secret technique.’
That was right.
Even a simple single strike could have vastly different results depending on how it was unleashed.
What was important was the meaning imbued in that sword.
Chris, although it was a basic technique, had unleashed a sword that best matched the meaning of a ‘single flash’.
A sword that cuts all things with a single ray of light.
As long as one could not surpass the meaning of the single flash imbued in Chris’s sword, it was useless no matter what great secret technique one unleashed.
Finally, Chris’s sword completely neutralized his opponent, Marquis Lamed’s, secret technique, and then.
Flash.
Marquis Lamed’s sword split into two pieces.
“……”
Marquis Lamed stared blankly at his own sword.
The family heirloom, a famous sword among famous swords, had been broken in two.
“M-my family heirloom….”
“I don't think your family heirloom is what's important right now, is it?”
Chris sneered.
“A House Head should be lamenting the fact that he hasn't even properly mastered his own basic secret arts.”
Marquis Lamed's eyes flew open, but he couldn't say a word.
He was right.
“Go down and reflect on your actions!”
Marquis Lamed's face turned beet red, but in the end, he left the stage without being able to say a word.
At the shocking sight, everyone in the hall fell into a deathly silence.
It was a scene that went beyond mockery, looking almost like an instructional sparring session.
Following that, the others stepped onto the dueling grounds.
Martial Arts, Sorcery, Taming, and Stellar Radiance.
They were the four House Heads.
This time, they intended to attack together.
“It seems you've finally come to your senses. Right, there's no need to be ashamed. It's only natural for the weak to attack the strong together.”
The four House Heads bit their lips.
Although they had lost face, they couldn't muster the confidence to face that monster alone.
“Instead, there is a condition.”
“Hmm?”
“We will use our full strength, so you do the same. Don't think of humiliating us with your half-assed efforts.”
They were telling him to display his proper skills, not just the basic secret arts of their families.
“I don't think that will be necessary.”
“!!”
Chris sneered.
“If you want me to use my full strength, then you all had better try your best to make me. Though I doubt it will be possible.”
The atmosphere of the House Heads turned fierce.
“I am the Fist King of the Martial Arts House.”
“I am the Beast King, the Head of the Divine Beast House.”
The two figures with strong impressions stepped forward and spoke.
The House Heads of the Round Table often used the character for 'King' in their nicknames to command respect.
The two who were behind them also introduced themselves.
“I am the Curse King of the Sorcery House.”
“I am the Radiance King of the Stellar Radiance House.”
A joint attack by four House Heads.
At the sight, which was like a Demon Lord-class magus from the Magus Empire had descended, everyone in the hall swallowed hard.
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                    But Chris still did not look tense at all.
“Aren't your nicknames a bit too grandiose? With skills like that, what kind of kings are you? Aren’t you ashamed?”
“!!”
“It's making my skin crawl. Hurry up and come at me.”
As he beckoned with his finger, the Fist King, his face contorted into a deep frown, charged forward.
Kwaaaang!!
It was like a rock falling.
A power that would have instantly shattered every bone in his body if he hadn't twisted to evade it.
“If you don’t want to be seriously injured, kneel at once!”
The Beast King of Taming also stepped forward.
Paaaat!
A serpent with long, white scales was summoned.
Naturally, it was no ordinary serpent.
It was a White Dragon Snake, a Half-Dragon Half-Snake with the blood of a dragon mixed in.
A 7th Demon-rank, no less.
The Fist King’s fist and the White Dragon Snake’s tail flew at him at the same time.
That wasn't all.
“I will show you the true power of Stellar Radiance!”
Paaaaaaah!!
A brilliant mana of light enveloped the Fist King and the Beast King.
It was the Radiance King of the Stellar Radiance House, who specialized in using the power of Stellar Radiance.
The power of the Fist King and the Beast King was amplified even further, and the Curse King of the Sorcery House also joined in.
“You shall wander in an endless maze!”
It was a sorcery that was said to have originated in the East.
With a unique spell system different from ordinary white magic, talismans flew in all directions, and suddenly, his surrounding vision distorted.
A formation that restricted Chris’s movements had been deployed.
‘The Sorcery House is the Alliance’s greatest expert in formations.’
Even though it had been deployed on the spot, it was an elaborate formation that could not be easily ignored.
And so, under the joint attack of the four House Heads, Chris was instantly pushed onto the defensive, and the spectating students shook their heads.
“As expected, it’s impossible.”
“No matter if he’s the Hero, facing four House Heads at once is absurd.”
“Even the Demonic Radiance of the Magus Empire wouldn't be able to do it.”
“This will be over soon.”
But it was strange.
Even though time had passed, the duel was not concluding.
The Fist King’s fierce punches.
The White Dragon Snake’s fangs.
The brilliant light of Stellar Radiance.
The eerie sorcery that broke down mind and body.
None of it could deal any damage to the Hero. They couldn't even graze the tip of his finger.
Chris, in the midst of the storm-like attacks, still had a relaxed expression.
Instead, it was the House Heads who were beginning to show signs of anxiety.
“You whelp!”
The Fist King, watching Chris’s movements, realized a certain fact and clenched his fists tightly.
“Are you humiliating us right now?!”
Chris wasn't on the defensive at all.
He was simply watching their attacks of his own free will.
With a face that seemed to say, let’s see what kind of antics you can perform.
There was proof.
Whenever the four House Heads attacked, he would evade or defend using only the secret arts of the opposing family.
Against the Fist King’s attacks, he used the footwork of the Martial Arts House, and against the White Dragon Snake’s attacks, he used the secret arts of the Divine Beast House. And so on.
It meant he was not in a predicament at all.
“Ah, it’s not humiliation. It’s because I’m pondering what kind of teachings I should give you.”
Chris continued as if he were frustrated.
“There’s not just one or two things that are a mess, so I’m a bit worried about how I should teach you. To think that beings of this level are the masters of the Round Table?”
“!!”
He was being sincere.
Chris was truly feeling at a loss.
‘How do I make these guys functional?’
Whether he liked them or not, the House Heads of the Round Table were important figures in the Alliance.
‘In the Alliance, these whelps are the ones with the highest possibility of reaching 8-Star.’
The fatal weakness of the Alliance was that it had too few masters of the highest states. Especially those at 8-Star or above.
To reduce the Alliance’s casualties in the coming tribulation, he had to raise the House Heads of the Round Table into suckers who could play their part.
The problem was, now that he was looking at them, every single one of the House Heads had too many weaknesses.
To the point that he doubted whether he could even raise them to the level he wanted.
‘No. I have to succeed. Otherwise, I'll have to throw my own body on the line to stop it!’
Having made his firm resolve, Chris began to move.
The direction of the battle changed at once.
His first target was the Fist King.
Whap!
The Fist King's face turned pale, his blood running cold at the sight of Chris’s fist grazing past his face.
‘Our family’s basic straight punch? But how?’
It was too early to be surprised.
In an instant, countless fists flew at him.
The Fist King frantically raised his hands to block and evade, then realized his mistake.
Before he knew it, his wrist was in Chris's hand.
He had fallen for Chris's feint.
‘D-damn it.’
He tried to pull it out, but it was too late.
Crack!
“Kuhk!”
It was a joint lock from the Martial Arts House.
But he was the Fist King, after all.
He hastily twisted his joint and prevented his wrist from being shattered, but his ligaments were severely damaged.
He counterattacked with his other arm, but was blocked again.
“Do you still not get it?”
Chris, having closed the distance, said in a chilling voice.
“Just how lacking you are?”
Thwack!
A fist struck his face.
He had deployed his protective aura using mana, so he didn't suffer a fatal blow, but the mental shock was great.
‘I let him land a punch on my face? I, the Fist King?’
But this was only the beginning.
Thwack!
Another fist fell.
It was in the exact same spot he had been hit before.
“You whelp!!!”
He counterattacked, his face flushed red with shame.
Wild Fist Dance.
Fists poured down with dazzling movements.
“Haah. Are you an idiot?”
With a frustrated sigh.
Thwack!!!
The straight punch Chris threw instantly neutralized the Wild Fist Dance, and after that, fists continued to rain down on the Fist King’s face.
“What is the basic doctrine of the Martial Arts House? Don’t tell me you’re under the delusion that just being strong and flashy is the best?”
Thwack!
“To subdue the opponent with the most efficient movements. You’re the House Head, so why don't you know such a basic thing? And you still call yourself the Fist King? Is your face made of steel? Have you no shame?”
But the Fist King couldn't answer a single word. Every time he tried to open his mouth, a fist flew in and planted itself on his face.
At this unbelievable sight, the spectating students swallowed hard.
“Wh-what?”
“How can he do that?”
It wasn't even a one-on-one situation. He was toying with the Fist King while evading and defending against all the attacks launched by the other House Heads.
And what's more, he was doing it using only the basic secret arts of the Martial Arts House.
‘…I’m glad I didn’t run my mouth.’
Aiden thought, his face pale as a sheet.
His blood ran cold at the thought that he could have been the one in that state.
‘Father, didn't I tell you he was a madman and you had to be careful? I will avenge your grudge today after I have become strong enough. So, in about ten years or so.’
Finally, unable to endure any longer, the Fist King collapsed, and Chris turned his gaze.
His next target was the Beast King.
“How dare you. Prepare yourself!”
The White Dragon Snake opened its mouth wide.
In the moment its Poison Breath was about to spray out.
Another unexpected event occurred.
The White Dragon Snake turned its head and, instead, sprayed its Poison Breath toward the Beast King.
“?!”
The Beast King, horrified, barely managed to evade the breath.
That wasn't all.
The White Dragon Snake bared its fangs and tried to bite the Beast King.
Chris had stolen control of the White Dragon Snake!
“Y-you bastard! How? What trick did you use?!”
“What trick? I just tamed it according to your family's secret arts.”
An unbelievable story.
Chris said something even more infuriating.
“But I have something to ask. You're the House Head, so why don't you follow your own family's teachings?”
“What nonsense are you talking about?”
“Isn't it so? It was clearly written in your family's secret arts to become friends with the divine beasts, but it seems you haven't done that at all. You just suppressed it with force.”
“!!”
“So it’s only natural that this cute friend would take a greater liking to me.”
Even if it was the same taming that dealt with magical beasts, the methods of the magi and the Alliance were completely different.
The magi ‘dominate’ the magical beasts with fear, strength, and coercion.
On the other hand, the Alliance’s side ‘charms’ the magical beasts.
But the method of the whelp before him was neither.
He had charmed it, but it wasn't perfect, so he had also subjugated it with force.
Chris had dug into that gap.
‘I do have a knack for sweet-talking and bewitching, after all.’
Thanks to the great resentment that had built up in the beast toward the Beast King, he had been able to easily dig in.
“Do you think this is all I have?!”
The Beast King gritted his teeth and summoned other magical beasts.
This time, it was three 6th Demon-rank magical beasts.
They were a powerful force, but they only made the situation worse.
“Now is the time to release your pent-up resentment. Get your revenge on that whelp who has been using you all this time.”
The newly summoned magical beasts also bared their fangs at the Beast King.
“Wh-what?! What kind of evil art are you using?!”
“…It's not an evil art. I'm the one who's bewildered. To give up control so easily.”
Chris clicked his tongue as if he were dumbfounded.
‘When I fought the Beast King of the Magical Beast House before, I couldn't even dream of stealing control like this.’
One had to either completely suppress them, or create a solid bond with strong empathy, but his method was neither, so his control was sloppy beyond belief.
While the magical beasts were cornering the Beast King, a powerful aura descended upon Chris.
It was the Radiance King.
“Be careful!!”
Whoosh!
A mace, enveloped in the pure white mana used by Stellar Radiance knights, flew at him.
Chris evaded the attack and said.
“A decent level, not bad. Your foundation is alright.”
In truth, the Radiance King’s achievement was on the lower side among the House Heads.
He was only at mid 7-Star, after all.
But it wasn't bad.
Unlike the previous House Heads, he had completed his vessel in the proper way.
He was a talent who, though he might be lagging a bit now, had the highest possibility of reaching 8-Star the fastest.
‘I suppose I should treat him with some respect.’
“I will show you. What the true power of Stellar Radiance is.”
Paaaaaaah!
A powerful energy surged up from Chris's body.
It was the power of the Hero, the mana of radiance.
“Watch closely. This is the state you will have to pursue for the rest of your life.”
The aura of Stellar Radiance rushed toward the Radiance King.
The Radiance King also raised his power to face the aura.
The two pure white auras faced off in mid-air.
“Ah… ah.”
The Radiance King’s eyes trembled.
It wasn't simply because Chris’s aura was powerful.
No, if one were to purely compare the size of their auras, there wasn't much of a difference between the Radiance King and Chris.
Chris’s main energy was demonic energy, not the mana of Stellar Radiance.
The reason the Radiance King was so shaken was because of the will contained within Chris’s aura.
A will with no impurities mixed in.
An endlessly upright and noble will.
‘How can it be so beautiful?’
The Radiance King’s heart wavered.
It was as if he had glimpsed a perfect state that he could never reach.
In that moment, the Radiance King lost all will to fight.
Thud.
He dropped his mace and knelt.
“…I have lost.”
It was a declaration of surrender.
‘…He is not an opponent I can dare to face.’
The Radiance King could finally understand.
That the Hero’s words, that he had come to help them, were the truth.
And that they should have been the ones to kneel and beg for his teachings.
It was after the three House Heads had thus knelt.
Crackle!!
A geometric pattern appeared in the air, and a powerful electric shock surged forth.
It was the Curse King's sorcery.
At the same time, the surrounding vision wavered again.
A chilling killing intent surged.
“So it's the highest-level formation of the Sorcery House, the Life and Death Annihilation Formation.”
I was wondering what he was doing so quietly; it seems he was preparing a formation.
‘A fairly excellent level.’
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                    Excellent.
It was a high praise that rarely came from Chris's mouth.
In truth, the Curse King, the Head of the Sorcery House, was considered the greatest formation expert in the Alliance.
Even though it was a small-scale formation deployed on the spot, it was as solid as an iron fortress.
Even a highest-ranking magus would not find it easy to neutralize this formation.
But there was one unfortunate fact for the Curse King.
‘This will be the last moment the Curse King is called the greatest expert in formations.’
The mana extending from Chris's hand began to draw a pattern in the air.
“What are you doing? Don't tell me?”
The Curse King, having noticed what Chris was trying to do, scoffed.
“Do you dare to face me with a formation?”
A formation showdown!
It was a duel where both deployed a formation at the same time, and the formation with the deeper principles would break the opponent's.
“How reckless.”
“To think he would try to face the Curse King with a formation.”
The spectating students thought that this time, Chris had truly done something foolish.
However.
As Chris's formation gradually took shape, the Curse King's face began to stiffen.
He was beginning to notice the true value of the formation Chris was deploying.
“Ah. There's something I didn't mention.”
Chris let out a smirk.
“I'm quite well-versed in formations.”
In his past life, after the Age of Ruin began, it was Chris who had surpassed the Curse King to be hailed as the greatest expert in formations.
‘Of course, at the time, I hadn't properly learned mana, so I was only well-versed in the theoretical aspects.’
Now, he had the ability to deploy that theory freely.
Paaaaaaah!!
The formation unfolded, and the Curse King's eyes widened as if they would tear.
A formation that contained death, life, and annihilation.
It was the exact same Life and Death Annihilation Formation that the Curse King had deployed.
“H-how do you know the Life and Death Annihilation Formation?! When did you steal our family's secret art?!”
“I didn't steal it.”
“Then how is it the same?”
“It's not the same. Look closely.”
The Curse King's complexion turned white as he examined Chris's formation.
Incomparably so to before.
“…It's completely different? But how can it be so much the same?”
Different, but the same.
It was a strange thing to say, but it was the truth.
The way Chris implemented the formation was completely different from the Curse King's.
But the manifested phenomenon was identical.
In other words, Chris had seen the Life and Death Annihilation Formation once and had completely recreated it in his own way.
An unbelievable feat.
“I told you, it's not the same. Take a good, close look.”
As Chris's formation began to manifest in earnest, the Curse King's complexion grew even paler.
Chris’s words, that it wasn't the same, were not a lie.
It was more perfect.
‘That can't be!’
Rumble.
The formations clashed, and the space where the two stood shook as if an earthquake had struck.
A formation is to manipulate space and phenomena to one's will through the transformation of harmony and direction.
Therefore, when two formations clashed, victory was decided by whose harmony and transformation were more refined, and right now, it was the Curse King’s formation that was being pushed back.
‘No. Still, there’s no way I can lose.’
The Curse King bit his lip.
He now knew full well that the whelp was an incomprehensible monster.
But still, when it came to formations, he was the best.
‘There’s absolutely no way I can be pushed back….’
But in that moment.
Fwoosh.
As Chris's formation embodied the meaning of life, death, and annihilation, the Curse King let out an involuntary cry of admiration.
‘…Ah.’
A similar reaction to the one the Radiance King had shown when he had knelt.
He had realized.
The greatness of the formation Chris had deployed.
‘A harmony closest to ultimate perfection.’
Because the Curse King himself had reached the peak of the art of formations, he could feel all the more keenly.
Just how absurd that harmony and transformation, and the meaning contained within them, were.
‘A state I can never reach in my lifetime….’
At the ultimate beauty, the Curse King blankly reached out his hand.
In that moment, the formation the Curse King had deployed collapsed, and with a loud crash, the surrounding space shattered.
The Curse King collapsed to his knees.
His eyes were blank and vacant, as if the shock had been too great.
“……”
At the sight, everyone in the hall swallowed hard.
They all could not accept the scene that had unfolded before their eyes.
“N-no way.”
“Did he really win?”
“Against all of the House Heads?”
Chris let out a smirk, then turned his gaze.
It was toward another Head of the Round Table, William of the War King House, who was standing frozen and pale at the side.
“Are you going to come at me, too?”
“…I'll pass.”
“Good. Then I have an order for you.”
A sound like a thunderbolt from a clear sky fell.
“Admit new students to the Keinper Training Center. The subjects will be those five House Heads over there.”
It was the moment the House Heads of the Round Table were reeled in as new suckers.
* * *
The trouble Chris had caused turned the houses of the Round Table completely upside down.
It was only natural.
For the House Heads to have to enter the training center as students and receive teachings!
“This is impossible!!”
“We must absolutely not comply!!”
The vassals of the Round Table shouted in anger, but the House Heads themselves were too ashamed to open their mouths.
Because even with all five of them working together, they hadn't been able to land a single finger on him.
Whatever they said would only make them more embarrassed.
‘Damn it, all of you, just shut up.’
But as if they didn't know the hearts of their lords, the vassals raised their voices even more.
“That whelp must have used some kind of trick!”
“That’s right. Otherwise, there’s no way our lords would have been defeated by him like that!”
The vassals who had not witnessed the duel sincerely thought so.
Because it was a situation too absurd to readily believe.
‘Please, just be quiet!’
The House Heads shouted inwardly, but they could neither deny nor confirm.
They couldn't deny the result of the duel, but to affirm it would be to lose face in front of their vassals.
In the midst of this, another incident broke out.
The whelp had sent this letter to each of the Round Table houses.
-If there is any house that does not accept the results of the House Heads’ duel, come and find me.
It doesn't matter how many of you there are, you can all come at me at once. If you can touch even the hem of my clothes, I will consider the results of the last duel null and void.
A letter that treated the houses of the Round Table like dogs.
The whelp had set another condition.
All who were defeated must receive his teachings.
To not rise to such a provocation would be a disgrace to a martial house.
“This time, we will show that whelp the greatness of our Round Table!”
The most prominent core powerhouses from each house threw down the gauntlet, and the result was as expected.
Everyone from the Round Table ended up in a state where they had to receive his teachings.
After bringing the last challenging house to its knees, Chris whistled to himself.
‘To think they’re this simple. I knew they were naive whelps, but still.’
In truth, the members of the Round Table were not bad people.
They were just full of pride and were arrogant frogs in a well. They hadn't committed any particularly great wrongs, and in the Age of Ruin, they had even fought on the front lines.
The fact that they were so simple and arrogant was a side of them that showed they were, in their own way, pure.
‘If they had been truly bad people, I wouldn't have gone to all this trouble to put in this effort.’
After that, Chris spent his time bestowing his teachings upon the students and the Round Table.
At first, they were all full of defiance, but as time passed, little by little, the atmosphere began to change.
“…The teachings are not bad.”
A vassal of the Round Table said with a reluctant expression.
It was a surprising assessment.
How much had he gritted his teeth while receiving the teachings?
They were teachings full of atrocious hardships, as if he were deliberately tormenting them.
And yet, as time passed, he could feel his own skills improving.
“…Hmph, I-I’m still not sure.”
“…It’s plain to see that your sword has gotten sharper than before, and you’re still not sure?”
“Th-that’s…! It’s because I’ve recently had an enlightenment. Of course… I can't say the Hero's teachings were of no help at all.”
Marquis Lamed, the Head of the Flash Sword House, mumbled with a slightly reddened face.
Although he denied it out of embarrassment, Marquis Lamed himself was the one who felt it most keenly.
That the Hero’s teachings were making him stronger.
‘…Perhaps the Hero is really doing this for our sake.’
That misunderstanding (?) gradually began to sprout in everyone’s hearts.
Evan’s role in creating that atmosphere was also great.
“Get a grip. Is this all you’ve got? His Highness the Hero is putting in such effort for you, and you’re telling me you’re already tired?”
Evan served as the assistant who aided in the teachings, and at the end of every sentence, he would add on things like the Hero’s grace, the Hero’s heart, the Hero’s devotion, and so on.
At first, it was just annoying to listen to, but was it the effect of brainwashing?
Gradually, they began to think that it really seemed to be the case.
Of course, it wasn't that they were only grateful.
They were vicious teachings that seemed as if they were deliberately designed to torment them, so their resentment naturally surged, but.
“His Highness the Hero is doing all this for your sakes. If you understand even a little of that grace, get up at once and strive forward!”
‘Damn bastard!’
‘A devil even worse than the Hero!’
‘When I get stronger, I don't know about the Hero, but Evan, I will definitely land a punch on you!’
As Evan took on everyone’s hatred in their stead, the resentment toward Chris was relatively diluted.
In any case, things were progressing smoothly.
‘Not bad.’
Thwack!
Chris thought to himself as he once again dueled with the House Heads.
He was re-dueling the House Heads and the other powerhouses of the Round Table once every few days, and there was a reason.
The official reason was for the sake of teaching, but in truth.
‘It’s to make the secret arts of the Round Table my own.’
Chris had not forgotten his own objective.
Making the Round Table grow was also important, but what he had to focus on the most was becoming stronger himself.
-If you continue like this, your vessel will collapse, and you will meet your death.
As the Magus Chancellor had warned, he absolutely had to complete his power of light.
‘The problem is that this isn't easy for me, either.’
In truth, it was an arrogant thought.
The word ‘completion’ was not something anyone could use easily.
Even the Sacred Ones, who stood at a far higher state than Chris did now, would probably not be able to claim that they had completed the power of light.
‘In truth, there is no such thing as completion in any path.’
No matter how much one grew, one could only get closer to the ultimate state; there was no completion.
In other words, the completion Chris was talking about had a different meaning.
‘I have to establish everything about Stellar Radiance into my own worldview.’
The establishment of a worldview.
All of the super-powerhouses at the peak of 8-Star and above have each established their own worldview in their own way.
This established worldview later becomes the foundation for the 9-Star state, the Advent of Creation.
However, even if they were super-powerhouses at the peak of 8-Star or above, they could only establish a worldview limited to the field they had each mastered. But now, Chris was trying to establish a worldview that encompassed all of Stellar Radiance.
It was a story of incomparable recklessness, but he had to succeed.
‘To do that, I must experience as many of the Alliance’s secret arts as possible.’
The reason he had deliberately come to the Keinper Training Center and was bestowing his teachings.
While teaching, Chris was absorbing all of his opponents’ secret arts as his own.
It had already been well over a month since he had come to the training center, so he had already absorbed an enormous number of secret arts.
‘It’s still not enough.’
Chris shook his head.
‘I need the advanced secret arts of white magic.’
This was currently Chris’s weakest area.
‘I must obtain the secret arts of the magic noble house and the Magic Tower.’
Last time, during the duels with the House Heads, the head of the magic noble house was not present.
In the first place, the head of the magic noble house was not a figure who could be placed on the same level as the other House Heads.
Grand Magus Duma.
A super-powerhouse at the peak of 8-Star, one of the strongest figures in the Alliance besides the Sacred Ones. He was a being that even Chris could not take lightly.
‘I’ll need to put in a little more effort.’
Bringing the Round Table to its knees was merely preparatory work.
His real targets were the magic noble house, and the Magic Tower.
‘Because neither the Head of the magic noble house nor the Master of the Magic Tower are opponents to be taken lightly.’
For reference, the two were separate individuals.
The Head of the magic noble house was Duke Duma, the Grand Magus, at the state of peak 8-Star.
The Master of the Magic Tower was Heperlman, the Sacred One, at the state of 9-Star (entering).
These two were the most powerful white mages in the Alliance.
‘It should be about time for them to take the bait.’
It was in the moment he was thinking that.
Suddenly, the hair on the back of his neck stood up.
He had sensed a crisis.
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                    ‘This is?’
Chris almost instinctively unleashed his demonic energy.
It was a sense of crisis so intense that he had moved his demonic energy without even realizing it.
He heard the sound of something tearing through the air.
‘White magic.’
It was a familiar magic.
A 5-Star white magic, the Spear of Lightning.
It was a spell favored by countless white mages, and Chris, too, had witnessed it numerous times.
But could the spell flying at him now truly be called the same kind as the ones he had known until now?
The force of the lightning was not particularly intense.
Instead, it was at an ordinary level.
But despite that, it was as if it would tear the sky apart.
It was because of the meaning imbued within it.
A meaning that ordinary white mages could not even imagine was exploding within the spell.
‘I can't evade it. Blocking is the best I can do.’
It seemed that if he deployed a shield, he might be able to block it somehow.
After all, Chris’s state was no longer ordinary.
But he soon shook his head.
‘Then it wouldn't be fun.’
Fun.
It was no time to be talking about such leisurely things, but Chris felt a sense of interest in this situation.
To be precise, he wanted to show the ‘opponent’ who had thrown this spell.
His own greatness.
‘You're trying to test me, right? Then I'll show you properly.’
Chris stretched out his hand.
An identical Spear of Lightning was formed.
Although it was a far more intense form compared to those deployed by other ordinary white mages, it was nothing but shabby compared to the lightning that was currently cutting through the air.
It would be neutralized in an instant.
[What are you doing? Deploy your shield at once.]
Just then, he heard an unfamiliar voice.
It seemed to be the opponent who had thrown the spell.
As expected, it didn't seem like they had truly intended to harm Chris. Despite having launched a surprise attack, the voice sounded as if it were worried for him.
[My spell is not something that can be handled by a white magic of your level. Protect your body with all your strength at once!]
But Chris just let out a smirk.
‘Of course, my proficiency in white magic is lacking.’
As he had said before, white magic was his weakest field.
And from what he could guess, the opponent was not someone he could face with his level of white magic.
And yet.
‘Watch.’
Paaaat!
Chris’s Spear of Lightning flew straight toward the spear of lightning the opponent had thrown.
The opponent’s lightning split Chris’s lightning in two in an instant, but after that, an unexpected event occurred.
Chris’s lightning did not scatter; instead, it wrapped around the opponent’s lightning. Like a net.
[!!]
He could feel the opponent’s surprise.
It was no simple net.
Like a net with densely packed serrated teeth, it dug into the opponent’s lightning and continuously ground it away.
The opponent’s lightning gradually lost its power, and finally, it was extinguished and disappeared before it could reach Chris.
[…What?]
The opponent’s bewilderment was transmitted to him.
The Spear of Lightning was a magic solely for the purpose of piercing the opponent. But to transform it in such a way and grant it a completely different meaning was no different from creating a completely new magic.
A feat only possible for Chris.
“Are you going to be surprised by something of this level?”
[!!]
“This can't be all you've got, can it? I would be disappointed if it were.”
After a moment of silence, a low, sunken voice returned.
[Fine. I will properly confirm for myself just how great you are.]
A tingling energy began to surge.
The opponent, too, was intending to use their power in earnest.
Fwoooosh.
A large curtain of fire rose up in the air.
Inferno March.
It was a 7-Star white magic where the karmic flames that burn all things march like an army.
It was imbued with multiple miracle techniques, so it ignored the opponent’s defenses, and at the same time, it could not be nullified by other magic.
The only way was to get out of the way before the flames truly descended.
‘Of course, if I use my Dark Demonic Energy, I could block it without much difficulty.’
But now, he had to use the power of Stellar Radiance, or to be precise, only white magic. Only then could he crush the opponent’s pride.
[If you lack confidence, flee, even now!]
The opponent’s warning came.
The voice sounded as if it were genuinely worried for his safety, and Chris let out a laugh.
“You’re quite the talker. You can spare your useless worries.”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
“The person who will be in trouble will be you, not me.”
[!!]
The opponent’s unpleasant feelings were transmitted.
[Fine, do not regret it! I will fix that arrogance of yours!]
Rumble.
With a great roar, as if an army were beginning its march, the flames began to descend.
At the majestic sight, the others in the training center cried out in shock.
“Th-that magic? Don’t tell me, is it his?”
“He has to evade! There’s no way even the Hero can withstand that magic!”
But Chris still did not back down.
Paaaat.
A spear of ice floated up.
Against a fire-type magic, a water-type magic.
It was a standard response, but the problem was the level of the magic Chris had manifested.
Ice Lance.
It was just a 3-Star general magic.
A shabby magic that could not even be compared to that giant karmic flame, but Chris stretched his hand forward.
Paaaat!
The Ice Lance flew toward the inferno.
The result was as everyone had expected.
It simply melted away without dealing any damage.
[Foolish. It is not too late! Give up, even now!]
However.
“I don’t think you’re in a situation to be so relaxed, either.”
[!!]
Chris waved his hand in a large motion.
Then, an Ice Lance once again floated up in the air.
This time, it wasn't just one.
Two, three, four… five… ten…. In an instant, the air was completely filled with Ice Lances.
The white mages who were watching the duel cried out in shock.
“N-no way? Even if it’s a general magic, to think such a brutish simultaneous manifestation is possible?”
To simultaneously manifest a simple spell was a skill that any white mage of a certain level could perform.
But there was a limit.
At a glance, there were clearly over 100.
He had performed a feat equivalent to splitting his mind into 100 parts to perform the calculations.
That wasn't all.
“That’s no ordinary Ice Lance!”
A white mage cried out in shock.
“Each and every one of those Ice Lances is imbued with will!!”
That was right.
Chris had bestowed the will ‘to subdue’ upon every Ice Lance.
Of course, it was an insignificant will compared to the ‘Immortal Flame’ miracle imbued in the Inferno March.
‘Still, let’s give it a try. Let’s see who wins.’
The moment Chris twisted the corner of his mouth, the Ice Lances rained down and flew into the Inferno March.
As expected, the spears of ice melted away in vain the moment they touched the flame, but Chris and his opponent felt it.
That Chris’s will was shaking the miracle imbued in the opponent’s spell.
‘I can pour out as many of these 3-Star spells as I want.’
As soon as an Ice Lance disappeared, a new Ice Lance was created again and flew in endlessly.
Furthermore, Chris’s Ice Lances struck the core of the Inferno March with precision, without any waste. A feat only possible because he had accurately seen through the structure of the opponent’s spell.
Finally, a part of the Inferno March collapsed.
[!!]
The spell had not been completely broken.
The ‘Immortal Flame’ miracle imbued in the spell quickly began to fill the gap.
But Chris did not miss the faintly revealed opening.
Paaaaaaah!
A magic circle floated up around Chris.
Unlike before, a powerful energy surged.
It was the 6-Star will-magic, ‘Raging Wave’.
As its name suggested, it was a water-type magic where a powerful wave furiously churned and swept through the surroundings.
It was still at a lower level compared to the Inferno March, but depending on how it was used, magic could produce vastly different effects.
Paaaat!
The wave Chris had created descended upon the Inferno March.
Most of it was pushed back by the heat of the karmic flame and evaporated, but a part of it did not disappear and dug inside.
It was because the core of the Inferno March had been damaged by Chris’s earlier trick.
‘It’s over.’
He moved the wave that had dug inside and swept through the interior of the karmic flame.
The miracle imbued in the karmic flame, the Immortal Flame, came crumbling down, and finally.
Rumble.
With the sound of something collapsing, the flame began to scatter.
[!!]
The opponent’s shock was transmitted.
“This time, it’s my turn. Don’t be a coward and dodge; take this head-on as well.”
Chris stretched his hand toward his opponent.
Fwoooosh.
A wind mixed with flames began to surge.
It was Fire Wind, a 4-Star white magic that combined the fire and wind elements.
It was a simple magic that was not very powerful, but Chris had just told him to take it head-on.
In other words, he was proposing they use the same spell to compete and see whose magical skill was superior.
Considering the opponent’s identity, he would never be able to refuse.
[…Ha. How dare you, to me.]
As expected, the opponent let out a hollow laugh and deployed Fire Wind as well.
An attitude that showed he didn't think he would be pushed back in the slightest.
Just as his confidence suggested, it was a Fire Wind so exquisite and perfect that it was incomparable to Chris’s.
But there was something the opponent had overlooked.
That for Fire Wind, a combination of fire and wind, the skill with which one handles the spell was more important than anything else.
Of course, the opponent’s skill in handling spells was also second to none. He would be counted among the best on the entire continent.
The problem was Chris.
Skill and sense.
Even if it were a Demon King or a Sacred One, there was no being who could surpass Chris in these aspects.
Paaaaaaah!!
The fire and wind that had clashed in mid-air danced.
They struggled violently, as if they were beasts trying to tear each other apart, and a result no one could have believed occurred.
Chris’s fire-wind neutralized his opponent’s and then enveloped him as it was.
[W-wait!!]
The opponent, who had been hidden in the air, was engulfed in flames.
He could be seen hastily deploying a shield, but it was too late.
‘Poof.’
As Chris whispered with his lips, the fire exploded right before his opponent’s face, and after the flames cleared, the opponent’s form was finally revealed.
A stern impression.
A monocle.
A well-dressed suit.
He looked more like a stylish, middle-aged noble from the city than a reclusive mage, but there was a problem.
His beard, which had clearly been stylishly and painstakingly groomed, had been scorched black by the magic Chris had just unleashed.
A face flushed red, whether from shame or something else. It was a familiar face.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you for the first time.”
He grinned, then said his opponent’s name.
“Duke Duma.”
It was the name of the Head of the magic noble house.
It was his first meeting with Grand Magus Duma, the second-in-command of the Alliance’s white magic world.
* * *
They moved to a professor’s office.
“Isn’t this too much? I was just trying to see your skills a little, and you burn my beard! Do you know how much trouble I went through to grow this beard? The noble ladies who gaze upon me will be greatly disappointed. You have committed a grave crime against all the noble ladies of the world.”
As Duma grumbled annoyingly, Chris shook his head back and forth.
‘He’s the same as in my past life.’
Unlike his respectable nickname of Grand Magus, Duma was the playboy of the Alliance’s high society.
Despite being the head of a prestigious house, he had declared he would not marry and would pass on the succession to his brother’s bloodline, and was enjoying a life of only free love.
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                    ‘Well, he’s not a bad person.’
If it weren't for the fact that he enjoyed his love life without a care for his family, there would be nothing to fault about Duma.
Just now, too, he had only been trying to test Chris’s skills.
‘If Duke Duma had truly been serious, I wouldn't have been able to win either.’
Duma was at the state of peak 8-Star.
He was an already completed being, so unlike the other House Heads of the Round Table, there was nothing Chris could help him with.
Instead, Chris was the one who needed Duma’s assistance.
Naturally, a different tone flowed from him than when he had been dealing with the other House Heads.
“So, what did you think of today?”
“Hmm?”
“You were testing me, weren't you? Were you satisfied?”
Duma, still fiddling with his burnt beard as if it bothered him, opened his mouth.
“No, I was less impressed than I thought.”
Unexpected words.
But as if it weren't a lie, Duma frowned and continued.
“What on earth is that rootless magic? Even the cheap magicians on the street wouldn't use such a rootless magic.”
An incomprehensible critique.
But Chris, surprisingly, nodded his head in agreement.
“That is correct. You saw it precisely.”
Rootless.
The words Duma had casually thrown out were a critique that accurately pierced the problem with the white magic Chris wielded.
‘I’ve never properly learned white magic.’
He had only built it up by patching things together from what he had seen.
The problem was that, more than any other field, foundation and system were important in white magic.
It was different from swordsmanship and black magic.
Like an exquisitely designed machine, white magic required a thorough system to be built from the foundation up in order to later reach a great state.
Right now, he was wielding a white magic as powerful as any white mage’s thanks to his insane talent, but it was clear that he would soon face his limit.
“I’ll make you a proposal. How about you become my disciple and receive my teachings?”
Chris wore a slightly surprised expression.
To receive the teachings of the Grand Magus.
It was an enormous proposal.
“I’m not pleased that you burned my beard, but it’s a pity to let your talent go to waste. If someone of your level just gets the foundation right, you could certainly reach the state of a Grand Magus.”
He was referring to the 9-Star state of white magic.
It meant that, despite his grumbling, he held Chris in high regard.
However, Chris gave an unexpected answer.
“Thank you for your proposal, but I must refuse.”
Duke Duma wore a puzzled expression.
“Why? If you wish to learn white magic, there would be no better way than to receive my teachings.”
He was right.
But Chris continued to say incomprehensible things.
“I have no need for teachings.”
“You speak strangely. Someone of your level must know his own state. It is impossible with such a rootless system.”
“Pardon my rudeness, but what does the Grand Magus consider to be the root of white magic?”
Duke Duma answered as if it were a matter of course.
“That would obviously be the Ibanech System, would it not?”
He was a great archmage from the distant past who had laid the foundation of white magic.
He was also the founder of the magic noble house.
It was the system that the white mages of the Alliance currently followed as their standard.
“Can only the Ibanech System be called the root of white magic?”
“That is, of course….”
“Do you really think that no other system can become the foundation of white magic?”
For a moment, Duke Duma was at a loss for words.
That wasn't the case.
However, even though a long time had passed, no system had appeared that could surpass the Ibanech System.
That was how perfect the Ibanech System was.
“The essence of white magic is the manifestation of phenomena through the phase rearrangement of the elemental system of Stellar Radiance. The Ibanech System is merely a tool that aids that phenomenon. That means that it is plenty possible with other systems as well.”
“That is true in theory, but it is an impossible task.”
Duke Duma shook his head, cutting him off.
In truth, it wasn't that there hadn't been attempts to create a new system in the past.
But they had all failed.
However.
“I'm not going to follow the Ibanech System; I'm going to create a new system.”
Duke Duma asked as if he were dumbfounded.
“What do you mean? Are you joking? Do you not know that it is a feat that no 9-Star Grand Magus in history has been able to accomplish?”
A natural reaction.
Among the great archmages who had challenged the creation of a new system, there had even been some at the state of peak 9-Star.
But Chris answered nonchalantly.
“Even if the Grand Magi couldn't do it, I can.”
“!!”
“Because I'm better than any Grand Magus in history.”
An absurd statement.
But for a moment, Duke Duma could not refute it.
‘…Perhaps he is.’
The Hero before him had learned white magic to a level that could stand against Duke Duma, even without following a proper system.
And wasn't the Hero’s main strength not even magic?
He couldn't think of any great archmage from the past who would be superior to this arrogant Hero.
“You, don't tell me the reason you didn't learn the Ibanech System was to create a new one?”
Chris nodded as if to say, that’s right.
‘In truth, following the existing system is the most comfortable and easiest way. It’s efficient and safe.’
Since the Ibanech System was the system followed by all white mages in the Alliance, he could have learned it at any time if he had wanted to.
But Chris had deliberately not followed the Ibanech System and had raised his white magic state without any system.
‘The Ibanech System has its limits.’
A difficult thought to accept.
All 9-Star white mages who had appeared in history learned the Ibanech System. Among them, there were even some at the state of peak 9-Star.
Ranya, the Grand Magus of the Hero’s party, was the same.
‘Because the realm I must reach is not 9-Star.’
Beyond 9-Star.
In other words, 10-Star was the goal Chris had to reach.
And not just any 10-Star. He had to surpass the Magus Chancellor, no, even the Demon Emperor.
To do that, not only his power of darkness, but his power of Stellar Radiance must also reach 10-Star.
‘It's impossible with the Ibanech System. I must not be bound by the framework of a system.’
A systemless way.
It is an inefficient method, but one that holds infinite possibilities, without being defined by any limits.
The problem was the difficulty.
‘It's not an easy task, even for me.’
To use an analogy, the Ibanech System was like a road that allows one to cross a vast, rough terrain.
On the other hand, the systemless way that Chris pursued was a method of breaking through that endless, rough terrain without any landmarks.
Nine times out of ten, one was bound to get lost and fall behind.
‘I need an enlightenment that will allow me to reach 9-Star and 10-Star even without a system.’
Naturally, such an enlightenment was not something that came on its own.
There was something he had to obtain.
It was Chris’s most important objective for coming to the Round Table this time.
First, he laid the groundwork.
He opened his mouth as if to provoke Duke Duma, who still had a reluctant reaction.
“In any case, weren't you trying to take me as your disciple to retrieve the 'Tome of the Sage' from the Magic Tower?”
“!!”
Duke Duma’s eyebrows twitched as if he had been struck a telling blow.
“…Yes, that’s right. Shamefully, our magic noble house has had the Tome of the Sage in the hands of the Magic Tower for a long time.”
The magic noble house and the Magic Tower.
They had an extremely subtle relationship.
One might say that since most of the high-ranking positions in the Magic Tower were held by members of the magic noble house, the two were practically the same, but that wasn't the case.
They were in a relationship where they checked and competed with each other.
Surprisingly, they were not on very good terms.
‘It feels like factions formed within a single family, fighting each other. The main family faction, the Magic Tower faction, something like that.’
In the current generation in particular, this competition had become extremely intense, and it was because of their two leaders.
Heperlman, the Grand Magus of the Magic Tower.
Duma, the Grand Magus and Head of the main family.
Although the two were of the same blood, they were bitter rivals.
“In the last five years, the magic noble house has not won against the Magic Tower in the ‘Contest for the Tome of the Sage’ even once. Isn't that right?”
The Tome of the Sage was the highest grimoire of the white magic lineage.
The magic noble house and the Magic Tower each claimed that they should be the ones to keep the Tome of the Sage, and they held regular magic competitions to change its ownership.
Naturally, the Contest for the Tome of the Sage was not just about the location of the tome, but a dueling ground where the pride of both sides was at stake.
“Even if I don't become your disciple, I will see to it that you obtain the Tome of the Sage.”
“…What?”
“Please allow me to participate in the contest.”
Duke Duma wore an incredulous expression.
“With your skills? Don’t speak nonsense.”
Grand Magus Heperlman always participates in the Contest for the Tome of the Sage himself.
In other words, it was a competition between the two leaders.
With Chris’s current white magic skills, it was impossible. The reason Duke Duma had tried to give Chris teachings was a plan for the distant future.
“You haven’t understood my words correctly. I am not saying that I will participate in the contest.”
“Hmm?”
“You just need to invite me as a spectator.”
“…That isn’t difficult, but how do you plan to get me the Tome of the Sage?”
As Duke Duma tilted his head, Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
“Because unfortunately, a great uproar is scheduled to happen at this contest.”
“…An uproar? What do you mean by that?”
“You know that I am the Hero, do you not?”
Chris beckoned his finger toward the sky.
“There was a revelation. That a great disaster will descend upon the contest.”
“!!”
Duke Duma’s face hardened.
“Is that so? I cannot believe it. Do you know what kind of place the Magic Tower is?”
“You’ll know when you see it. According to the revelation, you will be contacted soon, so please wait and see.”
As expected.
Surprising news was delivered.
It was a message that had flown in from the Magus Empire.
-I, the Demonic Radiance. I shall punish the Celestial Magic Tower, which is stained with evil. Prepare to pay the price for the sins you have committed thus far.
It was a message sent by the Demonic Radiance, Christian.
* * *
The Magic Tower and the Round Table were turned completely upside down.
“Why the Demonic Radiance, all of a sudden?”
Everyone at the Keinper Training Center spoke with hardened faces.
It wasn't just the ordinary students who were concerned; the House Heads were the same.
“The Demonic Radiance is a Great Magus-class magus, is he not?”
“Why would such a magus appear out of the blue?”
Great Magus.
It referred to the highest-ranking magi who were practically in control of the Magus Empire, excluding the Demon Kings.
Christian’s name was now proudly listed as one of the Great Magi.
“Although the Demonic Radiance’s achievement is still said to be lacking compared to the other Great Magi, he is not an opponent to be taken lightly.”
“I know. Isn't the Demonic Radiance the magus to be most wary of in the Magus Empire right now? In fact, he is far more dangerous than the other Great Magi.”
An unexpected assessment.
The figures counted as Great Magi were people who represented the Magus Empire, such as Nordian, the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, the Obsidian King, the Vengeful Spirit of the Necromancy House, and the former Ghost Sword King.
And yet, they were considering Chris to be even more dangerous than them.
“The war with the Four Kings' Castle, the Demon King of Blue Stream, and even the Tri-Alliance all knelt at the hands of the Demonic Radiance.”
“When I hear the news of the Demonic Radiance, I begin to doubt whether he is even human.”
“Until now, the Demonic Radiance had only been active within the Magus Empire, so we were at ease.”
A living, breathing disaster.
That was how the Alliance’s side assessed Christian.
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                    Just then, someone slammed their fist on the table and raised their voice.
“Aren't you all too scared? What is the Demonic Radiance? If our Round Table and the Magic Tower combine our strengths, we can defeat the likes of the Demonic Radiance any day.”
“That's right. And besides, isn't Sir Heperlman, the Sacred One, at the Magic Tower?”
Right, if the full strength of the Round Table and the Magic Tower were to be combined, it would be incomparable to the Demonic Radiance.
Even Duke Duma, the Head of the magic noble house, possessed a power greater than Christian’s.
But there were still voices that could not be at ease.
“The problem is the Demonic Radiance’s bizarre and cunning schemes. I can't even begin to guess what kind of trick the whelp will pull.”
The House Heads of the Round Table fell silent again.
In truth, that was the point they were most concerned about.
The terrifying thing about the Demonic Radiance was not the power he possessed.
It was because he had always brought down opponents stronger than himself with wicked schemes that no one could have predicted.
“The whelp must not be unaware of our strength. This time, too, he is surely plotting some terrible scheme.”
It was when everyone was wearing a heavy expression.
“There is no need to worry. Please leave it to me.”
“Your Highness the Hero!”
Everyone turned their gazes toward Chris.
“Do you have a countermeasure?”
Christian nodded his head.
“Of course. I have a good idea of what kind of scheme the whelp will use.”
He was being sincere.
‘Because it's my own fabrication, after all.’
“I am the Hero, after all. I can't be pushed back by the likes of the Demonic Radiance, can I? Please leave it to me.”
The House Heads of the Round Table looked at each other.
The Demonic Radiance was terrifying, but the Hero they had experienced was no pushover either.
‘Perhaps the Hero is even more terrifying than the Demonic Radiance.’
As the House Heads of the Round Table nodded as if to leave it to him, Chris twisted the corner of his mouth and said.
“Instead, there is a condition.”
“What is it?”
“That you all will follow my instructions completely.”
“!!”
The House Heads flinched.
“It is to face the strong enemy that is the Demonic Radiance. It is impossible unless everyone combines their strengths properly, so you must absolutely follow my instructions.”
“…Understood.”
As everyone nodded their heads in a daze, Chris inwardly rejoiced.
‘Excellent. Just as planned.’
Naturally, the message from the Demonic Radiance was a disguise.
His plan was to use the threat of the Demonic Radiance to achieve his goals.
Afterward, having parted with the House Heads of the Round Table, Chris went to find another person.
It was Ranya.
“Have you been well?”
“…So-so.”
Unlike her usual noisy self, her tone was heavy.
“I heard you were mastering a grimoire. It seems you’re overworking yourself.”
“Overworking? Not at all. I am a genius mage. This is a piece of cake for me. Just you wait. This time, I will show you my greatness.”
Ranya feigned being unbothered and put on a show of bravado.
But her face, as she forced a smile, was pale.
“Are you pushing yourself so hard to find your parents’ murderer?”
“!!”
Ranya’s expression instantly hardened.
“…Yes, that’s right. So you’ve heard about my birth.”
Ranya was the adopted daughter of the Tower Master.
Her biological parents had been murdered by an unknown figure from the Round Table.
“This time, if I master this grimoire and set foot into the 8-Star state, the Tower Master has promised to tell me the identity of the murderer. I will absolutely… get my revenge.”
At the sunken voice, filled with a deep resentment, Chris wore a heavy expression.
‘I don’t know if Ranya will be able to handle it well when she learns the truth.’
Chris knew the whole truth.
And what would soon happen to Ranya.
Because it was the incident that had broken Ranya in his past life.
He couldn't stop it.
Furthermore, this incident was necessary for Ranya to grow into a Grand Magus.
‘But it would be a problem if she breaks down like in my past life.’
Ranya was already his sucker.
He could never allow his sucker to be broken.
‘All my suckers must work for me.’
Chris decided to give Ranya a seed of help in advance to avoid the worst-case scenario.
“By the way, that grimoire, can you even master it? With that lacking talent of yours, it seems it would be forever impossible.”
“What nonsense are you talking about? What do you take my genius for? I’ve already mastered most of it. The 8-Star state is not far off.”
Ranya was incensed, but Chris stared at her and asked again.
“Really? With your talent, already? Isn't that grimoire a bit too shoddy?”
“Ha. This grimoire was authored by my teacher, Tower Master Heperlman, himself, and the essence imbued within it is….”
Ranya, who had been speaking up to that point, suddenly clamped her mouth shut.
She had felt that something was strange.
‘Come to think of it, why is this so easy?’
It hadn't been long since she had begun to master the grimoire, and yet she had mastered most of its contents.
And it wasn't as if the contents were mediocre.
She could feel that just by mastering the grimoire, she had gotten much closer to 8-Star.
And yet, she had learned it too easily for the depth of its contents. She had just thought it was because she was a genius, but hearing him speak, something felt strange.
“Haven't you mastered it properly?”
“…That can't be.”
“If it's your teacher's work, it should be about the attribution and domination of laws according to the diversification of space. I doubt you've properly understood the formula where mana acting on the elemental system dominates the surrounding phase.”
Chris let out a sneer.
“Somehow, it seems you didn’t properly understand that part and just glossed over it. Let me see that for a moment.”
Chris snatched Ranya’s grimoire.
Before Ranya could say anything, he flipped through it, then threw out a single sentence as if tossing it aside.
“If it were me, I would have reverse-calculated the initial premise itself and converted it to the phase system. The reverse of the reverse is the correct, so it is the new path of the phase system. Ah, I guess that would be impossible for a failure like you.”
“B-be quiet! I’ll take care of it myself, so just you wait! I’ll be sure to crush that arrogant nose of yours!”
Ranya, huffing and puffing, began to pore over the grimoire again.
‘With this much, she should be able to guess what the problem with that grimoire is.’
Even if the incident occurred, she wouldn't be taken completely by surprise.
Having finished his business, Chris came outside and turned his gaze.
Toward the sky above.
He could see the floating island of the Celestial Magic Tower.
It was time to take down the Sacred One, Heperlman.
* * *
The floating island where the Celestial Magic Tower was located was situated on the border of the Round Table.
It was extremely closed-off, so even the white mages of the Alliance could not easily visit the floating island.
‘Only those who have been recognized by the Magic Tower are able to.’
If even white mages were treated like that, it went without saying for others.
The doors were relatively open to the figures of the Round Table, who were close allies geographically, but for other outsiders, it was out of the question.
They did not easily grant permission even if a high priest of the Holy Empire or a highest-ranking noble or royal of the Karn Empire were to visit.
It was the same even if Chris was the Hero.
‘In the first place, the Magic Tower does not recognize the Hero.’
It was closer to ‘ignoring’ than denying the existence of the Hero itself.
‘It’s an inferiority complex. In every crisis the Alliance has faced, the Magic Tower has only ever played the role of the Hero’s sidekick.’
For some reason, there had never been a single time a mage from the Magic Tower had become the Hero and saved the Alliance.
That was the reason.
The moment Chris set foot on the floating island, unfriendly gazes poured down on him.
“I am Kairn, the Chief Elder of the Magic Tower. You said you were the Hero?”
“Yes, that is what I am called.”
“You’ve come to watch the Contest for the Tome of the Sage?”
Kairn let out a smirk and muttered under his breath.
“I don't know what he thinks he'll understand just by watching.”
A mutter meant to be heard.
Evan, who was beside him, twitched his eyebrows and was about to step forward, but Chris raised his hand to stop him.
‘How cute.’
He had to bring the mages of the Magic Tower to their knees once, anyway.
It was more convenient if they came at him like this first.
“I heard that the House Heads of the Round Table requested His Highness the Hero’s cooperation due to the threat of the Demonic Radiance, but it is not necessary. The likes of the Demonic Radiance are nothing that our Magic Tower cannot handle with our strength alone.”
It was the reaction he had expected.
The House Heads of the Round Table had experienced Chris’s greatness with their own bodies, but the Magic Tower only held resentment toward the Hero.
Chris, instead of giving a direct answer, brought up another question.
“It’s noisy inside. Is there a competition going on?”
Chris asked, feeling the clash of mana occurring inside the floating island.
“Yes, that is correct. It is a tradition for our Magic Tower to bestow teachings upon the white mages who have visited from all over before the Contest for the Tome of the Sage. Are you perhaps interested?”
Once again, a light of disdain rose in his eyes.
It was a reaction that said, what do you know about white magic to be interested?
“May I perhaps participate?”
“You, the Hero? Your Highness the Hero is not qualified….”
“I don't know about that. Looking at the level of a condescending whelp like you, the Chief Elder, I don't think my qualifications will be lacking.”
“!!”
Chris let out a sneer.
He had also dropped his polite speech.
“I am curious as to just how great the Magic Tower is. I don't know if your skills match your boastful mouths.”
Kairn, incensed, flushed red.
He was about to raise his voice, but suppressed it and nodded his head.
“Very well. However, if you are defeated in the first round, we will judge that you are not qualified to watch the Contest for the Tome of the Sage and will banish you from the floating island.”
‘I will use this chance to humiliate him thoroughly.’
Chris let out a smirk at Kairn’s plainly visible intentions.
“Right, but what will you do if I become the final champion?”
Kairn let out a hollow laugh as if it were absurd.
“If that happens, whatever you demand, our Magic Tower will follow.”
“And you have the authority to say such a thing?”
“I am the Chief Elder. I am acting with full authority in place of the Tower Master, who is in closed-door training, so do not worry.”
And so, his participation in the competition was decided on the spot.
In the first place, the purpose of this competition was for a white mage from the outside to challenge the white mages of the Magic Tower and receive teachings, so there was nothing strange about such an on-the-spot participation.
“I am Walter, a Supreme Mage of the Magic Tower.”
He was a young mage.
A Supreme Mage, an achievement of 5-Star.
‘They’re really looking down on me.’
Then again, come to think of it, Chris had never publicly shown his white magic achievement in the Alliance.
Chris the Hero was known for his skill with the sword.
“Be careful. My Jinkang magic has no eyes. Even now… Keoheok!!”
Annoyed by the cocky talk, he flicked his hand and subdued him in an instant.
Mana Disruption.
He had precisely aimed for the moment the magic was manifesting and had reversed his mana flow.
In an instant, the hall fell quiet.
“Wh-what? Why, all of a sudden? Don’t tell me, Mana Disruption?”
“But Mana Disruption is only possible if one’s achievement is far higher than the opponent’s.”
Only then did flustered voices begin to be heard from here and there.
Chris yawned as if he were bored.
According to the rules of the competition, his next opponent was supposed to be a 6-Star white mage.
“The likes of you small fry are beneath my station, so you, come out.”
Chris beckoned with his finger.
It was the Chief Elder, Kairn, who had just been ignoring Chris.
A 7-Star white mage, no less.
“You were talking such a big game, so you must have the skills to back it up, right?”
Kairn stepped forward with a stiff face.
“You will regret this. I don’t know how you managed to pull off a Mana Disruption by a fluke.”
“You really have no eye for things, do you? This looks like a fluke to you?”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth into a smirk.
“Go on, show me some of your cute tricks.”
* * *
Annihilation.
It was a single word that expressed the result of the competition.
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                    It wasn't just Elder Kairn.
With his overwhelming skill, Chris brought all the white mages of the Magic Tower who were present to their knees.
Later, the white mages, filled with resentment, charged at him as a group, but the result did not change.
It wasn't even very difficult.
‘It's impossible for those of the Elders' level to face me.’
It wasn't that the Elders of the Magic Tower were weak.
On the contrary, they were strong.
Minimum 6-Star.
And there were not a few 7-Stars.
In the Alliance, where those at 7-Star or above were extremely rare, this could be called an enormous force.
It was just that Chris had become that much stronger.
Now, unless they were a powerhouse whose fame resounded throughout the entire continent, they could not be Chris’s opponent.
‘Of course, if the Tower Master, the Sacred One, had come out, it would have been a different story, but there's no way he would participate in a competition like this.’
Aside from that, Chris knew that the Tower Master was in a position where he could not move right now.
“N-no way? How?”
Looking at the mages of the Magic Tower, who were reacting with utter disbelief, Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“Pathetic.”
“!!”
“At this rate, I'm worried about how you will deal with the Demonic Radiance when he comes soon.”
The mages of the Magic Tower bit their lips hard and could not give any reply.
“As we bet at the beginning, I will state what I desire. When we catch the Demonic Radiance, you are to cooperate with me, the Hero, as much as possible. I cannot leave this to you as things are.”
The people of the Magic Tower had no choice but to nod their heads.
‘Good. I've roughly put a leash on them.’
Of course, there was no way the stubborn mages of the Magic Tower would readily follow him with just a single bet like this.
It was fine.
He had a way to make them kneel completely.
“Before we prepare our countermeasures, I will first root out the traitors.”
“…Traitors, what do you mean by that?”
“Is it possible for the Demonic Radiance to make such a reckless threat alone? There must be a traitor within.”
Of course, there was no such thing as a traitor.
Because it was his own fabrication.
But it didn't matter.
He just had to frame someone.
“If we find evidence of devil worship, we'll know who the traitor is.”
“!!”
Naturally, there were devil worshippers here at the Magic Tower as well.
Because devil worshippers were mixed into every group.
And Chris already knew who at the Magic Tower was worshipping devils.
“I will consider anyone who interferes with the investigation to be a collaborator with the Demonic Radiance.”
Normally, they would not have readily accepted an investigation, but the situation was exquisite.
No one at the Magic Tower could oppose it, and Chris swept through the Magic Tower far and wide, looking for evidence of devil worship.
He investigated thoroughly, with a force as if he would shake out every last speck of dust from the mages of the Magic Tower.
‘In truth, if it were simply to secure evidence, there would be no need to investigate to this extent.’
The investigation was a pretext.
It was the groundwork for what he was about to do.
Finally, all preparations were complete.
“Apprehend those whelps.”
“N-no.”
“Kuaaaack! Let go!!!”
Evidence of devil worship was found on several mages.
The number was by no means small, and the Magic Tower fell into shock.
It seemed that since the tribe of mages was one that would offer anything for the sake of magic, they fell more easily to the temptation of devils.
“I don't know if this is the Alliance or the Magus Empire. Isn't this a Tower of Devils, not a Magic Tower?”
The mages of the Magic Tower could not say a single word and flushed red.
“There must be many more undisclosed traitors. From now on, I, the Hero, will take command of the fight against the Demonic Radiance.”
“That cannot be!!”
“Or is there someone more suitable than I, the Hero? I don’t know who would be pleased if you obstruct me in such a way.”
The mages of the Magic Tower who had been protesting quietly shut their mouths.
It was a warning.
If they ran their mouths wrongly here, they could be framed as a collaborator with the Demonic Radiance.
Just then, an urgent voice was heard.
“Urgent news!! A message has come from the Demonic Radiance!!”
“!!”
-At the full moon, I shall punish the sins of the Magic Tower.
Everyone’s face hardened.
The full moon was tomorrow.
The Demonic Radiance had even mentioned in detail who he was targeting.
-The following people are to wait for their deaths. Chief Elder Kairn, 4th Elder Moron, Executive Committee member Risak….
There were many.
The more than 10 names were, without exception, core figures of the Magic Tower.
The complexions of those who had been pointed out turned pale.
“Wh-why?”
“Why me, of all people?”
Now that they had become the Demonic Radiance’s targets, their overflowing confidence was nowhere to be seen, and they all looked pale as a sheet.
“Do not worry. I have a way.”
“…Your Highness the Hero.”
A reliable voice.
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
“If you trust and follow me, no one will die.”
And so, everyone in the Magic Tower fell for the scam.
* * *
The strategy Chris presented was simple.
The figures of the Round Table and the mages of the Magic Tower would gather in one place and form a defensive line.
After that, when the Demonic Radiance descended, Chris, the Hero, would step forward with Evan to repel him.
“Wouldn't that be too dangerous for you, Your Highness?”
“But if we don't use this method, there will be great casualties. Once a chaotic battle breaks out, the whelp will absolutely achieve his goal.”
The faces of the Magic Tower’s mages, especially those who had been named, turned pale.
He was right.
The Demonic Radiance alone could not defeat all of them gathered here, but if his goal was assassination under the cover of a chaotic battle, it was a different story.
Considering the skill of the whelp who was called the greatest monster in the continent’s history, he could take the lives of his targets as many times as he wanted.
The best course of action was to repel him before such a situation could arise.
The problem was the risk the Hero, who would fight the Demonic Radiance directly, had to bear.
“I am the chosen Hero. A danger like this is fine. Trust me. I won't let anyone die.”
At those words, the eyes of the Magic Tower’s mages wavered.
No matter how much resentment they held toward the Hero, they couldn't help but be in awe after hearing such words.
‘I just thought he was an insufferable whelp, but I guess a Hero is a Hero.’
‘How shameful. We were thinking wrongly.’
Just then, a loud roar echoed!
Someone had breached the floating island’s barrier.
“I-is it the Demonic Radiance? Check with remote magic!”
“It’s Dark Demonic Energy! It is presumed to be the Demonic Radiance! His exact appearance cannot be confirmed due to the Dark Demonic Energy that has spread in the area!”
“Such a powerful Dark Demonic Energy? Are you saying the Demonic Radiance’s power was this great?”
Everyone swallowed hard, and Chris, too, wore a slightly flustered expression.
‘…Why is the aura of Dark Demonic Energy so powerful?’
Chris had called for someone from the Dark Demonic House to play his double, but the level of Dark Demonic Energy was beyond his imagination.
‘…Don’t tell me?’
Chris shook his head with a bewildered expression, swallowing his own guess, then said.
“It’s our turn. Let’s go, Evan.”
Before leaving, he gave a warning.
“Everyone, no matter what commotion there is outside, do not ever leave this defensive formation. You will only become a sacrifice for the Demonic Radiance.”
Everyone nodded their heads.
Even without Chris’s warning, no one was about to volunteer to step out and become prey.
When they arrived at their destination as if on wings, he could see the Dark Demonic Energy that had spread thickly in the area.
It was a familiar aura.
Chris raised the corner of his mouth in a pleased welcome.
“It’s been a while.”
The master of the Dark Demonic Energy looked up at him.
The form of a cute little kid with a sullen expression.
“Grandfather.”
It was Nordian.
* * *
“For you to come in person, Grandfather, what happened?”
Originally, Chris had considered Count Khazar or Marquis Schpen, the second-in-command of the Dark Demonic House, as the actor for his scam.
They were at just the right level.
But, unexpectedly, Nordian had volunteered to step forward himself.
“It’s because of you, isn’t it, you good-for-nothing whelp.”
Nordian said with a frown.
Before, it would have been a look overflowing with pressure, but thanks to his reversion to youth, he didn't feel dignified at all.
“Still, to pull such a crazy stunt in the middle of the Alliance. There’s a limit to how reckless you can be.”
He was saying that he had come in person in case Chris was in any danger.
‘I would have been fine. You worried for nothing.’
In any case, thanks to Nordian’s arrival, he could now perform an even more realistic act.
Because there would be no one who could embody the power of the Demonic Radiance better than Nordian.
“Did you hear the details of the strategy?”
“I heard. I’m supposed to pretend to be you and have a go with that whelp over there, right?”
Nordian pointed at Evan.
Evan, too, was a wielder of the mana of radiance, just like Chris. The way he used his sword was also similar.
He was a perfect fit to be Chris’s double.
‘I’ll cover their vision with Dark Demonic Energy, so they won't find out who is actually fighting.’
While the two of them were causing a ruckus, Chris planned to slip away separately to achieve his goal.
“Hmm, but since it’s come to this, how about we just destroy the Magic Tower? I think it would be possible if you and I joined forces.”
“…That’s a bit much.”
Chris had an awkward expression.
As expected, Nordian, too, was an infamous magus.
Coming to an important stronghold of the Alliance, it seemed his fighting spirit was soaring.
‘If Grandfather were to step in himself, he could even take care of the Sacred One, Heperlman, but that would lead to an all-out war with the Alliance.’
Of course, Chris planned to take down the Sacred One, Heperlman, this time. But he had to do it as the Hero.
“In any case, I’m counting on you. Evan, I’m counting on you, too.”
Evan nodded his head, then stepped forward.
“I greet the Head of the Dark Demonic House.”
A polite greeting.
Nordian had an unexpected expression on his face.
“You’re the Sword Emperor’s kid, right? I thought you’d be cocky, but you’re a whelp who knows his manners.”
“I am only showing my courtesy because you are Christian’s blood relative.”
As one would know from having seen him until now, Evan was not a particularly polite person.
But Nordian was the blood relative who had allowed Christian, who would save this world, to exist in this world.
That alone was worth his respect.
“Haha, so you know a thing or two. I like you. Fine. Since it’s come to this, I will bestow upon you a proper lesson.”
Clang.
A sword appeared in the empty air before Nordian.
Perhaps because of his shrunken body, it was a short sword, about half the length of a normal sword.
Aiming the sword at Evan, Nordian gave a wry smile.
“So that you can become a being who is at least a little bit worthy of standing by my grandson’s side.”
* * *
Kwaaaang!!
Leaving the loud roar behind him, Chris made his move.
Chris thought with a reluctant expression.
‘Hmm, that’s a bit too intense. He’s not actually going to take Evan down, is he?’
In any case, it was according to plan.
All he had to do was obtain his target while Nordian and Evan were causing a ruckus.
‘Since everyone is gathered in the defensive formation, there’s no one to interfere.’
That wasn't all.
A short while ago, when he had been searching the floating island far and wide, pretending to look for evidence of devil worship, he had also perfectly grasped the composition of the various magical defense barriers.
That was the reason.
That he had been able to arrive at this place so easily.
‘Bingo.’
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
It was the holy ground of the Magic Tower.
It wasn't a holy ground that possessed a special energy, but it was important in a different sense.
It was the place where the ‘Tome of the Sage’ was kept.
“The beginning and the end of white magic.”
Chris muttered, looking at the old book placed in the center of the holy ground.
Just as the story went, the Tome of the Sage was a grimoire that contained all the true essence of white magic.
Exactly what Christian needed right now.
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                    ‘As expected, it’s not a barrier that can be easily breached.’
As befitting the greatest treasure of the Magic Tower, it was protected by layers of strict barriers.
The reason they hadn't placed any special forces there, despite the invasion of the Demonic Radiance, was because they believed in the barriers.
‘Even for the Demonic Radiance, that is to say, me, it would take some effort to breach these barriers.’
It wasn't that he couldn't do it.
It looked like it would take an hour.
No matter how great the Demonic Radiance was, he couldn't afford to be so leisurely in enemy territory, so the Magic Tower’s judgment could not be called wrong.
‘But I’m in a leisurely situation.’
Since Nordian and Evan were drawing all the attention, all he had to do was leisurely dismantle the barriers.
Moreover, during the past few days he had stayed at the Magic Tower, Chris had come to the holy ground several times to grasp the composition of the barriers.
‘So that I can swipe only the Tome of the Sage, without breaking the barriers.’
If a problem occurred with the barriers, the Magic Tower would notice.
It was a task of far greater difficulty, but Chris was capable of it.
Was it after about half an hour had passed?
A faint gap appeared in the barriers, and the Tome of the Sage slipped out!
He had succeeded.
‘Now to finish up.’
Chris took an object out from his coat.
It was a book with a plain cover and no contents.
‘The Zodiac Grimoire of Forgery.’
It was an artifact.
Among artifacts, there were many objects with miscellaneous uses, and the Zodiac Grimoire of Forgery was one of them.
It duplicates one book and takes on its exact same form.
‘Of course, even if it’s an artifact, it can’t completely duplicate the essence contained within the Tome of the Sage.’
It didn't matter.
At any other time it might be different, but they would just keep it stored neatly here until the Contest for the Tome of the Sage.
And so, having committed the perfect crime, Chris gave a grin.
“I’ll put this to good use.”
Five days until the Contest for the Tome of the Sage.
His plan was to obtain all of the essence contained within the Tome of the Sage in that time and take down the Sacred One, Heperlman.
* * *
The commotion the Demonic Radiance had caused passed without any major problems.
It was all thanks to (?) the Hero Chris.
“Waaaah!! All hail the Hero!!”
After the fierce battle, when the Demonic Radiance had retreated (?), the mages of the Magic Tower cheered, calling Chris’s name.
However, there was a problem.
“Did you say the Hero was injured?”
“I heard his internal injuries are severe. He said he would use the Cradle of Time.”
The Cradle of Time was another holy ground on the floating island, a place where time flowed relatively slower.
It was a place similar to the ‘Warrior’s Land’ that had been in the Holy Empire in the past, but there was a slight difference.
The Warrior’s Land had all sorts of trials that descended upon you just by enduring, but the Cradle of Time had nothing of the sort.
Instead, it allowed one to handle mana more comfortably and was also used for the purpose of healing internal injuries.
Chris planned to use the Cradle of Time to master the Tome of the Sage.
‘Unlike the Warrior’s Land, there’s a time limit on how long you can stay, but I don’t need to stay for long, anyway.’
After that, time flew by in a flash.
The House Heads of the Round Table, considering the possibility that the Demonic Radiance might pull another trick, did not return to the Round Table right away. They decided to stay at the Magic Tower until the Contest for the Tome of the Sage.
Finally, a few days before the contest, Ranya was called by the Tower Master.
“You’ve come?”
“Yes, Tower Master.”
Ranya momentarily sucked in a breath.
Heperlman’s appearance was different from before.
‘His presence has become far more intense than when I last met him.’
Heperlman had recently entered into closed-door training, saying he had to consolidate an important enlightenment.
That was why he had not shown himself even when the Demonic Radiance had been pulling his tricks.
“Congratulations on your achievement.”
“No. You, on the other hand, seem to have had a great development. Have you set foot into 8-Star?”
“…I have vaguely grasped the feeling.”
An unbelievable story.
Considering that there were almost no one who could go from 7-Star to 8-Star even if they devoted their entire life, it was an overly fast speed, even for Ranya.
‘…Strange. How is something like this possible?’
She had only delved into Heperlman’s grimoire, and yet she had come to grasp the feeling of the 8-Star domain of dominion.
But after having heard Chris’s words, she couldn't rejoice with a light heart.
She was uneasy.
“Well, as promised, the time has come for me to tell you the truth.”
Ranya quickly came to her senses.
It was the story of her parents’ murderer.
“Who on earth was it?”
Ranya’s heart pounded.
But Heperlman did not open his mouth right away.
“On the day of the Contest for the Tome of the Sage, come to the underground altar. I shall tell you the truth there.”
“The underground altar, you say?”
Ranya wore a puzzled expression.
It was an altar that had been used in the past, when the floating island was not the property of the Celestial Magic Tower, but the headquarters of an evil cult.
A place that had only been kept for research purposes since then?
But Ranya could not voice her question and bowed her head.
“Understood. I will see you tomorrow.”
Afterward, the gaze of Heperlman, who was left alone, sank coldly.
“The time to achieve the great work has finally come.”
* * *
The Cradle of Time.
In the slowly passing time, mana flows like a quiet river.
The most optimal environment for mages to contemplate themselves and explore the phase systems of mana and Stellar Radiance.
Chris had his eyes closed and was deep in meditation.
‘How long has it been?’
Because of the time discrepancy with the outside, it wasn't clear.
Perhaps a few days. It wasn't a long time, but the spiritual light in Chris's eyes was shining with an incomparable depth.
He had gained a great achievement by poring over the Tome of the Sage.
Chris raised his hand and deployed white magic.
Paat.
The mana moved, rearranging the phase of the elemental system of Stellar Radiance and causing a physical phenomenon.
A spear of ice appeared in the air.
It was a simple 3-Star magic, a basic form without any will or essence imbued in it, but its form was by no means ordinary.
A form that was close to the ultimate of perfection.
It was even beautiful.
If another white mage had seen it, it was a sight they would not have been able to stop marveling at, but Chris shook his head with indifferent eyes.
‘Not enough.’
He continued his thoughts.
‘This isn't even enough to take down the Sacred One, Heperlman.’
Right, he hadn't caused all this ruckus just for this.
His goal was to establish his own worldview, encompassing not just white magic, but all the powers of Stellar Radiance.
In other words, to reach the peak of 8-Star as a master of Stellar Radiance.
‘Even if it’s the same 8-Star, the peak of 8-Star is a completely different realm.’
To establish one’s own worldview meant that one could glimpse the 9-Star authorities of ‘causality manipulation’ and the ‘Advent of Creation’.
‘Because it is time for me to become a Demon King as well.’
A shocking thought.
It hadn't been long since he had become a 7-Star, then an 8-Star, and now, a Demon King?
But he was serious.
‘Of course, it won't be easy for me to become a Demon King either, but I still have to reach the state of a Demon King as quickly as possible.’
Chris thought of the events to come.
Thanks to his actions, many things had already changed from his past life.
But there was a future that would absolutely come to pass.
The Apocalypse that the Mystic Demonic House would cause.
The subsequent collapse of the boundary between the Three Realms.
‘Normally, there would have been some time, but in this life, it will be brought forward by a lot. Especially if I destroy the Four Kings' Castle.’
The reason Chris had come all the way to the Keinper Training Center and was urgently bestowing his teachings upon the talents of the Alliance was also because of the future that would soon be upon them.
‘The most important thing is that I become stronger.’
He had to become a Demon King at the very least to be able to stop the hell of his past life from manifesting.
‘And I have to take down those vermin Sacred Ones, too.’
Chris’s gaze sank low.
The Sacred Ones.
They were the superhumans who supported the Alliance, but Chris knew.
Just how nauseating they were.
To be precise, the problem was the ‘Holy Assembly’, a group of four within the Sacred Ones.
‘Because of those bastards in the Holy Assembly, the world, which was already like a hell, became even more horrific.’
This time, he would absolutely not let that happen.
‘First, I have to eliminate the Sacred One, Heperlman, this time.’
Heperlman, the Master of the Magic Tower, was also a member of the Holy Assembly.
‘The problem is time.’
The Sacred One, Heperlman, was already on the verge of causing his ‘incident’.
He had to reach the peak of 8-Star before that to be able to come up with a way to take down Heperlman.
Even for Chris, it was a tight schedule.
‘I can do it.’
Chris’s eyes half-closed.
In the slow-flowing time, countless mental images flashed past.
Time passed as his consciousness repeatedly embraced and scattered the numerous branches of Stellar Radiance.
* * *
Finally, the day of the Contest for the Tome of the Sage arrived.
Ranya headed to the underground altar with a hardened face.
‘The day I finally learn the truth.’
But why?
Although it was the moment she had longed for, her heart was just heavy.
She felt on edge, as if some great crisis were about to descend.
‘…No. I’m overthinking it. I’ve become sensitive because of that whelp, Christian.’
Ranya frowned.
She might not know about others, but the person she was meeting now was Heperlman.
Her teacher, and her adopted father.
Heperlman was the one who, when she was of humble origins and everyone at the Magic Tower shunned her, had been the only one to be on her side. A being she could trust, even if the whole world abandoned her.
‘Let’s not have any useless thoughts.’
After taking a deep breath, she arrived at the underground altar.
“I’m coming in.”
As she headed inside, an unexpected sight unfolded.
“The underground altar? Why?”
The underground altar was shining with a faint luminescence.
It was the first time she had seen such a thing.
‘But it’s an altar that lost all its functions after the evil cult was driven out of the floating island?’
Just then, a low, sunken voice was heard.
“It is the Myeonghyeon Phenomenon.”
It was Heperlman.
Ranya wore a puzzled expression.
“…What is the Myeonghyeon Phenomenon?”
“Do you know that today is Myeong-il?”
“Yes, of course….”
It referred to the day of the year when the concentration of the mana of Stellar Radiance becomes the thickest.
The Contest for the Tome of the Sage was always held on Myeong-il, so of course, she knew.
“This altar is a place where the evil cult worshipped the Constellations. They used to offer sacrifices through human sacrifice on every Myeong-il. In other words, that Myeonghyeon Phenomenon means that the altar is ready to receive a sacrifice.”
Evil cults didn't just exist among devil worshippers.
There were also some among those who served the Constellations.
“…I see. But why is it reacting like that now?”
Ranya had a wary expression.
Something was strange.
As far as she knew, the altar had never shown such a reaction before, no matter if it was Myeong-il.
‘No, that’s not what’s important.’
Ranya observed Heperlman’s expression.
It was not the warm gaze he usually directed at her.
His voice, his eyes, were strangely cold.
Ranya swallowed hard.
“…By any chance, is the truth you are going to tell me today related to that altar?”
“Yes, as expected, you are smart. Just like your parents.”
Something that bothered her flashed past in his words.
“Your parents died at this altar.”
“!!”
In that moment, it felt as if the world had stopped.
“…Who did it?”
Why was it?
Before she even heard the answer, a single guess flashed in Ranya’s mind.
A terrible one, one she didn't even want to imagine.
However.
“I killed your parents.”
Her mind went completely white.
“Wh-why…?”
Ranya’s voice trembled.
Heperlman, with a chillingly cold voice, continued.
“Because there were no others as suitable as them to be a sacrifice for me.”
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                    “…What?”
In that moment, Ranya recalled a certain fact.
Tower Master Heperlman.
He was originally the eldest son of the magic noble house.
But in his childhood, his talent was ordinary, and the position of heir was passed to his much younger brother, Duke Duma.
After leaving for the Magic Tower as if he had been driven out, he spent a long time in obscurity, and then, he suddenly changed.
He began to grow at a terrifying rate, as if his unimpressive appearance until then had been a lie.
The time when Heperlman changed coincided exactly with the time her parents had died.
“D-don’t tell me…? You ‘devoured’ my parents?”
A type of human sacrifice, it meant to swallow the entirety of the opponent as one's own.
Whether it was the energy they possessed, their talent, or their achievements.
“Yes, originally, it is an authority only possible for a being of the rank of a Constellation or a devil, but I can use a similar authority thanks to a special blessing I have received.”
Heperlman looked at Ranya.
With a gaze as if he were looking at prey.
“Though not as much as you, your parents were truly outstanding. To the point that they were envied by the noble bloodline of our magic noble house, despite their humble origins.”
“……”
“You are a genius with a star-like talent that is incomparable even to such parents. Today, I will devour your all and reach a true transcendent state.”
This was the reason Heperlman had taken Ranya in as his adopted daughter.
Even after devouring Ranya’s parents, he had secretly abducted figures from the Round Table from time to time to use as sacrifices, but he could not find a material as good as Ranya anywhere.
For him to reach a perfect 9-Star state, he had to devour Ranya as a sacrifice.
“Shut up!!”
Ranya shouted in anger.
Paaaat!!
A terrifying energy surged, but it was in the moment Heperlman beckoned with his finger.
“K-keok?!”
Ranya coughed up a mouthful of blood.
Heperlman let out a sneer.
“You have forgotten that your everything originated from me. You can never resist me. Especially now that you have learned that grimoimoire.”
Heperlman had used his authority to imbue the grimoire he had given Ranya a short while ago with the essence of a corrupt path.
By having his authority be directly imbued as the essence, he had allowed her to achieve an abnormally fast growth. It was a burden on Heperlman as well, but since he could recover it through devouring her anyway, it didn't matter.
Instead, he had hidden a flaw that would cause a fatal side effect, and Heperlman had used that side effect to easily subdue Ranya.
With a single gesture of his hand, Ranya helplessly knelt.
“Kuuuhk!!”
“Stay still. I do not wish to damage the precious material that will allow me to achieve my great work.”
Heperlman strode forward.
Greed filled his eyes.
“I have waited a very long time. The arrogant whelps of the Holy Assembly will no longer be able to ignore me.”
He had the lowest achievement in the Holy Assembly.
From today, that would be different.
“My story has grown needlessly long. Let us begin now. You, too, should know it as an honor. To become the foundation of the great work.”
It was when Heperlman could not hold back his overwhelming feelings and was about to burst into a great laugh.
An unexpected event occurred.
“…Get your disgusting hands away.”
Ranya whispered in a blazing voice.
And.
Kwaaaaaaaang!!!
A great roar echoed.
It was the magic Ranya had unleashed.
An intense miracle magic, from the peak of 7-Star.
“What?”
Heperlman wore an expression as if this were impossible.
As long as she had learned his grimoire, she shouldn't have been able to even lift a single finger against him.
“…Did you think a genius like me would have learned such a suspicious grimoire as is?”
In truth, it was thanks to Christian.
As a result of reviewing the grimoire based on the advice he had given her, she had discovered a critical problem, and she had even been able to realize the solution with the hint he had given her.
Thanks to that, Ranya had been able to remove the side effect and use Heperlman’s authority to achieve only the rapid growth.
“I’ll kill you.”
Fwoooosh.
A storm-like mana surged.
The peak of 7-Star.
A terrifying energy, befitting an achievement that had begun to peek into the 8-Star state.
“It is useless. Even so, it will only become a little more bothersome. You will become my sacrifice today.”
Heperlman also raised his energy in response.
As he had said, it was a fight with no chance of winning.
But another unexpected event occurred.
“Shut up, you great villain!”
Kwaaaang!
With a cold voice, the door of the underground altar came crashing down.
It was Evan!
And it was not just Evan who had appeared.
“Tower Master. To think you were such a devilish person.”
“We can never forgive you.”
It was the House Heads of the Round Table!
The reason they had appeared so exquisitely was all thanks to Christian.
-On Myeong-il, when the Contest for the Tome of the Sage is held, another evil, not the Demonic Radiance, will descend.
Christian, who had known of this in advance, had secretly given such a ‘revelation’ to the House Heads of the Round Table.
He had not stopped there, but had secretly entered the underground altar and surreptitiously installed a real-time video broadcasting device.
Thanks to that, what Heperlman had done was revealed without any filter to those who had gathered for the Contest for the Tome of the Sage.
Among the House Heads of the Round Table, Duke Duma stepped forward with a pale face.
“To think my elder brother would commit such a horrific act.”
He had had times when he had thought something was strange about Heperlman.
He had even had times when he had suspected that he might have made a contract with a devil.
But human sacrifice. This was even worse than devil worship.
It was a great sin that no one could forgive.
And what's more, Heperlman had been using figures from the Round Table as sacrifices until now.
“As the Head of the magic noble house, I shall punish you, my elder brother.”
“We cannot forgive you, either.”
As the other House Heads of the Round Table also stepped forward with hardened faces, Heperlman opened his mouth with a smirk.
“How laughable. You’ll punish me? The likes of you dare?”
A voice that looked down on all the House Heads of the Round Table.
It wasn't just arrogance.
Among the House Heads of the Round Table, there was not a single 8-Star, with the exception of the head of the magic noble house.
Although he had used a corrupt path, it was impossible for them to stand against Heperlman, who had reached 9-Star (entering).
“This is great. I will take all of you as sacrifices for my great work as well. After that, I will make the Round Table kneel beneath me and establish my kingdom.”
His own kingdom.
This was Heperlman’s ultimate objective.
It was a story that would have drawn a hollow laugh, but the House Heads of the Round Table could not bring themselves to scoff.
An aura so strong it was suffocating began to pour out of Heperlman.
“Kneel before this great power!”
Paaaaaaah!
The surrounding vision changed.
The desolate scenery of the altar was completely transformed.
A pure white world unfolded.
“Advent of Creation!!”
It was the authority of a 9-Star.
To go beyond the 8-Star state of simply placing the surrounding area under one's dominion, and to manifest one’s own world in reality.
Naturally, its power was also incomparable.
‘But why is the Advent of Creation in this form?’
The House Heads of the Round Table wore expressions of disbelief.
It was a world of pure white.
As if it had given form to the light of Stellar Radiance.
And yet, it was filled with nothing but unpleasantness.
It was light, but a light more wicked than any evil.
Unimaginable for the Advent of Creation of a white mage.
But they had no time to think any deeper.
Crackle.
Lightning sparked from Heperlman’s hand.
Wrath of the Thunder Spirit.
A powerful magic that scorched the surroundings with lightning, as if the wrath of a spirit had descended, unfolded together with the Advent of Creation.
“Everyone, be careful!”
Duke Duma stepped in front of everyone and deployed a defensive barrier.
Paaaat!
The Space of Silence.
It was a powerful domain of dominion that nullified everything that entered its area.
However.
“Kuuuhk!!”
The Space of Silence could not block the surging thunder spirit.
It wasn't that it had no effect, but it was only minimal.
Duke Duma, who had barely managed to block the attack by using an additional defensive spell, wore an expression of disbelief.
“He’s a 9-Star (entering), so how can he have an Advent of Creation of this level?”
9-Star (entering) was a state that had not yet reached a complete 9-Star.
Therefore, the Advent of Creation was bound to be incomplete.
Of course, even if it was incomplete, it was still an Advent of Creation. It held a remote power, but still, to so easily subdue the domain of dominion of Duke Duma, who was at the peak of 8-Star, was too much.
“Do you now know my greatness? It is too late. All of you will become my sacrifices and a part of this great work.”
Paaaaaaah!
Everyone’s complexion turned white.
A fierce energy surged.
Fire-type, water-type, wind-type, and so on. It did not distinguish between types.
Each and every one was not a magic of a high state, but accompanied by the authority of the Advent of Creation, they became a magic of a different class.
If a domain of dominion was to place the surroundings under one’s dominion to amplify one’s power, the Advent of Creation was to make the world itself one’s own. The magic, too, would break away from ordinary principles and be transformed into a completely different class.
Still, Duke Duma and the House Heads of the Round Table did not collapse right away and somehow managed to endure.
But if this continued, the result was obvious.
“Is the Hero not here yet?!”
Duke Duma asked Evan.
Before coming to strike Heperlman, Chris had left a message through Evan.
-I have a way. If you can buy me some time, I will come and subdue the Tower Master.
In truth, he doubted whether it would be possible, even if the Hero came.
Heperlman’s power was far beyond everyone’s expectations.
Heperlman, too, did not seem to be concerned at all.
“Even if the likes of the Hero come, he will only kneel before my greatness.”
Heperlman raised his energy once more.
Magic began to take form again in the murky white world.
It was still not a high-level magic.
But as if he intended to finish it with this attack, the energy contained within was far more powerful.
“First, Duma. You’re first.”
Crackle.
It was the same Wrath of the Thunder Spirit as before.
The defensive formula Duke Duma had deployed was shattered in an instant.
‘I can’t block it.’
Duke Duma’s complexion turned pale.
In the face of such an overwhelming, violent power, any defense was meaningless.
It was in that moment.
“To think you're all struggling so much because of a shoddy whelp like this. You're all utterly pathetic.”
A familiar, insufferable voice.
At the same time, an unexpected event occurred.
Crack!
The wrath of lightning that had been heading for Duke Duma scattered into pieces.
As if glass were shattering.
Everyone wore shocked expressions.
“Your Highness the Hero!!”
Christian wore a pathetic expression.
“What’s with all of you? To be in such a state because of a pathetic whelp like that. When you get back to the training center, you'd all better be prepared for extra special training.”
The House Heads of the Round Table were dumbfounded.
To call a 9-Star (entering) Grand Magus a pathetic whelp.
They couldn't tell if it was a bluff or if he was being serious.
Heperlman let out a hollow laugh.
“You’re the Hero? You’re a whelp who doesn't know his place, just as I’ve heard. I will take you as a material for my great work as….”
“Shut up, you fake.”
“…What?”
“You're not even a real 9-Star (entering), are you? Where do you get off putting on such a pathetic imitation?”
“!!”
An incomprehensible insult.
Duke Duma advised with concern.
“You must not underestimate the Tower Master. Although he used an inhuman path, he has transcended the 9-Star (entering) state. You must see him as being on the verge of a perfect superhuman state.”
“I'm disappointed in you too, Duke. To think your eye for things is so poor.”
“…What?”
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                    “What superhuman state? Where in the world is there such a lacking 9-Star?”
Heperlman let out a laugh as he listened.
“How dare you! Shut your insolent mouth.”
A spear of ice was shot toward Chris.
A simple magic, but empowered by the authority of the Advent of Creation, its power was more intense than any miracle magic.
But once again, an incomprehensible event unfolded.
Crack!
Just like before, the magic was dismantled again!
“!!”
At the impossible event, everyone’s eyes widened as if they would tear, and Chris looked at the white world that had unfolded around him and sneered.
“This is an Advent of Creation? Something so sloppy? When you can only use basic magic because you don't know when the framework of your world will break?”
He strode forward, and at the same time, an even more shocking event unfolded.
Swoosh.
A white concentric circle spread out around Chris.
It was a Domain of Dominion.
A power like a brilliant radiance began to push back the murky white.
“How can a Domain of Dominion push back an Advent of Creation?!”
The House Heads shouted in surprise.
Originally, it was impossible for a Domain of Dominion to push back an Advent of Creation, an authority of a higher class.
“Did I not say? This is at a level that cannot even be called an Advent of Creation.”
“!!”
“And it’s because my Domain of Dominion is not an ordinary one.”
Paaaaaaah!
In an instant, an explosive radiance encroached on the surroundings, and all sorts of geometric star patterns embroidered the area.
The World of Stellar Radiance.
It was the Domain of Dominion Chris had obtained upon reaching the peak of 8-Star in Stellar Radiance.
A domain in which he had established all the powers of Stellar Radiance within his own world.
“It is a state that cannot even be compared to you, who has only mimicked an Advent of Creation by force through a corrupt path, without even establishing a proper worldview.”
“Shut your mouth!”
Fwoooosh!
Perhaps feeling anxious, Heperlman once again fiercely poured out his magic, but it was useless.
The moment they entered Chris’s domain, they were dismantled into pieces.
‘An Advent of Creation like that, where only its power has been forcibly enhanced, is actually rather simple to deal with.’
Chris let out a sneer.
In truth, it was not something to be so belittled.
As one could see from the fact that Duke Duma, who was at the peak of 8-Star, had been pushed back so pathetically, Heperlman’s power was by no means something to be taken lightly.
Although he had not established a proper worldview, the power he had enhanced through a corrupt path was not something those of a lower state could handle.
But it was a different story if they were at a similar level.
‘Because my World of Stellar Radiance is a Domain of Dominion that has established a worldview that is in no way inferior to a decent Advent of Creation.’
Of course, that did not mean that the size of its power was the same as an Advent of Creation.
If the Advent of Creation before him had been deployed by Nordian or the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, Chris would not have dared to think of opposing it.
But this whelp was different.
The meaning imbued within Chris’s Domain of Dominion.
To be precise, the depth of his worldview was incomparable to the whelp’s sloppy Advent of Creation.
“What are you all doing with your hands down? Are you just going to leave it to me? All of you, bring that whelp to his knees.”
The House Heads of the Round Table, who had been standing blankly, quickly came to their senses and rushed toward Heperlman.
“How dare you whelps!!”
Heperlman, enraged, faced the House Heads of the Round Table.
As his attacks were repeatedly neutralized by Chris, he withdrew his Advent of Creation and used pure white magic.
Still, he was a 9-Star (entering).
Heperlman’s magic was incomparably threatening even without his Advent of Creation.
In the moment the House Heads of the Round Table were about to be swept away, Chris once again made his move.
Paaaat!
The geometric star shapes embroidered in his Domain of Dominion, the World of Stellar Radiance, began to emit light, and the House Heads’ eyes widened.
“Our power is being amplified?”
“No, it’s not just that!”
A House Head cried out in shock.
“My achievement level has risen?”
An unbelievable story.
The World of Stellar Radiance was different from the Dominion of Seven Colors, the Domain of Dominion he deployed with Dark Demonic Energy.
The Dominion of Seven Colors was to forcibly amplify the power of all attributes by dominating them with Dark Demonic Energy.
On the other hand, the World of Stellar Radiance allowed individuals to exert a power that transcended the limits of their own achievement within the world of Stellar Radiance that Chris had established.
It was enough to tip the scales of victory.
“You whelp…!!”
Heperlman, who was beginning to be cornered, emitted an enraged aura.
“How dare you, to me. I will kill you all.”
Swoooosh.
In an instant, everyone’s face hardened.
An incomparably sinister energy began to stretch out from Heperlman.
“Don’t tell me, this energy is?”
Following that, a shocking sight revealed itself.
Crack.
A pair of white, radiant wings began to stretch out from behind Heperlman’s back.
They were the wings of a Constellation.
“Impossible! How?”
At the sight, as if a Constellation itself had descended, everyone wore expressions of disbelief.
Only one person, Chris, looked at Heperlman’s wings of light with an unperturbed gaze.
‘I already knew that the whelps of the Holy Assembly were the vile minions of the Constellations.’
It wasn't that he had simply made a contract with a Constellation.
There were not a few who had made contracts with Constellations. Even Evan had made contracts with several Constellations and was in a state where he had received their ‘blessings’.
But the members of the Holy Assembly were different.
Going beyond mere blessings, they directly received and used the power of the Constellations.
‘I don't know why the Constellations allowed the whelps of the Holy Assembly to use their power.’
He didn't know if it was to have them stand against the forces of Gehenna during the Apocalypse, or if there was some other hidden intention.
Whatever the Constellations’ true intention was, the whelps of the Holy Assembly did not use that power correctly.
They used it for their own greed.
Thanks to that, the Alliance, which was already sinking, suffered an even more fatal blow.
‘It was a good thing the Demon King of Shed Blood quickly eliminated the whelps of the Holy Assembly; otherwise, the Alliance might have been ruined because of them.’
For reference, the Demon King of Shed Blood had fought all four members of the Holy Assembly alone and had annihilated them.
Now, the Demon King of Shed Blood would not appear, so Chris was the one who had to eliminate the whelps of the Holy Assembly.
“Duke Duma, how long do you think you can hold out?”
“…Not for long. A few minutes at most.”
A few minutes. And that was an extremely generous estimate.
Because this was no different from fighting a Constellation that had descended upon the mortal plane.
And it was not a low-ranking, common Constellation, either.
At a glance, it looked to be of a mid-to-high 6th-rank. Roughly, a rank higher than a Count-rank devil.
It was a being that even Chris, with his soul-rank, could not stand against, but he nonchalantly said something insane.
“One minute. That's more than enough. If you can just hold out for that long, I will take care of it.”
Everyone wore dumbfounded expressions, but Chris was not making an empty boast.
‘I have a way.’
However, it was difficult to do it alone.
“Evan, Ranya. I need your help. Especially yours, Ranya.”
“…What kind of help are you talking about?”
“To put it simply, Evan and I will join forces to create an opening. At that time, you will put an end to Heperlman.”
Ranya wore a bewildered expression.
For her, who had not yet even properly reached 8-Star, it was an absolutely impossible task.
“Don't you want to avenge your parents?”
“!!”
“You can do it. No, you are the only one who can. Because you are the one here who knows that vile whelp the best.”
Chris thought of a specific method to himself.
‘I can somehow bind the Constellation’s power, even for a moment, with my soul-rank. The problem is what comes next.’
The reason the whelps of the Holy Assembly were difficult to face was because they were 9-Stars who simultaneously used the power of a Constellation as well.
The Demon King of Shed Blood had crushed them with overwhelming power, but for the current Chris, that was impossible.
‘And I can't use Andril in my capacity as the Hero, either.’
There was only one way.
In the fleeting moment he bound the Constellation’s power, he had to eliminate Heperlman as well.
Ranya was the most suitable for the task.
“…I’ll do it.”
Ranya bit her lip hard.
“I will absolutely make him pay for his sins with my own hands.”
Chris nodded his head.
“I will help you.”
Looking to the front, he could see the House Heads of the Round Table struggling to block Heperlman’s Constellation power.
“Evan, you land the first blow.”
Evan aimed his sword.
Celestial Flash.
It was a new miracle technique Evan had created after recently reaching the peak of 7-Star.
A single ray of light that splits the starry sky above.
Perhaps he had had an intuition that a day like today, when he would have to stand against a Constellation, would come.
If Evan’s previous miracle techniques had been optimized for beings of darkness, the Celestial Flash, conversely, possessed an effect that countered beings of the celestial realm.
‘I am Christian’s comrade. I will absolutely be of help to Christian!’
The single strike, unleashed with a firm resolve, flew toward Heperlman.
Heperlman, who was facing the House Heads of the Round Table, could not evade the blow.
[!!]
Heperlman’s form wavered for an instant.
It had not dealt a major blow.
No matter how great Evan was, the difference in their states was far too great.
It had only opened a minute gap, but for Chris, that was more than enough.
Paaaaaaah!
As if ripples were forming on a lake, a transparent wave spread out from around Chris.
A sharp aura, as if it were a treasured sword, swelled up all around.
It was a transformation of the World of Stellar Radiance.
If before it had played a supportive role, raising the achievement of Stellar Radiance, this time, he had given it a direct offensive property.
The numerous powers of Stellar Radiance that Chris had encountered and learned in his past and present lives began to form an order and a shape within a single world.
The Sword of Stellar Radiance.
It was a formless sword that existed only as a concept, without a physical form.
A sword that held a deeper meaning than any other sword in this world.
‘Of course, that doesn't mean it’s invincible.’
A true Sacred One.
That is to say, the ultimate techniques of Stellar Radiance deployed by the likes of the Dark King, Genesis, or the Prophet would be far more powerful in terms of raw power.
But even their ultimate techniques would not be able to contain a deeper meaning than the sword Chris was now deploying.
‘What’s needed in this situation is not just a powerful attack.’
Chris closed his eyes.
He opened his spiritual eye and looked into Heperlman’s inner self.
To be precise, at the spiritual channel connected to the celestial realm.
The fact that the Sword of Stellar Radiance had no form or substance meant that it could cut anything.
Whether that be a soul, a formless power, or a conceptual connection.
Sssss.
Chris’s spiritual power was imbued in the Sword of Stellar Radiance, and it secretly dug in through the gap Evan had opened.
Slice.
In the quiet world of concepts, the sound of something being cut was heard.
No one felt the change, but Chris could tell.
That the celestial terminal connected to Heperlman had been severed.
[Wh-what?!]
Heperlman, who had belatedly realized the change, let out a flustered voice, but it was too late.
The aura of the Constellation that Heperlman had been wielding was severed, and Chris’s gaze sharpened.
Sword of Stellar Radiance Transformation.
Dance of Stars.
As if a firework had exploded, all sorts of powers of Stellar Radiance stormed toward Heperlman.
Still, as expected of a 9-Star (entering).
He deployed white magic and blocked them, but it was only to divert his attention; Chris’s true objective lay elsewhere.
Slice.
Once again, the sound of something being cut was heard.
While Heperlman’s attention had been diverted, he had severed the connection terminal with the Constellation again.
This time, he had severed Heperlman’s soul along with it.
[!!]
Heperlman’s complexion turned white.
‘This is the only chance.’
With his current power, it was impossible to permanently damage the connection terminal with the Constellation.
The Constellation’s side would restore it soon.
He had to eliminate Heperlman before then.
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                    ‘It's impossible without Ranya.’
Ranya was the joker in this situation.
Because her everything had originated from Heperlman. That meant she, too, knew everything about Heperlman.
She could be a fatal dagger.
-Attempt a phase system reversal on Heperlman.
Ranya’s eyes wavered at the message Chris had sent.
A phase system reversal.
It was a conceptual contest of skill between white mages.
To grasp the opponent’s magical phase system and cause the magical concept itself to collapse.
One had to completely grasp the magical construct the opponent had built, and at the same time, one had to nullify the opponent’s magical resistance, so it was a method that was impossible unless there was an enormous gap in skill.
-Lacking confidence? How pathetic. If you can't do it, then don't.
Ranya clenched her fists.
If not now, the chance to avenge her parents would never come again.
‘I will do it. With the talent I inherited from my parents!’
Ranya’s concept reached Heperlman’s phase system.
For a moment, she felt a suffocating sense of despair at the remote phase system, but she did not stop.
‘I can do it.’
She knew the entire method.
It was hateful and disgusting, but she, too, had built her phase system in the exact same way.
[Ha, how dare you! How laughable.]
Heperlman, having read Ranya’s attempt, let out a hollow laugh.
[Everything I have bestowed upon you, I will take it back now!]
Heperlman’s concept also reached Ranya’s phase system.
They were both the same in that they knew each other’s phase systems inside and out.
What remained was whose concept was superior.
‘It’s not easy.’
After clashing with Heperlman’s concept, Ranya felt her chest tighten.
It wasn't that her concept for handling the phase system was lacking.
The problem was the solidity of the phase system.
Although they both had phase systems of the same method, since Heperlman was a 9-Star (entering), there was a great difference in its size and depth.
In other words, if Ranya had to deal 100 points of damage, Heperlman could break her with just 10. It was a gap that was impossible to overcome, no matter how outstanding Ranya’s ability to handle her phase system was.
Just then, a single line of voice was heard from Chris.
-Remember what I said a while ago. The reverse of the reverse is the correct.
“!!”
It was the advice she had heard when she was mastering the grimoire Heperlman had given her.
Having gotten a hint from that advice, Ranya had been able to avoid the trap hidden in the grimoire.
But that didn't mean she had embodied Chris’s advice.
She had understood it.
But she hadn't thought of attempting it.
‘It’s something I have to completely overturn my own phase system to do.’
It was a gamble.
And one with a slim chance of success.
Nine times out of ten, she would lose everything.
However.
-As I thought, it was too much for you? I don't know what I was expecting.
“!!”
At the voice of that whelp Chris, who was provoking her again, Ranya’s anger flared up.
‘Insufferable whelp. After I eliminate my enemy, your back is next! I’ll show you what this genius mage is made of!’
Rumble.
Ranya’s phase system began to transform.
A change as if a clock were being turned in reverse.
Ranya’s phase system was elevated.
The reason Chris had spoken of the ‘reverse’ was because it meant a higher-dimensional phase.
The problem was stability.
The reason Heperlman and the others had not done as Chris had advised was because they could not handle this method.
‘The reverse of the reverse is the correct.’
Ranya gritted her teeth, enduring the feeling that her phase system was about to collapse.
Just as a clock that had been turned in reverse eventually finds its original position, she had to find her place in that way.
It wasn't easy. It felt as if it would collapse at any moment.
And she was not in a situation where she could meditate with a light heart. She also had to stand against Heperlman’s concept, which was trying to break down her phase system.
Just then, Chris’s voice cut in.
-It seems this is difficult with just your talent. I will guide you, so follow me.
‘Ranya could have done it on her own.’
In her past life, the reason Ranya had been able to escape from Heperlman’s trick was because she had realized the method Chris had just told her on her own.
It was just that she was lacking compared to Chris; Ranya, too, was a top-class genius.
Even if he left her alone, she would eventually succeed, but Chris was a little more greedy.
‘I have to use this chance to make Ranya a complete 8-Star.’
It was a chance that would not come easily.
The moment she re-established her phase system, she would not stop there, but would rise to the state above.
-Follow me well.
-W-wait! This is?
Ranya let out a flustered sound.
It was an overly reckless method.
-It’s possible. Because in the end, everything is within your phase.
-!!
For a moment, Ranya wore an expression as if she had been struck by lightning.
In the end, everything was imbued within her phase.
It was a content she had realized while vaguely looking upon the 8-Star state.
But then and now were different.
The moment all phases were in ‘reverse’.
And yet, the moment she realized that all of it was her own phase.
Her world changed.
[Wh-what?!]
Heperlman let out a shocked sound.
Paaaaaaah!
A formless energy extended out from around her.
Although it hadn't taken a complete form, it was a Domain of Dominion.
Ranya had reached 8-Star (entering)!
[I-impossible?]
Ranya's eyes stared coldly at Heperlman.
“Shut up, you vermin.”
[!!]
Rumble.
Ranya's concept began to break down Heperlman's phase system.
The situation had completely reversed.
Until just a moment ago, it had been a contest where both knew each other’s phase systems inside and out, but now, Ranya had transformed her phase system and re-established a new one.
On top of that, although Ranya’s Domain of Dominion had not yet taken on a complete meaning, she was a ‘Ruler of the Phase’.
She could handle all magical phases of white magic as if they were her own limbs.
[Kuuuhk!!]
Heperlman desperately pushed back against Ranya’s concept, struggling frantically.
Just then, the terminal connected to the celestial realm was restored, and he was about to emit the intense aura of the Constellation again.
“It's useless.”
A chilling voice descended.
It was Christian, who had come up behind Heperlman before he knew it.
Stab!
The Sword of Stellar Radiance took a physical form and pierced Heperlman's body.
[Keok.]
In the moment Heperlman knelt and staggered, a great shadow descended upon his phase system.
It was Ranya.
[W-wait… stop… you’re my disciple….]
“You’re disgusting, so shut up.”
Heperlman’s phase system began to collapse completely.
At the same time.
[Kuaaaaaaaaaaaack!!!]
Fwoooosh.
The aura of the Constellation flared up like a flame, swallowed his body, and then melted it away.
It was the end of the Sacred One, Heperlman.
* * *
The events of that day shook not just the Magic Tower and the Round Table, but the entire Alliance.
Because it was an incident where one of the giants who supported the Alliance, a Sacred One, had fallen.
After the fight, Chris revealed the evidence of the numerous human sacrifices Heperlman had committed until now, and everyone in the Alliance fell into a great shock.
“Impossible. To think a Sacred One would commit such an act.”
“Why? It’s not as if the Sacred Ones are perfect, is it?”
“That’s true… The Dark King, the Elf King, and the Mercenary King all had quite the dark reputations behind the scenes.”
Not all Sacred Ones were noble.
Because they were like the sanctuary of the Alliance, no one dared to speak ill of them, but it was an open secret that several Sacred Ones were committing various wrongs.
And in the midst of that, an incident like this had occurred.
“Was it His Highness the Hero this time, too?”
“Yes, I heard that if it hadn't been for His Highness the Hero, an enormous amount of blood would have been shed at the Round Table and the Magic Tower.”
“I don’t know how many times this makes now.”
“His Highness the Hero is the one who will save our Alliance in place of the Sacred Ones!!”
Following his deeds in the Holy Empire and the Karn Empire, and now this.
Although it hadn't been long since he had appeared, everyone in the Alliance cheered for the Hero, who was accumulating an enormous list of achievements.
At the people’s reactions, Chris thought to himself.
‘Now, the time has come.’
The Gold Cross.
The Holy Empire.
The Karn Empire.
The Round Table and the Magic Tower.
These were the powers of the Alliance that Chris had brought under his influence until now.
It was practically the majority of the Alliance.
‘…I suffered through so much hell.’
Chris recalled the past and wore a solemn expression for a moment.
It seemed he had truly suffered while traveling all over the Alliance.
‘Damn it, I’m getting pissed off all over again. Why do I have to suffer like this? What happened to my dream of wealth and glory?’
It couldn't be helped.
If he didn't properly prepare for the coming Apocalypse, never mind wealth and glory, the world would be ruined.
He absolutely could not stand to see the world be destroyed when he hadn't even been able to properly enjoy it.
‘Therefore, I must make the suckers of the Alliance stronger.’
The reason he had suffered until now and had placed the powers of the Alliance under his feet was all to create suckers who would fight in his stead in the Age of Ruin.
Chris secretly ordered the powers of the Alliance, including the Karn Empire and the Holy Empire, to prepare for war.
‘The moment I destroy the Four Kings' Castle, the political situation will change drastically.’
After that, the day to leave the training center arrived.
Late at night, Chris set out on his way.
‘There’s no need for a noisy departure.’
He had only bestowed his teachings out of necessity, so there was no one in particular to say goodbye to.
And he had been so harsh that everyone had probably gritted their teeth at him.
But it was in the moment he was about to leave the training center.
“Wait, hold on.”
“??”
Chris tilted his head.
A man with a cocky appearance.
It was Aiden of the Martial Arts House.
The figure who was once called the Morning Star of the Round Table and praised, only to be thoroughly stomped on.
“Are you perhaps leaving?”
“Yes. What is your business?”
“……”
Aiden did not answer.
He just sent him a defiant gaze, as if he were displeased about something.
‘Is he trying to pick a fight one last time?’
Chris let out a smirk.
Aiden had grown remarkably during the training period.
Given his originally arrogant personality, it wouldn't be strange for him to do something foolish without knowing his place.
“I'm not pleased.”
“Right, hurry up and come at me. Since it's the last time, I'll crush you….”
“To think you would try to leave secretly like this, so we can't even hold a proper farewell ceremony?”
“…What?”
Aiden glared at Chris with blazing eyes.
“After all the grace we have received from you, to think you wouldn't even give us a chance to express our thanks.”
“……”
Chris was at a loss for words.
He wanted to ask, “Are you crazy?”, but Aiden's face was not that of someone joking.
“Yes, that's right. Where do you get off leaving secretly like this?”
“In any case, you're insufferable from beginning to end.”
Other figures emerged from the darkness.
Bewilderingly, they were the House Heads of the Round Table.
“…Why are you all here?”
The House Heads of the Round Table frowned deeply.
Faces that seemed to say, ‘Do we really have to say it for you to know?’
“You're insufferable and hopeless, but it is a fact that you have bestowed a great grace upon us.”
The grace Chris had bestowed was not just saving them from the clutches of Heperlman.
Thanks to the teachings he had given them, all of the House Heads had been able to break their own limits and achieve great growth.
“When we were learning, our pride was hurt and we felt like dirt, but now we know. It was all from a heart that was thinking of us.”
“…That wasn't my intention, though.”
“There's no need to be shy. In any case, it's just as Sir Evan said. He said you weren't honest with your feelings.”
“……”
Throughout the entire training period, Evan had preached about Chris's nobility.
At first, no one believed it, but after hearing it so much their ears were bleeding, they had all been brainwashed into thinking, ‘Is that really the case?’
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                    William, one of the House Heads of the Round Table and a comrade from his past life, stepped forward and spoke.
“It is not just us. All of the students at the training center are grateful to you. They were all about to rush out in the middle of the night, so we are in the process of stopping them.”
“…It seems you all have too much energy left. I should have worked you all a little more properly.”
Chris clicked his tongue.
‘…Still, it's not bad.’
Chris turned his gaze and looked at everyone.
It wasn't a relationship where one could say they had grown fond of each other.
“I'll see you next time. Until then, don't any of you die. If you die, I'll torment you even as a corpse.”
The next time they met would probably be after the Apocalypse had begun.
He didn't know how many of them would be sacrificed.
Still, he hoped that as many of them as possible would survive.
“Your way of speaking is foul to the very end.”
“Didn't Sir Evan say? He's doing that because he's shy.”
“…I’m not.”
“Seeing him deliberately act so insufferable, that monster Hero has a cute side to him in his own way.”
“…I said, I’m not.”
Chris’s face contorted into a deep frown.
His image was a mess because of that whelp Evan.
For a moment, the House Heads of the Round Table burst into laughter, then set aside their jokes and spoke.
“We were truly grateful. Our Round Table will never forget your grace.”
Chris nodded his head.
And with that, his trip to the Round Table was concluded.
His next target was the Four Kings' Castle.
It was time to bring the Four Kings' Castle to ruin.
* * *
The establishment of a branch family in the Four Kings' Castle!
Whether it was the Dark Alliance’s side or the Four Kings' Castle’s, the reaction was one of incomprehension.
A branch family was just a nice way of putting it; he was a hostage.
“I understand that we have to send a hostage for the peace treaty, but for the Grand Duke to go himself?”
“Absolutely not. We must stop him!”
“How can we trust those bastards from the Four Kings' Castle!!”
The magi on the Dark Alliance’s side naturally reacted as if it were an impossible matter.
Because Christian was now the most important figure in the Dark Alliance.
There were not a few who thought that the de facto leader of the Dark Alliance was not Nordian, but Christian. And in truth, that thought was not entirely wrong.
On the other hand, there were those who thought the opposite.
“I heard that the Grand Duke himself said he would go.”
“Don’t tell me, is he plotting something great again?”
“Probably so. The Grand Duke wouldn't do something like this without a reason.”
“Ha, but isn't it too dangerous? No matter how great the Grand Duke is, to think he would enter the den of death that is the Four Kings' Castle alone.”
No matter how great Chris was, this time, it was too reckless.
The magi of the Dark Alliance sent him gazes filled with great concern.
On the other hand, the Four Kings' Castle’s side had the exact opposite reaction.
“The Demonic Radiance is coming in person?”
“What is he scheming this time?”
Everyone in the Four Kings' Castle guessed that Chris was plotting some other vicious scheme.
They all growled in anger.
“No matter who he is, to think he would dare to set foot in our Four Kings' Castle. How much must he look down on us.”
“It doesn't matter what the whelp is scheming. He will come to regret his arrogance to the bone.”
“If he sets foot in the Four Kings' Castle, I'll make sure he can't even return as a corpse.”
As it was, Christian was the figure the magi of the Four Kings' Castle hated the most.
And yet, he was crawling in on his own two feet.
All the magi of the Four Kings' Castle waited for Christian, harboring a chilling killing intent.
Meanwhile, at that moment.
“Now this is the territory of the Four Kings' Castle in earnest. It’s been a while since I've traveled so leisurely; it feels like I'm on a trip.”
Christian was walking toward the Four Kings' Castle with an idle expression.
Although he was heading for a den of death, only a few companions were with him.
There was no tension in his expression. As if he were really on a trip.
“But why is it always so gloomy here? I’m on an outing for the first time in a while, and it’s killing the mood. In any case, it’s as gloomy as those whelps from the Four Kings' Castle.”
One of his companions, Alros, had a pale face.
“G-Grand Duke, please be careful. The whelps from the Four Kings' Castle will hear you!!”
“So what if they hear? It’s a fact that the whelps of the Four Kings' Castle are gloomy, vile, and dregs that are less than human, isn't it?”
“Aaargh! J-just lower your voice a little…! We'll be in big trouble!”
Alros looked as if he would die of fear.
As it was, chilling gazes had been flying at them the entire time since they had entered the territory of the Four Kings' Castle.
But Christian was committing all sorts of insolent remarks and actions, as if he didn't care about such things at all.
As if he were testing to see just how long the magi of the Four Kings' Castle could hold back.
‘Aaargh! If you want to die, die alone, why did you have to drag me along!!’
Of course, Chris wasn't making these remarks without any thought.
‘They're really holding back well. To think I'm showing such an obvious opening, and yet no one is thinking of messing with me.’
Right now, he was deliberately exposing his movements so that everyone in the Four Kings' Castle would know.
Furthermore, he was continuously spitting out problematic remarks for them to hear, and yet, they did not budge.
‘It must be because they’re afraid of the Magus Chancellor.’
Chris’s journey this time had been approved by the Center.
Therefore, to harm Chris ‘openly’ could be considered as defying the Center.
‘Just as I expected.’
Of course, the Four Kings' Castle would not just leave him alone.
They would watch for an opportunity and make a move ‘secretly’, so as not to leave any trace.
‘But that means they can't strike me openly. In a fight like this, I have a much greater advantage.’
Just then, a figure cautiously lowered their voice and asked.
It was Kashmir, who had accompanied Chris as the representative of the Destruction Demonic House.
“By the way, what kind of plan do you have?”
Marisa, who had come as the representative of the Venomous Demonic House, also cleared her throat.
“R-right. What on earth are you thinking? It’s too dangerous.”
Both Kashmir and Marisa had followed on this procession at Chris’s request.
Although they were accompanying him for his sake, they couldn't help but be worried.
Chris surrounded them with demonic energy to ensure their voices wouldn't leak out, then opened his mouth.
“The plan is to bring the Four Kings' Castle to ruin.”
“!!”
“To be precise, the plan is to eliminate all of the highest-ranking magi of 8-Star and above in the Four Kings' Castle. And all of the core magi of 7-Star and above as well.”
That was right.
This was Chris’s specific objective.
‘If I eliminate the head, making the rest submit will be a piece of cake.’
The complexions of the others who heard him turned white.
Alros, in particular, looked as if he were about to faint.
“A-are you crazy? You’re joking, right? Do you know how many highest-ranking magi there are in the Four Kings' Castle? Haha, our Grand Duke is quite the joker….”
“Right, no matter how crazy you are, to think of such a wild….”
Marisa also stammered.
Even Kashmir, whose faith in Chris was firm, wore a worried expression.
It was a natural reaction.
The number of 8-Star magi in the Four Kings' Castle was a staggering ten.
An enormous number.
On top of that, the Vengeful Spirit, the Head of the Curse Demonic House, and Drenne, the Vice-Head of the Necromancy Demonic House, were super-powerhouses who possessed a power equal to the Nordian of the past.
There was also the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, a 9-Star (entering) Lesser Demon King.
And yet he would strike them all down alone?
It was a story that was not just reckless, but insane.
Chris spoke nonchalantly.
“It’s plenty possible. Because I’m in an advantageous situation.”
An incomprehensible story.
But it was true.
‘Going into the den of death isn’t necessarily a bad thing.’
As one could see now, the Four Kings' Castle could absolutely not strike him openly.
‘In a head-on fight, of course, I wouldn’t be able to handle it.’
The fight in the Four Kings' Castle would be a battle of intrigue.
And there was no one more skilled in such intrigue than Chris.
Did the Four Kings' Castle even imagine it?
That to have accepted Christian was no different from swallowing a man-eating insect into their own body.
The Four Kings' Castle would be torn to shreds and brought down by the small predator that had entered its own body.
“I should start right now.”
“Y-yes, what?”
“Alros, you know the drill, right?”
“What are you planning to do?!”
Alros, who had been transformed into Chris’s appearance through the Insignia of the Constellation, had a fearful expression.
“A self-welcome ceremony.”
Chris, who had covered his face by putting on the Faceless Mask, gave a grin.
“I have to let the Four Kings' Castle know that I’ve arrived.”
That night.
The magi of the Four Kings' Castle who had been monitoring Christian’s party were annihilated.
The Four Kings' Castle was turned upside down at the news.
But they did not know.
That this was merely the beginning.
A storm was beginning to descend upon the Four Kings' Castle.
* * *
Chris’s crazy antics continued.
He deliberately headed for the main castle of the Four Kings' Castle at a slow speed, and whenever he had a chance, Christian would put on his mask and wipe out the forces of the Four Kings' Castle that were nearby.
“Aaargh. What are you doing? The Four Kings' Castle will not stand by and watch!”
“Stand by and watch what? Do you have proof? You don’t.”
‘Because I haven’t left a single trace that I did it.’
Not only had he covered his face, but when he had struck them, he hadn't used a speck of Dark Demonic Energy.
Instead, he had only used the secret arts of the Curse Demonic House or the Necromancy Demonic House, so there was no proof at all.
‘Of course, they all know it was me. But what can they do if they know?’
Chris gave a grin.
If there were even a speck of proof, they would strike him, but unfortunately, there was only suspicion.
In fact, magi from the Four Kings' Castle had hurriedly come out, but they only growled and could not take any action.
[You whelp. Do you dare to wish for death?]
At the chilling presence emitted by the lich of the Necromancy Demonic House, Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“What are you talking about?”
[Are you playing dumb? It was your doing, was it not?!]
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Ah, are you talking about the damage to the magi of the Four Kings' Castle that I saw on my way here? Why are you taking that out on me? I don’t know anything about it.”
Chris, on the contrary, frowned.
“In fact, I think I should be the one receiving an apology from you for this matter.”
[What did you say? An apology?]
“Yes, I am on a long journey to strengthen the friendship between your Four Kings' Castle and the Dark Alliance under the command of His Majesty the Demon Emperor, and am I not being exposed to danger? What will you do if the culprit who struck your Four Kings' Castle attacks me and I am unable to carry out His Majesty the Demon Emperor’s command? Will you take responsibility before His Majesty the Demon Emperor?”
A story of incomparable shamelessness.
But it was a response to which they had nothing to say.
Because there was no proof.
In particular, Chris’s repeated mention of the ‘Demon Emperor’s’ name prevented the magi of the Four Kings' Castle from taking any rash actions.
[…You whelp.]
The lich of the Four Kings' Castle trembled with anger.
[If you're going to act like that, fine. We will do things our way, so be prepared. No matter how great His Majesty the Demon Emperor's authority is, it cannot illuminate every shadow.]
He was saying that they would secretly kill him once he entered the Four Kings' Castle.
It was a threat that could not be easily ignored, but Chris just let out a smirk.
“Wouldn't it be better to worry about your own lives before that?”
[…What?]
“To think you would greet me with just two 7-Star liches. Aren't you looking down on this body a bit too much?”
Snap.
As he snapped his fingers, a transparent wave spread out around them.
It was a black magic that cut off their connection to the outside.
[You whelp, don’t tell me?]
“Yep, that's right. I'm going to kill you, too.”
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                    [How dare you! If you commit such an act, do you think our Four Kings' Castle will stand by and watch?]
“You weren't planning on standing by in the first place, were you? Even if I acted meekly, you were planning to kill me anyway.”
That was right.
The reason Chris was being so reckless was because he knew the Four Kings' Castle would not leave him alone anyway, so he was making a preemptive strike.
‘I have to set the stage to my advantage.’
Right.
The reason he was committing these acts now was to set the stage as he wanted.
He had to take the lead in every situation, from beginning to end.
Only then could he bring down the Four Kings' Castle.
“And don't worry. If I kill all of you, there won't be any evidence, right? You'll just be recorded as having been killed by another unknown assailant.”
[Ha. How amusing. No matter how great you are, it is impossible for you to face all of us.]
Present at this place were two 7-Star liches and a not-insignificant number of 5 to 6-Star high-ranking magi.
It was an enormous force.
“It seems you still don't know. That I am not the Demonic Radiance I once was.”
Paat.
A gray energy covered the surroundings.
It was an ash-gray demonic energy, replicated with his Dark Demonic Energy.
[!!]
The liches flinched at the unusual energy, and Chris declared in a chilling voice.
“Go on to hell ahead of me. I'll be sending lots of your friends there soon.”
* * *
The fight did not take long.
Just as he had said, he was not the Chris he once was.
Now, unless they were of the same 8-Star, they could not be Chris’s opponent.
Although he had won an overwhelming victory, the expressions of his companions were not good.
Even for causing trouble, he had gone way too far.
One could say that the secret raids on the forces of the Four Kings' Castle until now could be overlooked, but this time, he had crossed the line by a long shot.
Alros just gaped, and the complexions of Marisa and Kashmir had turned white as a sheet.
“…A-are you in your right mind?”
“I told you, it’s fine.”
“Fine?! You’ve done something like this, how can it be fine!”
“That’s right, Grand Duke. Now that it’s come to this, how about we return to the Dark Alliance? If those bastards from the Four Kings' Castle chase us, I will block them, even if I have to sacrifice my life!”
“Aaargh! I don’t want to die like this!”
While everyone was making a fuss, a sudden, out-of-the-blue sound of applause was heard.
“As expected of my closest friend! How gallant!! Well done! I feel so refreshed.”
He turned his head, and a breathtakingly beautiful girl with blood-red hair had appeared.
It was Idrinne!
“…Grand Duchess of the Blood Sword Demonic House. What do you mean by that?”
“Weren't these whelps all enemies anyway? So, it’s only natural to kill them all when you have the chance. The war has already as good as begun; it is the fault of these whelps for being careless.”
A cold story, unlike when she was acting like a friend-fool.
Idrinne, too, was one of the absolute magi who reigned over the Four Kings' Castle, a hell on earth.
“However, I feel that you have acted a bit hastily. The whelps of the Curse and Necromancy Demonic Houses were already not planning to leave you alone, but now they will come at you even more openly.”
“That's what I was aiming for.”
“Hmm?”
Idrinne tilted her head, then her eyes soon widened.
“Don’t tell me, you? You’re deliberately trying to anger the Curse and Necromancy Demonic Houses?”
Chris nodded as if to say, that’s right.
“Yes. Because that's how a bigger bait will be caught.”
Chris continued with a surprising story.
“Now is the chance, while they are underestimating me. I plan to inflict the greatest possible wound on them.”
That was right.
Right now, the Four Kings' Castle was being careless.
They were only thinking of stomping on and killing Chris, and had not at all considered that they, in turn, could be the ones to be taken down.
‘But that won't last for long.’
Before that, he planned to provoke them and deal as fatal a blow as possible.
Chris stated his specific objective.
“The Four Kings' Castle will no longer be able to use the titles of the Four Kings and the Three Abysses.”
The 8-Star highest-ranking magi of the Four Kings' Castle.
It was a story that declared their deaths.
* * *
Perhaps because the Four Kings' Castle’s side had deliberately pulled back their forces, he arrived at the Four Kings' Castle without any further clashes.
The gates of the vast, desolate castle of death opened, and as he went inside, a deep silence greeted his party.
“Why is there no one?”
Kashmir frowned.
Whatever their inner thoughts, he had come as the representative of the Dark Alliance, carrying out the Demon Emperor’s command, and yet there was no one to greet them.
Only cold stares were piercing them from here and there on the streets.
“Well, it seems they don’t really want to welcome us. It doesn't matter.”
It was as if they were warning them.
That you will soon meet your deaths.
As expected, as they walked through the castle, a suffocating killing intent pressed down on his party.
It was as if the entire castle were hostile to them.
To say nothing of Alros, the complexions of Kashmir and Marisa also hardened.
The only ones who were fine were Christian and Idrinne.
“It’s alright. Don’t worry too much. If a dangerous situation arises, I will protect you, even if I have to sacrifice my life! Friends sacrifice their lives for each other. For the sake of friendship, even my life is not a waste!”
“…Stop with the stories that sound like they're from elementary school. For now, I’d like to go to the base we’ve been assigned.”
Both the Dark Alliance and the Four Kings' Castle had agreed to allow each other a certain area as a base and to establish a branch family.
The base was situated deep inside the Four Kings' Castle.
‘The perfect center. I can't even dream of escaping.’
It didn't matter.
The moment he had set foot in the Four Kings' Castle, there were only two options left: either die, or bring down the Four Kings' Castle.
‘Still, they’ve prepared a decent mansion. Good.’
Chris gave a grin.
“Idrinne, may I ask you for one favor?”
“Ask me anything!! I am prepared for whatever it is!”
“…No, I told you not to overdo it. Can you go get some alcohol?”
Everyone’s eyes widened.
Chris gave a grin.
“We’ve come a long way, so we should rest a bit. Everyone’s worked hard, so let’s have a drinking party for the first time in a while.”
And so.
The real operation to reel in the Four Kings' Castle began.
* * *
Meanwhile, in the Tower of the Four Kings, the center of the Four Kings' Castle.
Drenne, the Vice-Head of the Necromancy Demonic House, was listening to a report with low, sunken eyes.
“What is the whelp doing now?”
“…He is holding a drinking party.”
“…That bastard who deserves to be chewed to death.”
A chilling aura of death rose up from the enraged Drenne.
‘There’s a limit to how much he can look down on our Four Kings' Castle.’
They could not attack the whelp while he was staying at the base. It would be openly defying the Demon Emperor’s command.
The whelp knew that as well, which was why he was acting so brazenly.
‘There’s a limit to how much he can insult me.’
Currently, the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle and the Vengeful Spirit, the Head of the Curse Demonic House, were in seclusion as the internal injuries they had suffered in the war with the Dark Alliance had not yet healed.
Therefore, Drenne was currently leading the Four Kings' Castle, and every time Chris committed an insulting act, she felt as if he were smearing mud on her face.
‘There will be many chances to strike the whelp in the future. I will absolutely not let him die a peaceful death.’
“Monitor the whelp thoroughly. The moment he leaves the base, report at once.”
“As you command!!”
But it was in that moment.
Suddenly, an urgent voice was heard.
[Vice-Head, there is a big problem.]
Drenne wore a puzzled expression.
The one who had appeared was the 8-Star Archlich, Rockpelt.
One of the Four Kings.
[A crack has suddenly appeared in the underground seal!]
“What did you say?”
Drenne’s expression hardened.
He meant the seal that was binding the Demon King of Silver Snow.
‘Why?’
This was a problem that had nothing to do with the likes of Christian.
If the Demon King of Silver Snow were to be released, an enormous disaster would descend.
Drenne, who had urgently reached the sealing site, frowned.
“Why is the seal damaged?”
It was strange.
It was not a crack that had formed naturally.
Someone had made a move.
‘But who?’
A short while ago, after that whelp Christian had rummaged through the sealing site, the 8-Star Four Kings had been thoroughly guarding it in turns.
‘Don’t tell me?’
Drenne asked.
“By any chance, did that whelp Christian enter this place?”
[Absolutely not. I was guarding it with my own two eyes. Not even a single rat has entered.]
Drenne shut her mouth.
No matter who the whelp was, it was impossible for him to avoid the eyes of an 8-Star Archlich and pull a trick.
And above all, wasn't the whelp having a drinking party right now?
‘Then why is there a crack like this?’
Unable to find an answer, she returned to the Tower of the Four Kings.
“Monitor the whelp even more thoroughly!!”
“As you command!!”
The magi of the Four Kings' Castle packed the area around the base.
A thorough watch where not even a single bug could escape.
But Christian paid it no mind and just continued to hold his drinking parties.
“He’s holding a drinking party again today?”
“…To be precise, he is in a state where he has passed out after one sip. He is extremely weak to alcohol, so he passes out after just one sip every time. I do not know why he holds a drinking party if he’s going to be like that.”
Drenne’s face contorted into a deep frown.
She couldn't even begin to guess what the whelp was thinking.
Just then, another urgent voice was heard.
[…The seal has cracked again.]
“Again?”
Drenne’s expression hardened like a stone.
She headed for the sealing site in a single bound, and indeed, a new crack had formed.
‘It’s a more severe crack than before.’
The seal itself was still alright.
But if the same thing were to happen again, she could not be sure.
“Are you sure no one has entered? Are you truly guarding it properly?”
At the questioning voice, the Archlich Rockpelt answered with a displeased look.
[I am certain. Are you perhaps doubting my eyes?]
Drenne frowned.
No matter if she was the head of the Four Kings and the Vice-Head of the Necromancy Demonic House, she could not treat an Archlich carelessly.
‘Damn it. What on earth happened?’
It was in that moment.
The Demon King of Silver Snow, who had been trapped in a transparent coffin at the sealing site, showed a faint movement.
She opened her eyes and stared at Drenne.
“!!”
Drenne swallowed hard.
‘Why is she suddenly moving?’
The Demon King of Silver Snow had been in a comatose state for a long time, and yet she had suddenly opened her eyes.
That wasn't all.
Grin.
The Demon King of Silver Snow gave a faint smile toward Drenne.
Drenne swallowed hard.
A chilling shiver ran down her spine.
‘…The Smile of Death.’
It was the smile the Demon King of Silver Snow was said to show to her enemies.
A smile that not a single person had survived seeing.
As if her having opened her eyes had been a lie, she slowly closed them again and fell into a comatose state.
But Drenne could not calm her trembling hands.
-You will meet your death.
It was as if the Demon King of Silver Snow had said those words.
‘Damn it. I cannot leave this as it is any longer.’
It was ominous.
There was still some time left until the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle and the Vengeful Spirit would return.
It felt as if some disaster would occur before then.
Drenne, who had returned to the Tower of the Four Kings, commanded in a rough voice.
“We are going to the Dark Alliance’s base.”
“You yourself, ma’am?”
“Yes, I will go myself.”
Leaving her flustered subordinates behind, Drenne strode forward with rough steps.
‘I cannot just watch this any longer.’
The base was right next to the Tower of the Four Kings.
Drenne arrived at the base where Christian was.
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                    “Grand Duke Christian of the Dark Alliance, come out!!”
But it was quiet, without any reaction.
The magi who had followed along with her watched Drenne’s expression and raised their voices even more.
“Come out at once!!”
At the resounding roar that echoed with demonic energy, the door of the mansion inside the base opened.
But it wasn't Christian.
A beautiful girl with blood-red hair stared at Drenne with cold eyes.
“Idrinne?”
Drenne frowned.
“You’ve lost your mind. As a Lesser Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, to openly collude with the Dark Alliance.”
“It’s better than you whelps who have become the dogs of the Mystic Demonic House.”
“!!”
“And above all, I am aware that our Four Kings' Castle forming a friendly relationship with the Dark Alliance was a matter commanded by His Majesty the Demon Emperor.”
A completely different appearance from the friend-fool she showed to Chris.
But this was the original Idrinne.
Although she was of a minority faction, she was one of the lords who led the forces of the Four Kings' Castle.
“In any case, step aside. I have business with Christian.”
“That would be difficult.”
“What?”
“Grand Duke Christian is in the middle of important business right now. There is no reason for him to meet a ruffian like you who has visited without an appointment.”
An exasperating situation.
In that moment, Drenne quickly realized a certain fact.
‘As I thought, the one messing with the seal of the Demon King of Silver Snow is that whelp Christian.’
It was clear that he was pulling some kind of trick even now.
Otherwise, there was no reason for Idrinne to be so stubborn.
“I said that I must see Christian. If you do not step aside at once, my holy sword will not forgive you.”
Clang!
Drenne summoned a large greatsword from the empty air and held it.
Her epithet was the Holy Knight of Death.
She had reached the ultimate state in Necromancy Swordsmanship.
The power Drenne possessed was enough to contend for the second-in-command position of the Four Kings' Castle, along with the Vengeful Spirit, the Head of the Curse Demonic House.
But Idrinne did not back down either.
“I told you. A ruffian like you is not qualified to see my friend.”
Idrinne also drew her sword.
It was a thin rapier.
She, too, was an Absolute who held sway over the Four Kings' Castle.
If one were to go by infamy, she was even greater than Drenne.
For reference, Idrinne was the person who had shed the most blood in the Four Kings' Castle and was one of the people the magi of the Four Kings' Castle feared the most.
Swoooosh.
The air around them screamed at the presence of the two Absolutes.
In the moment a great disaster was about to break out, a listless voice was heard.
“Ah, I'm dying from a hangover, what's all this ruckus?”
A voice weary with fatigue.
He turned his gaze, and Christian had appeared, scratching his head with a deeply frowning face.
“Vice-Head Drenne? What is the matter all of a sudden?”
“……”
Drenne shut her mouth.
Far from pulling a trick at the sealing site, he looked, to anyone’s eyes, as if he were suffering from a hangover.
It didn't seem to be an act. From what she had observed with the insight of an Absolute, the whelp was currently pickled in alcohol.
‘…Could it really not have been this whelp's doing?’
But she couldn't back down so easily.
“Are you saying you really don't know why I came?”
“How would I know? It's not like you came because you wanted to have a drink with me. If you have business, state it quickly and get lost. I’m tired because of my hangover.”
Chris let out a large yawn as if for show.
‘This son of a bitch.’
Drenne felt her killing intent surge.
If she could have her way, she would have liked to make him kneel, cut off his fingers one by one, fillet his flesh, and make him confess to sins he had and hadn't committed, but as she had said numerous times, it was impossible right now.
“…Keep this in mind. There is a limit to how much we will tolerate your brazen antics.”
In the end, Drenne could only turn her back, leaving behind a single warning whose effectiveness was questionable.
Chris let out another large yawn.
“Are you alright?”
“Hm? With what?”
“How many days are you suffering after just one glass of alcohol? From now on, you are absolutely not to drink alcohol. In the name of a friend, you are forbidden from alcohol.”
“…Says who.”
Chris’s lips twitched.
But it was a fact that he felt like he was dying from his hangover, so he had nothing to say.
‘I only drank a single glass to fool those whelps from the Four Kings' Castle, so why is it this hard?’
Chris let out a heavy sigh.
‘Well, in any case, this operation is also nearing its end.’
Just then, a faint spiritual voice was heard in his ear.
[That bonehead is dozing off again. Now is our chance!]
It was the voice of the Demon King of Silver Snow!
Surprisingly, she was communicating with Chris while trapped at the sealing site.
‘The Demon King of Silver Snow is in a state where she has become my subordinate. At this distance, we can communicate sufficiently.’
This was the reason Chris had been able to mess with the seal while holding his drinking parties here.
The Demon King of Silver Snow was a powerful transcendent of mid 9-Star.
Using her as a medium, it was possible to faintly move the surrounding energy even in a sealed state.
Of course, it was so faint that it was at a meaningless level, but it was a different story if Chris added his hand.
He had been damaging the seal, little by little.
‘It’s not like I can break the seal by just pecking at it like this.’
Breaking the seal was not his objective in the first place.
It was to draw the attention of the Four Kings' Castle toward the Demon King of Silver Snow.
‘It's about time to make my move.’
Chris’s gaze sank low.
All preparations were complete.
Chris sent his voice to the Demon King of Silver Snow.
‘Can you do as I said?’
[Of course! I am great and wonderful, so anything is possible! Ah, I am so wonderful, so why is there no one who loves me?]
‘…If we bring down the Four Kings' Castle, I will introduce you to a man.’
[I hate introductions! I’m the type who pursues a natural, romantic encounter!]
‘…What’s that now?’
[A natural, romantic encounter. To fall in love with someone who is around you in a natural and romantic way… Damn it, come to think of it, the only man I know around me is you. At this rate, when will I ever escape this fate of being single since birth?]
‘…Never mind that, let’s get to work.’
This Demon King is so noisy!
Chris shook his head and continued.
‘I will transfer my energy to you remotely. With that, please damage the seal as much as possible.’
A surprising story.
Over the past few days, he had not just been damaging the seal, but had secretly tampered with the circuits of the sealing magic circle.
He had created a faint gap in the security of the sealing formation so that he could transfer his energy just once.
Naturally, only a very faint amount of energy was possible.
Most of it would evaporate in the air during the process of remote transfer.
But it was fine.
Because this was the Demon King of Silver Snow.
Unlike her shoddy personality, her epithet was the Greatest Sword on the Continent.
No matter how thread-like the energy, the moment it was held in her hand, it would become a terrible tool of destruction.
‘Here I go.’
Paaaat.
The Dark Demonic Energy, through the medium of the soul contract, headed for her, his subordinate.
In that moment, her vision and Chris’s vision overlapped.
[Watch closely.]
He could see the Demon King of Silver Snow raise her hand.
[This is my great sword.]
…Was it just his prejudice, or did it feel like she was deliberately striking a pose and showing off because Chris was watching?
In any case, her hand moved.
And destruction flashed.
* * *
Rumble.
The Tower of the Four Kings shook as if an earthquake had struck.
‘What?!’
Drenne, who had instinctively realized that a great disaster had occurred, shot up from her seat.
As expected, an urgent message was heard at once.
-This is terrible, Vice-Head! The Demon King of Silver Snow has attacked the seal!! We must deal with it at once!!
“!!”
How?
Without even time to express her question, she moved to the sealing site.
There was a large crack in the seal.
“Explain exactly what the situation is.”
[I do not know. She suddenly opened her eyes and threw a hand-sword.]
Drenne bit her lip hard.
Her anger surged at the incompetence of the 8-Star Archlich, who couldn't even figure out what had happened right in front of him, but this was no time to be angry.
‘I have to restore the seal.’
With a crack of this size, the seal could collapse.
The problem was that this seal had been erected by the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle and the Vengeful Spirit joining forces.
It was impossible for her alone.
‘Should I call for the Castle Lord and the Vengeful Spirit?’
But she shook her head.
To call for them while they were in seclusion would be to admit her own inadequacy.
Especially to the Vengeful Spirit, her rival and bitter enemy, she did not want to show a lacking side.
Even more so now, when the contest for the position of ‘Vice Lord’ was coming up.
“Bring the ‘Sage’ and the ‘Sculptor’.”
The Sage of Death.
The Sculptor of Despair.
They were the ones among the Four Kings and the Three Abysses, respectively, who specialized in black magic spells.
If they and Drenne joined forces, they should be able to handle the seal.
But another urgent report was delivered.
“Vice-Head, that whelp Christian has made a move!”
“What did you say?”
“He has left the base and entered the back alleys of the 4th District!”
“Why there?”
In that moment, Drenne’s complexion turned pale.
‘Don’t tell me he’s aiming for the control room of the obelisk connected to the 4th District?’
The Necromancy and Curse Demonic Houses had an overwhelmingly larger number of highest-ranking magi compared to other prestigious magus houses.
There were two reasons for this. One was the secret art of the lich of the Necromancy House, and the other was the obelisks.
The obelisks were magical tools that absorbed the negative emotions emitted by people.
For the necromancers and curse users, people’s negative emotions were no different from the greatest elixir.
That was why they gathered all the humans within their territory in one place and deliberately ruled through tyranny.
Because the more the people suffered, the more negative energy they could obtain.
The 4th District, in particular, was a place where many poor people resided, and the obelisks were also concentrated there.
‘Damn it, of all the times.’
Normally, she would have welcomed it with open arms.
Because she had been looking for a chance to strike the whelp.
The 4th District, in particular, was a suitable place to have him be ‘disappeared’ without a trace and without leaving any evidence.
But the situation was too coincidental.
‘No, it’s not a coincidence; it’s clear that the whelp has orchestrated this situation.’
Drenne clenched her fists tightly.
‘I have to be the one to strike the whelp’s neck myself.’
The task of killing the whelp was something she absolutely did not want to pass on to others.
She wanted to see that arrogant face of his distort in pain as he died.
‘But the seal….’
To reconstruct this seal, the assistance of someone who has reached at least the peak of 8-Star is essential.
Just then, a change occurred within the seal.
Flash.
The Demon King of Silver Snow had opened her eyes.
“!!”
A chilling shiver ran down Drenne's spine.
The moment their eyes met was fleeting. The Demon King of Silver Snow immediately fell back into a comatose state.
But in that fleeting moment, Drenne felt a terror as if she were falling into a bottomless pit.
‘…As expected, a Demon King is a Demon King. The seal comes first.’
If the Demon King of Silver Snow were to be released, a disaster incomparable to the likes of Christian would occur.
Especially now, with the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle absent, they would absolutely not be able to handle it.
[Please leave that whelp Christian to me.]
The Archlich Rockpelt said in a cold voice.
Drenne contemplated for a moment.
‘Rockpelt should be enough.’
Rockpelt was a mid 8-Star.
He was more than enough to deal with the whelp.
‘During the war, the whelp's state was 8-Star (entering). No matter who he is, only a few months have passed since the end of the war; he couldn't have grown that much.’
At best, a low 8-Star.
Even considering that he was an unrealistic monster, he couldn't have reached mid 8-Star.
But Drenne could not easily be at ease.
“Rockpelt, call not only you, but the Murderer and the Clown as well.”
The Murderer of Silence.
The Clown of the Abyss.
They were another of the Four Kings and the Three Abysses.
It meant she was mobilizing three 8-Star highest-ranking magi, including Rockpelt.
[Are you telling the three of us to attack together? Against a mere fledgling like that?]
Rockpelt growled in an insulted tone.
But Drenne took it a step further.
She pondered with a frown, then said.
“No, in addition to the three of you, the Sculptor will go as well.”
[!!]
A whopping four highest-ranking magi!
It was more than half of the seven Four Kings and Three Abysses.
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                    Of the remaining three, Emily of the Crimson Eyes had been killed by Christian during the last war, and the other two, Drenne and the Sage of Death, had to deal with the seal here, so they were mobilizing every highest-ranking magus available.
[This is excessive.]
“Shut up and follow the order. Do you want to die at my hands?”
[!!]
Archlich Rockpelt flinched at Drenne’s cold warning.
‘Somehow, I have a bad feeling about this.’
Drenne recalled the atrocities the whelp Christian had committed on his way to the Four Kings' Castle.
Even for a surprise attack, the traces were far too clean.
To the point that even though it was certain he was the one who had committed the acts, they could not press him for anything.
She had to consider the possibility that Christian’s skill surpassed their expectations.
‘Still, four highest-ranking magi should be enough. No, will it be enough?’
Drenne frowned.
It was clearly an excessive force.
But for some incomprehensible reason, she kept getting an uneasy feeling.
‘Should I rather postpone dealing with the seal and go myself?’
Just then, another change occurred within the seal.
The Demon King of Silver Snow opened her eyes again.
She looked directly at Drenne, then gave a faint smile.
It was a smile of death, as if declaring her opponent’s doom.
“!!”
Drenne swallowed hard.
It was certain.
The Demon King of Silver Snow harbored killing intent toward her.
‘…I have no choice but to deal with the seal first.’
She had no choice but to entrust Christian to the other members of the Four Kings and Three Abysses and focus on dealing with the seal.
Never imagining that the Demon King of Silver Snow, who had closed her eyes, was sending this kind of message to Christian.
[That one’s scared of me! Ahem. To overwhelm an opponent with a single glance. That is who I am.]
The Four Kings' Castle was the place where the lives of the people were the most desolate among the eastern, western, northern, and southern magus nations of the Magus Empire.
The curse necromancers who ruled the Four Kings' Castle treated those they governed like livestock, depriving them of humane treatment and inflicting countless sufferings.
It was only because the Demon King of Silver Snow alone kept the Four Kings' Castle in check from crossing the line; if not, the Four Kings' Castle would have truly been a hell on earth.
‘District 4 is an especially terrible place, even in such a Four Kings' Castle.’
Chris looked around his surroundings as he walked.
From within the maze-like, tangled alleys, people with hollow eyes were looking at him.
Eyes filled with only fear and despair, without any hope.
It was because of the tyranny the curse necromancers had inflicted upon them.
‘If the Four Kings' Castle falls, their lives will get better, too.’
Chris shook his head and proceeded to his destination.
After walking for some time, he felt gazes sticking to his back.
‘How many are there?’
There was no need to pay attention to the small fry.
Chris counted only the real ones, that is, the number of 8-Star highest-ranking magi.
‘Four of them. This is a jackpot, isn’t it?’
Chris whistled.
More than half of the 8-Star highest-ranking magi, who were called the Four Kings and Three Abysses, had come to get him.
It was a moment of mortal danger, yet Chris had an absurd thought.
‘Excellent. To think things would be resolved so easily.’
A thought that would make anyone who heard it doubt their ears.
But he was being sincere.
‘Because I’ve been deliberately provoking them so hard until now to bait as many of the Four Kings and Three Abysses as possible.’
Right.
This was an opportunity that would not come again.
Because after what happened today, the Four Kings' Castle would absolutely not let its guard down around him.
Chris wore a tense expression on his face.
It was an act.
So that the opposing side would not notice his composure.
He also quickened his pace. This, too, was a deliberate act to look anxious.
‘They won’t strike me here.’
There were too many eyes watching.
They would reveal their true colors at the destination he was heading for.
Soon, a building that did not fit in with its surroundings appeared in the middle of the slums.
It was a tower engraved with a magic circle, and magi were guarding it.
“Y-you are?”
“What are you asking when you already know? You know who I am.”
Paat!
Chris subdued them in an instant and entered the tower.
He then cast a barrier to prevent anyone from entering from the outside and went down to the connected basement.
A large underground space revealed itself.
‘The control room.’
It was the place that controlled the obelisks that accumulated people’s negative emotions.
It was wider than any decent plaza and was divided by several partition walls according to its purpose.
‘The core that serves as the circuit is on the inside. The rest is a magical spare space.’
Due to the principles of the obelisk, there had to be a space around the circuit for thoughts to linger.
It was the perfect environment for a good brawl.
‘Let’s get ready first.’
Paaaat!
Dark demonic energy stretched out from Chris’s hand, and a magic circle unfolded in the surrounding space.
Since he had cast a barrier before entering the tower, he would be able to buy a short amount of time.
It wasn’t as if he were planning to make any grand preparations anyway, so it was enough.
Craaack!
Soon, the barrier collapsed with a loud roar.
Then, figures exuding a formidable aura began to descend into the underground space.
Just as he had detected, there were a total of four.
The first to reveal himself was an Archlich.
One he had seen once before.
[It has been a while since the armistice talks. You arrogant whelp. The day I get to tear you to shreds has finally come.]
The Murderer of Silence.
He was a low 8-Star and a necromantic knight who was said to toy with life and death.
Then, another Archlich revealed himself.
Rockpelt, the Lord of Eternity.
He was at the state of mid 8-Star and was the ruler of countless undead.
“Heehee, today is a very good day. I’m so excited. Ahh. I wonder what kind of screams I will get to hear today.”
It was a beautiful woman with ash-gray hair.
Unlike her appearance, both her eyes and her voice were overflowing with madness.
The giant scythe slung across her back emitted an eerie light.
The Clown of the Abyss.
She was at the state of mid 8-Star and, unusually, had delved into the field of a ‘Curse Knight,’ elevating curse-using knightly duels to the level of art.
“How troublesome.”
The last was a handsome man with a cold impression.
The Sculptor of Despair.
He was at the state of a whopping high 8-Star and was a master of tangible curse techniques. He was a figure who was always mentioned when counting the five strongest individuals in the Four Kings' Castle.
As the four of them appeared, a suffocating pressure filled the space.
However, the four soon wore puzzled expressions.
It was because there was hardly any fear to be seen on Chris’s face.
On the contrary, he looked nothing but composed.
[Have you still not grasped the situation? You will meet your end after excruciating pain. And not just that, your corpse and your very soul will be made to suffer.]
At that growl, Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“Oh my, how scary.”
[…You whelp. Are you truly insane?]
“What do you mean, insane? What am I to do if it’s not scary?”
[Hah!]
The Lord of the Undead showed a sign of anger.
The Murderer of Silence also began to raise his energy in response.
However, the other two, the Clown and the Sculptor, showed a somewhat different reaction.
“Heehee, something is strange, isn’t it?”
“…This is vexing. It seems this will be more troublesome than I thought.”
At the reaction of those two, the two Archliches, the Lord of the Undead and the Murderer of Silence, frowned.
For reference, the Clown and the Sculptor were at a somewhat higher state than these two Archliches.
[What do you mean by that?]
“Did your intelligence also disappear when your heads turned into skulls? Does that whelp’s appearance look like a simple bluff to you?”
[!!]
“That whelp is currently convinced of his victory against us. Without a single shred of doubt.”
The Archliches wore expressions of disbelief.
[Nonsense? No matter how great that whelp is, he is a mere low 8-Star. With that, against us?]
They, too, were absolute beings of 8-Star.
They could easily discern the extent of the power Chris harbored.
His dark demonic energy, at its very best, was only at the level of a low 8-Star.
However.
“What if that whelp doesn’t only have dark demonic energy?”
[What do you mean by…?]
The Sculptor asked, looking straight at Chris.
“Is that not so, Hero?”
[!!]
Astonishment appeared on everyone’s faces.
“I had thought it was nonsense from before. For an abnormal genius of your level to appear in the Alliance and the Magus Empire at the same time. If you are the Hero, then your current composure can be explained.”
Chris wore a slightly surprised expression.
He had never been found out by anyone, yet this was the first time he had been discovered.
Well, it didn't matter.
“Yes, that’s right. I am the Hero.”
Snap.
As he snapped his fingers, paat, the underground space was covered in a barrier.
It was not a high-dimensional barrier.
It was just a barrier to prevent others from peeking inside from the outside and to keep the energy inside from leaking out.
Chris’s core spewed out a ferocious energy.
The external dark demonic energy receded inward, and in its place, a brilliant mana of light was revealed at the forefront.
The might of the light instantly overwhelmed the pressure the four magi had been exuding.
The four highest-ranking magi flinched, and Chris gave a sly smile.
“Then you should understand now, shouldn't you? What kind of situation you are in right now?”
A pillar of light descended upon the holy sword.
“All of you, offer your necks to the Hero.”
* * *
High 8-Star.
It was the state Chris had achieved with his Stellar Radiance.
The same state as one of the enemies before him, the Sculptor.
But it was different.
‘Even at the same high 8-Star, the levels are divided. And by a significant margin at that.’
The state of high 8-Star was one reached by those who had established their own worldview.
Among them, they were divided into two groups.
Those who had faced the wall, and those who had not yet reached it.
The wall here referred to the 9-Star wall.
Therefore, an enormous difference arose.
One could tell by comparing the Nordian of the past and Grand Duke Vesn of the Destruction Magus House.
Although both were high 8-Star, Grand Duke Vesn did not dare to think of opposing Nordian.
Because Nordian was one who had faced the wall, and Grand Duke Vesn was one who had not.
It wasn't just the Nordian of the past.
The Ghost Sword King, the Obsidian King, the Vengeful Spirit, and the Holy Knight of Death, Drenne.
The powerhouses who represented the Magus Empire were precisely those who had faced the wall.
Although they had not yet ascended to the state of a Demon King, they were those who had reached the very brink.
Chris, too, had reached the same state as them with his Stellar Radiance.
So, it was only natural for such a scene to unfold.
Slice.
[Kuaaaaargh!!]
The Murderer of Silence’s right arm was cut off and flew into the air.
Although an Archlich possessed flesh and blood, it was like a moving corpse, so no blood flowed.
He should not have felt pain either, yet the Murderer of Silence let out a terrible scream.
It was because of the authority of light that Chris had manifested.
“For wicked minions like you, the Hero’s sword is the perfect cure.”
It wasn't a joke; it was the truth.
The matchup was also the worst for the four of them.
Curses and necromancy drew strength from people's negative emotions through the obelisks.
In other words, they were beings of the evil attribute, no different from the minions of Gehenna.
It was only natural that the Hero’s sword would exert an even greater power against them.
[Shut up!!]
Pabak!
A new arm sprouted from the severed cross-section of the Archlich’s arm.
Fwoosh!
The sword of the necromancer, a materialization of the pain of vengeful spirits, blazed like a flame.
Domain of Dominion.
The Intersection of Life and Death.
The surrounding life and death wavered at the sword of the necromancer.
A terrible attack that would have caused any ordinary person to lose their life and die instantly just by being within its range.
That wasn't all.
“Heehee!! To think the Demonic Radiance was the Hero! I will hear the screams of both the Demonic Radiance and the Hero at the same time!!”
The large scythe flashed.

                
Chapter 362

                    Along with the trajectory of the scythe, countless curses floated in the air.
The Clown’s Trap.
The moment that scythe was swung, the curse that unfolded was a Domain of Dominion that made evasion and defense impossible.
Because it was a Domain of Dominion that interfered with laws, even Chris could not ignore it.
He was in danger of becoming the Clown's prey, unable to move a muscle, but.
“Whether it’s life and death, or inescapable, I just have to break it.”
Paaaat!
The domain of light covered their domains.
The World of Stellar Radiance.
His Domain of Dominion, which encompassed all the power of Stellar Radiance, was not something that could be compared to that of a mere, ordinary 8-Star.
Just as a fire is extinguished before a great wind, their Domains of Dominion lost their power, and another scream erupted.
“Aaaaaaaargh!!”
It was the Clown.
One of her hands was cut off, and blood spurted out.
The Clown hurriedly tried to reattach her arm with curse techniques, but Chris gave her no opening.
World of Stellar Radiance Transformation.
Judgment of Light.
The power of Stellar Radiance emitted a brilliant light.
It was a light of condemnation that annihilated evil.
The Clown’s curse technique to heal her arm was nullified, and the arm that had been floating in the air was burned away by the holy fire.
He intended to finish her off, but her opponents did not just stand by.
[You whelp!!! Annihilate him!! Army of evil!!]
As befitting the moniker of the Ruler of the Undead, they were powerful undead.
Dozens of 6th-demon-rank Elder Death Knights and high-ranking Dullahans charged toward Chris.
“I told you, it’s useless.”
A curtain of light covered the undead, and the undead crumbled to pieces.
A sight that was beyond surprising, it was wondrous.
But the Ruler of the Undead gave a dark smile.
[I’ve got you!! No matter who you are, there’s no way you can use such power and not have an opening!]
Paat!
Four magic circles were drawn in the four cardinal directions around Chris, and a powerful existence of evil was summoned from Gehenna.
Three 7th-demon-rank Death Lords.
And an 8th-demon-rank Demon Shadow.
As they were undead comparable to the highest-ranking demons, they required a powerful aura of purification, but it was a situation where he could not respond smoothly, having just expended a massive amount of power.
[Gooooooh.]
The pinnacles of all undead, the Death Lords, let out a roar and spewed forth a powerful aura of death.
The Demon Shadow did not remain still either.
As befitting its name of the Devil's Shadow, a ghastly demonic energy stretched out toward Chris.
A moment of crisis.
Chris’s Domain of Dominion transformed once again.
World of Stellar Radiance Transformation.
Compendium.
It was not a Domain of Dominion with a grand effect.
Just as its name suggested, it was a Domain of Dominion that allowed him to unfold various kinds of Stellar Radiance secret techniques as smoothly as flowing water, without any conflict.
But the moment it was unfolded in Chris’s hands, it was an authority that would become powerful beyond compare.
Tak!
A hexagonal, transparent shield blocked one of the Death Lords.
It was the 7-Star Stellar Radiance magic, Amanda’s Shield. One he had learned through the Tome of the Sage not long ago.
At the same time, a brilliant radiance incinerated one of the Death Lords.
It was the Holy Fire of the divine mages.
While simultaneously unfolding two highest-ranking magics from completely different domains, Chris’s hand moved.
This time, it was the secret technique of the swordsmanship house.
Sword of the Isolated Sea.
Evan’s conceptual technique, which possessed an absolute advantage against evil existences, flashed against the backdrop of the World of Stellar Radiance.
Another Death Lord was annihilated.
What remained was the one Death Lord that had been blocked by Amanda’s Shield at the beginning, and one Demon Shadow.
However, the Demon Shadow’s reaction was strange.
It remained frozen in the same posture it had been in when it was spewing forth its demonic energy.
As if it were feeling fear toward Chris.
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
-You’re nothing but a mere shadow?
The power of a devil originates from the class of its soul. The same goes for a shadow.
So it was only natural that it could not assert itself before Chris, who already possessed the soul class of a noble-rank devil or higher.
“Is this really all you’ve got?”
Chris left the Demon Shadow and the Death Lord and headed for the Archlich Ruler of the Undead who had summoned them.
[!!]
The moment the Ruler of the Undead made an urgent face, the Sculptor moved.
“You arrogant whelp. This is the end.”
A single wooden doll floated in front of the Sculptor.
When he cut the wooden doll with a knife, an astonishing thing happened.
Paat!
An identical wound appeared on Chris’s body, and a fountain of blood spurted out!
‘Corporeal Curse.’
It was the Sculptor’s specialty.
He materializes a curse into a tangible form to inflict physical damage on the opponent.
It was not a high-dimensional curse. Rather, it belongs to a very basic domain.
But the Sculptor was a figure who had reached the state of high 8-Star with that basic curse.
It was far more fatal than other curses.
In particular, the Sculptor’s curse possessed an ‘absoluteness.’
If he cuts the wooden doll, the opponent is wounded in the exact same way.
It wasn't some flimsy, inescapable trick. It acted just like an absolute law.
‘But it’s not without its limits. It’s impossible to inflict instant death or sever a body part with that wooden doll.’
Since death or permanent physical damage were very high-dimensional curses, he could not apply absoluteness to them.
Of course, that didn’t mean the Sculptor was weak.
The Sculptor’s eyes flashed.
Chaotic Flurry.
Pababababak!!
The wooden doll was slashed countless times.
Likewise, a fountain of blood spurted out from Chris’s body.
It was a fatal wound, to the point that he would no longer be able to continue the battle.
[As expected of the Sculptor!!]
It was the moment the Lord of the Undead wore a face of great relief.
An anomaly occurred.
“Fooled you, didn’t I?”
Paat!
Chris’s body was covered in light.
It was the Medical Sage Qigong of the Medical Sage House!
And at the level of a Medical Sage, no less.
Since he could not block the curse, he had healed the wounds with an even more powerful healing force.
The wounds healed in an instant, and Chris raised his sword.
[This…!]
The Lord of the Undead hurriedly tried to defend, but it was too late.
Chris’s sword pierced the Lord of the Undead’s neck.
Ordinarily, it was not an Archlich that would die from something of this level, but Chris’s attack did not stop there.
Sword of Stellar Radiance.
The sword that severs all concepts directly severed the Archlich’s core.
[Kuaaaaaaaaaargh!!!]
The Lord of the Undead’s body turned to dust and crumbled away.
The arena was covered in a deathly silence.
Of those who remained, the Murderer of Silence and the Clown swallowed a groan.
Chris’s power had far too vastly surpassed their expectations.
[…It seems it will be impossible with just us.]
“Heehee. I may be a crazy bitch, but that whelp is an even crazier bastard.”
However, the Sculptor, who was at the highest state among them, said something unexpected.
“No, we can win. That whelp is already exhausted.”
[!!]
“No matter how much that whelp has reached the wall, it is not an easy feat to face the four of us at the same time.”
It was an accurate observation.
Although he wasn't showing it, Chris had expended no small amount of energy.
Because they were not easy opponents.
In particular, unfolding the Sword of Stellar Radiance just now to annihilate the Lord of the Undead had taken a great toll.
“Still, I think I can handle the likes of you all just fine?”
“If it were just us, that might be so.”
The Sculptor answered coldly.
“It seems you have forgotten that this is the Four Kings' Castle. I have called the Executioners, so you are finished.”
He meant the 7-Star highest-ranking magi.
Another pillar of the Four Kings' Castle.
The situation was already precarious, but if new reinforcements were to arrive for the enemy, the tide of victory would completely turn.
“It seems they’ve come.”
Thud, thud.
The sound of someone descending from above was heard.
However, the Sculptor’s expression turned strange.
There was only a single set of footsteps.
There should have been at least ten or more.
That wasn't the only strange thing.
The footsteps were light, as if belonging to someone of a small build, and at the same time, a heavy presence was conveyed.
To the point that even the members of the Four Kings and Three Abysses felt a sense of tension.
As they drew closer, the eyes of the Sculptor and the others widened.
They had all realized who the owner of the presence was.
Chris let out a sneer.
“It seems you all are the ones who have forgotten. That the Four Kings' Castle does not only consist of the Necromantic Curse.”
“!!”
And then.
A girl with beautiful, blood-red hair appeared.
“I have come, my friend! It is time to show these rabble the power of friendship.”
Idrinne gave a wide smile, holding a rapier from which blood dripped in one hand.
* * * 
“Wh-what?”
The Sculptor’s complexion turned pale.
“Have you lost your mind, Grand Duchess? This whelp is an enemy of our Four Kings' Castle.”
“An enemy? An enemy of you of the Necromantic Curse, perhaps.”
Idrinne said in a cold voice.
A completely different tone from when she was speaking to Chris.
“And you of the Necromantic Curse are the enemies of our Blood Sword Demonic House. I don’t know when we became so close that you keep going on about the Four Kings' Castle.”
In the first place, it was the Blood Sword Demonic House that had sided with the Dark Alliance during the last war.
Afterward, as the Dark Alliance and the Four Kings' Castle decided to form a friendly relationship, the Blood Sword Demonic House had also returned to the Four Kings' Castle, but it was still a fact that the Necromantic Curse and the Blood Sword were enemies.
“Leaving aside the fact that Grand Duke Christian is my most precious friend, as the master of the Blood Sword Demonic House, I cannot miss such a good opportunity. If I kill you all in this place, the power of the Necromantic Curse will be greatly weakened as well.”
Idrinne raised her rapier and pointed it at them.
“Now then, decide who will die first.”
Sssss.
A ghastly energy flowed out from Idrinne’s body.
An energy so powerful that even Chris flinched.
It was the energy of a devil.
Originally, Idrinne’s state was 8-Star (advancing).
But if she borrowed the power of a devil, she could manifest a power of high 8-Star. And on a level equal to those who had reached the wall.
The reason the Blood Sword Demonic House had been able to endure despite being at an overwhelming disadvantage was because of that power of Idrinne’s.
If she joined forces with Chris, they could eliminate the likes of these in an instant.
However, Chris took Idrinne’s hand.
“Withdraw the power of the devil.”
“Why do you say that?”
“You ask because you do not know? It is dangerous.”
Not long ago, Idrinne had almost had her soul devoured by a devil and awakened as the Demon King of Dead Blood.
Although Chris had taken ownership of a part of her soul to prevent it as a last resort, using the power of the devil any further had to be avoided at all costs.
“Are you worried about me? Am I allowed to be moved?”
“……”
“Hehe, to think I would receive your concern. I am so happy.”
After showing a silly side for a moment, Idrinne shook her head seriously again.
“I, too, know that it is dangerous. But the situation is not good. I dealt with the whelps who were swarming on my way here as best as I could, but this is not a situation where we can drag things out for long.”
Idrinne, too, knew that she had to avoid the power of the devil.
The problem was that time was not on their side.
“I left the subordinates of the Blood Sword Demonic House at the entrance to guard it, but they will not be able to hold out for long.”
If the reinforcements of the Necromantic Curse were to arrive, they would have no choice but to be defeated.
However, Chris said something unexpected.
“It’s fine. I can deal with the likes of those whelps in no time.”
“!!”
The faces of the Sculptor and the other enemies hardened.
“How arrogant. Are you not looking down on us too much?”
“Five minutes.”
“…What?”
“Within that time, Sculptor, I will take your head.”
The Sculptor let out a hollow laugh, then showed a blazing anger.
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                    “Just as the rumors say, you're insane. Go on and try. The one who will die will be you.”
Chris spoke to Idrinne.
“Just handle the bag of bones. I'll take care of the rest.”
He was referring to the Murderer of Silence, the one remaining Archlich.
As he was at the state of low 8-Star, the lowest here, it would be easier for Idrinne to handle him.
“I'll take on that crazy clown bitch as well.”
“No, that’s too much for you.”
The Clown was a mid 8-Star.
Unless she used the power of the devil, it would be a difficult task for Idrinne, who was an 8-Star (advancing).
“There is something you do not know.”
Paat!
Idrinne’s body disappeared and reappeared in front of the Clown and the Murderer of Silence.
[!!]
“I am stronger than you think.”
Fwoosh. A blood-red mist covered them.
A chaotic battle unfolded thereafter.
The Murderer of Silence’s necromantic sword and the Clown’s scythe flashed.
But Idrinne’s rapier showed no signs of being pushed back in the slightest.
‘…Idrinne is the same type as me.’
Idrinne, too, was a figure who was in no way lacking of the title of a genius.
Just as Chris overwhelmed those of higher achievement based on his overwhelming talent, Idrinne showed a similar appearance.
‘Though she won’t be able to last long, since the difference in their states is quite large.’
It was fine.
Because he just had to take care of the Sculptor within that time.
“What are you doing? Didn't you say you would defeat me within five minutes? It’s almost been two minutes already.”
“Ah, it’s fine. I deliberately set the time with some leeway. In truth, three minutes is more than enough.”
The Sculptor frowned deeply.
“Shut up!”
Chaotic Flurry.
The curse that had inflicted a fatal wound on Chris earlier was unleashed.
“No matter who you are, you can’t possibly be able to unfold a miracle-class Medical Sage Qigong like before indefinitely.”
He growled in anticipation of a blood-soaked Chris, but an anomaly occurred.
Chris was perfectly fine.
As if he had not taken any damage at all.
“…What?! How?”
The Sculptor raised his voice as if it were impossible.
It was a curse that harbored ‘absoluteness.’
Unlike ‘inescapable,’ it was impossible to nullify, wasn't it?
“Ah. It's simple.”
Chris let out a smirk.
“The moment the curse takes effect, I just have to overwrite it.”
“!!”
Even for Chris, it was impossible to evade a curse that possessed absoluteness.
And it was also unreasonable to just foolishly heal the wounds as he had done before. No matter how much Chris possessed a Medical Sage-class Medical Sage Qigong, there was a limit.
Instead, Chris had precisely calculated the moment the curse would take effect on his body and had activated his Medical Sage Qigong to match that part.
To cause the power of the curse and the power of healing to cancel each other out.
Thanks to that, the Sculptor’s curse had failed to inflict any damage on Chris’s body.
“Nonsense?! There’s no way such a thing is possible!!”
Just because the Sculptor cut the wooden doll’s neck did not mean the wound would appear in the exact same spot.
It was an impossible feat unless one could calculate all the random, black-magic-related variables that changed in an instant.
“What are you so surprised about over something like this?”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
“You’re going to die soon anyway.”
Flash!
After barely managing to block the holy sword that flew toward him, the Sculptor grit his teeth.
“Shut up. Do not think that this is the full extent of my power.”
Woooong.
A jet-black magic circle appeared around the Sculptor.
A magic circle of an ominous shape that gave one the creeps just by looking at it.
At the same time, a mark of an ominous shape appeared on Chris’s forehead.
Domain of Dominion.
The One the World is Hostile To.
The surrounding air changed.
‘The reception and transmission of energy is being cut off.’
Chris frowned.
That wasn't all.
When he breathed in the air, it felt as if his breath were catching in his throat.
Even moving his hands and feet was not smooth, as if he had fallen into heavy water.
It was the result of the world turning against him.
Whether it was the air, gravity, or the energy of nature, it was a terrible curse that made everything in the world hostile toward him.
“As long as you are cursed by the world, it is impossible to pull off any petty tricks. Meet your miserable end.”
As the Sculptor brandished his dagger, paat! blood spurted from Chris’s body.
Unlike before, he could not heal it with his Medical Sage Qigong.
Because the mana of light was also an energy that originated from the world.
“This is the end.”
The Chaotic Flurry was unleashed once again.
Pababat!!
Blood shot up from Chris’s body like a storm. Chris, now in tatters, staggered and stumbled, then eventually could not hold on and collapsed.
“Christian!! No!!!”
Idrinne let out a piercing scream.
“Kek kek, you arrogant whelp. Serves you right for acting so high and mighty.”
The Sculptor let out a laugh, then his face suddenly hardened.
“Wait, don’t tell me?”
Feeling a chilling sense of crisis, he hurriedly twisted his body, but it was too late. An excruciating pain erupted.
Slice!
“Keueuk!”
It was Christian!
He had appeared from behind and cut down the Sculptor.
“H-how?”
“Ah. That one’s a fake.”
The body of Chris, which had been writhing and bleeding on the floor, turned into light and disappeared.
It was the 7-Star Stellar Radiance miracle magic, ‘Replication of Essence.’
A magic that, albeit for a moment, temporarily creates a being identical to oneself in the world.
“Th-that! Impossible?! There’s no way you can use such high-level magic while being cursed by the world?”
“Ah. That’s right.”
The mark of the curse the Sculptor had placed was still engraved on Chris’s forehead.
Even now, the movement of his body and the reception and transmission of his energy were difficult.
“It was difficult, sure. But, well, I managed somehow.”
Chris gave a faint smile.
“Because I’m a little bit awesome.”
“!!”
The Sculptor’s face flushed with anger.
“Shut up!!”
Woooong.
Countless magic circles appeared around the Sculptor.
“This time, it’s truly the end.”
Domain Transformation.
The One the World Denies.
The world around Chris let out a chilling roar.
If before it was merely at the level of hostility, now it was beginning to eliminate him in earnest.
The surrounding air came to a grinding halt.
To prevent him from taking a single breath.
The movement of his hands and feet was also sealed.
Afterward, the ground he was standing on began to collapse.
It wasn't simply the ground crumbling; a jet-black, dark space revealed its maw.
The moment he fell into that bottomless pit, Chris would become a stray of the dimensions and be torn to shreds.
It was a moment of mortal danger, but.
“It may be regrettable, but you’ve picked the wrong opponent.”
From Chris’s core, dark demonic energy came to the forefront of the mana of light.
The darkness stretched out to the surroundings.
It was the Domain of Dominion, the Dominion of the Seven Hues.
“It is useless. A Domain of Dominion is also ultimately based on the energy of the world. How can you properly use a Domain of Dominion when the world denies it?”
However, the Sculptor’s complexion hardened.
An unbelievable sight was unfolding.
The world, which had been fluctuating as if to erase Chris, came to a dead stop.
As if it were feeling fear.
“Ah. It’s certainly difficult to unfold, but it doesn’t matter. Subduing something like this is no big deal.”
“!!”
“Even if you say the world denies it, or whatever, in the end, it’s just the ‘meaning’ of the Domain of Dominion you artificially unfolded, isn't it? Then I just have to crush it with an even more powerful ‘meaning.’”
The Domain of Dominion the Sculptor had unfolded was indeed a wondrous authority. One in no way lacking of the renown of a high 8-Star.
But in the end, it was just a Domain of Dominion.
Chris aimed his sword.
While in the state of having unfolded the Dominion of the Seven Hues, he drew upon the power of Stellar Radiance.
Sword of Stellar Radiance.
The formless sword that severs all concepts received the protection of the Dominion of the Seven Hues and shone brilliantly.
And then.
Slice.
Along with the sound of something being severed, the Sculptor’s body came to a dead stop.
The Sword of Stellar Radiance had severed the Domain of Dominion the Sculptor had unfolded in its entirety.
“Keo, heok.”
The Sculptor coughed up a mouthful of blood and fell to his knees.
As the Domain of Dominion collapsed, the energy throughout his body flowed in reverse and destroyed the Sculptor’s insides.
A shadow was cast over his head.
It was Christian.
“Do you have any last words?”
It was a sign of respect, in its own way.
It was just that his opponent happened to be Chris; the Sculptor was one of the handful of strongest opponents he had ever met.
The Sculptor let out a hollow laugh.
“…You monstrous bastard.”
That was the last of it.
Flash.
The Sculptor was beheaded and collapsed.
‘What about Idrinne’s side?’
Chris’s eyes widened.
An unexpected sight was unfolding.
“Heehee, m-monster….”
Stab.
Idrinne’s sword was piercing the Clown’s heart.
While being an 8-Star (advancing), she had achieved victory against an enemy of a state two levels higher than her own. And while fighting a numerically disadvantageous battle of two against one, at that.
Even the other enemy, the Murderer of Silence, was in a state of having suffered great damage.
“How was that? I did my best to be of help to you! Am I not also worthy of being your friend?!”
“Yes, you did well.”
“Huhu, this is the power of friendship!!”
“Yes, yes. For today, I’ll let you off for talking like an elementary school student.”
Looking at Idrinne and Chris, the Murderer of Silence wore a deathly pale face.
[How can such monsters exist in the world….]
In that moment, the Murderer of Silence realized.
That accepting Christian had been a terrible mistake on the part of the Four Kings' Castle.
The Four Kings' Castle was certain to fall because of that whelp.
It was a late regret.
“You don’t have any last words, do you?”
[!!]
Chris’s sword flashed, and the battle was finished.
It was the moment that more than half of the Four Kings and Three Abysses, who represented the Four Kings' Castle, were annihilated.
***
The Four Kings' Castle was turned upside down by the annihilation of the Four Kings and Three Abysses.
Everyone reacted with disbelief.
“How could he?”
“Isn't there some kind of mistake?”
“Even if Grand Duchess Idrinne helped him?”
Only then did the magi of the Four Kings' Castle realize that Christian had been hiding his power.
“We must absolutely not let him be!!”
“We must strike him down right now!!”
“This is not the time to be mindful of the Center!!”
They raised their voices in anger, but that, too, was not easy.
“How are you going to strike him down?”
“!!”
Drenne asked in a cold voice.
“He has already hidden himself in the territory of the Blood Sword Demonic House. Unless we wage an all-out war with the Blood Sword Demonic House, it is impossible to strike him down.”
The whelp had cleverly noticed that the authority of the Demon Emperor could no longer protect him and had left his base to take refuge in the territory of the Blood Sword Demonic House.
Although they were a weaker force compared to the Necromantic Curse, the Blood Sword Demonic House was also one of the prestigious magus houses.
It was not a place that could be easily conquered.
Especially in a situation where their strength had been weakened by the loss of a large number of 8-Star magi as a result of this battle.
‘It's not just the Blood Sword Demonic House. With our current forces, we won't be able to handle it if a fight breaks out with the Dark Alliance.’
If that weren't enough, the Necromantic Curse had already suffered great damage to their forces of ordinary magi and 7-Star highest-ranking magi during the last war with the Dark Alliance.
And now that they had lost a large number of 8-Star highest-ranking magi, they could no longer say they had an advantage over the Dark Alliance.
‘How did our Four Kings' Castle end up in such a state. Damn it!’
Kwaaaang!!
Drenne slammed her fist on the table in anger.
‘Christian, you son of a bitch.’
It was all because of Christian.
The whelp who, not content with having interfered with all of the Four Kings' Castle's events until now, was now causing the Four Kings' Castle to decline.
‘I will absolutely not let you be. I will kill you, without fail.’
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                    However, the problem was that there was no way to deal with him right now.
The Blood Sword Demonic House that was protecting him was a problem, and if they were to strike him without a just cause, not only the Demon Emperor, but the Dark Alliance would also not stand by.
As mentioned before, it might have been different in the past, but now the Four Kings' Castle had been reduced to a state where it had to be mindful of the Dark Alliance.
‘I must find a way to eliminate him without any noise. So that neither the Dark Alliance nor the Center can take issue with it.’
Just then, a low, sunken voice was heard.
[How pathetic. To think I entrusted the Four Kings' Castle to you, and this is all you have to show for it?]
“!!”
As she whipped her head around, a familiar figure had appeared.
A gray robe that covered his entire body.
An ominous shadow that flickered like a specter.
It was the Vengeful Spirit, the head of the Curse Demonic House.
A super-powerhouse who had reached the wall of high 8-Star, and a bitter enemy of Drenne, the Vice-Head of the Necromancy Demonic House.
[Drenne, to think you were this pathetic. It’s to the point of being embarrassing. And with this, you aim for the position of Vice-Lord?]
Drenne grit her teeth in anger.
But she had nothing to say in rebuttal.
“…When will the Lord of the Castle return?”
[He is currently in the process of overcoming a great wall, so he will return in time for the contest for the Vice-Lord position. After hearing of your pathetic state, I alone have come out in a hurry.]
It was a surprising story.
It meant that the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle was seeking to overcome the state of 9-Star (advancing) and reach a perfect low 9-Star.
If he were to truly succeed in overcoming the wall, a new Demon King would be born in the Magus Empire.
[Of course, we must catch that rat bastard Christian before that.]
Drenne agreed.
They had to catch Christian before the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle came out.
“Is there a way? If he hides in the Blood Sword Demonic House and avoids us, there is no suitable method.”
[What a foolish worry. There is no way he will just hide quietly.]
The Vengeful Spirit let out a sneer.
[Seeing the way he has acted until now, he will surely try to pull some kind of trick again. At that time, we just have to strike him in return.]
It was a reasonable opinion.
There was no way that reckless whelp would stay quiet.
[I will be in charge of catching him, so Drenne, you just try not to get in the way.]
It was the moment Drenne was about to flare up.
“F-forgive me. An urgent report has come from the Blood Sword Demonic House.”
“What is it?”
“That whelp Christian has sent a letter.”
The Vengeful Spirit and Drenne met each other’s gaze.
“Ha, a letter? How dare he?”
[I wonder what kind of trick he is trying to pull. Let me see it.]
And then.
The two who had received the letter fell silent for a moment.
As they had just discussed, they had expected that he would not stay quiet.
But the letter contained a crazy story that far surpassed their imagination.
-Application to Participate in the Contest for the Vice-Lord Position.
Christian of the Outer Faction of the Four Kings' Castle.
It meant that Christian was aiming for the position of Vice-Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
***
“What?”
“How dare he?! What does he take our Four Kings' Castle for?! We must absolutely not accept this!”
The elders of the Four Kings' Castle, who had heard the news, spewed forth their anger.
Drenne also wore a greatly displeased expression.
‘This damn whelp. There’s a limit to how much he can insult us.’
The whelp had even added this phrase to the letter.
-If you are scared, you do not have to accept.
It was a provocation.
And one aimed at Drenne and the Vengeful Spirit.
Because the contest for the Vice-Lord position was scheduled to be their stage alone.
However, the Vengeful Spirit said something unexpected.
[How cunning. Was this the reason he insisted on belonging to the Outer Faction?]
The whelp’s current status was as follows.
Branch Head of the Dark Demonic House, belonging to the Outer Faction of the Four Kings' Castle.
This meant that the branch of the Dark Demonic House he belonged to was under the Outer Faction of the Four Kings' Castle.
The reason for this complicated affiliation was because he had strongly insisted on it at the time of the agreement.
Saying that for a definite friendship between the two sides, they must be affiliated under the opposing side.
They had wondered what kind of nonsense it was, but it seemed he had been harboring this kind of scheme.
[Even if he belongs to the Outer Faction, he is a magus who is a proper member of the Four Kings' Castle. He, too, is qualified to challenge for the Vice-Lord position.]
The Four Kings' Castle was a place where the strong preyed on the weak.
It was the law of the Four Kings' Castle that anyone, as long as they were strong, could challenge for any position without any restrictions.
[He has aimed for a blind spot in the laws of our castle. It is for the better.]
“What do you mean, Vengeful Spirit?”
[We can just eliminate him during the contest for the Vice-Lord position. As it was during a legitimate duel, neither His Majesty the Demon Emperor nor the Dark Alliance will be able to protest in any way.]
“……”
[Why? Don’t tell me you’re afraid of him?]
“Shut up. How dare you. Vengeful Spirit, do you want to die first? That is not it.”
Drenne shut her mouth with an uneasy expression.
‘Why does it feel like I’m being drawn into his scheme?’
In truth, it was nothing to worry about.
‘His power is definitely below mine or the Vengeful Spirit’s.’
It was a judgment she had made after seeing the traces of the battle between the Sculptor and him.
She couldn't tell exactly what kind of power he had used, as he had erased the traces, but there was still something she could grasp.
‘He could not withstand the Sculptor’s Domain of Dominion head-on and had to break through it in a different way. It means he is still lacking.’
Even among those who had reached the wall of high 8-Star, there was a gap in superiority.
It was a gap as small as a speck of dust, but it was also a gap as large as the sea.
For reference, there was also a difference between Drenne and the Vengeful Spirit.
Although she didn't want to admit it, the Vengeful Spirit was slightly superior.
It was a difference so faint that she would have to actually fight him to know who the victor would be.
[Even if you are worried about him, rest assured. The one who will eliminate him in the contest is I.]
A story that touched Drenne’s pride.
‘You son of a bitch.’
Drenne grit her teeth hard.
She wanted to tear both that whelp Christian and the Vengeful Spirit, who was subtly looking down on her, to shreds.
In the end, under the Vengeful Spirit’s assertion, Christian’s participation in the contest for the Vice-Lord position was approved.
“Ha. This shouldn’t be happening.”
Drenne, who had returned to her quarters, let out a sigh mixed with irritation.
She felt as if she were being swept up by him.
A gut feeling that she should absolutely not let things go according to his scheme.
Just then, a voice was suddenly heard.
“You seem to have a lot on your mind.”
“!!”
Drenne’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
It was Christian!
“You whelp, how dare you? Do you know where you are? Do you want to die?”
Paaaaaaaat!
A ghastly energy rose up.
An aura incomparable to the Four Kings and Three Abysses she had fought before, a terrible presence as if she were facing the Nordian of the past.
Before, she would not have been able to lift a single finger, but Chris nonchalantly shrugged his shoulders.
“I came because I have something to say. Before you draw your sword, why don’t you hear me out first?”
Chris gave a faint smile.
“That is, if you don’t want to just do the Vengeful Spirit a favor for nothing.”
“…What do you mean by that?”
“If you fight me, do you think you’ll even be able to participate in the contest for the Vice-Lord position? Even if you win, you’ll suffer a fatal wound, won’t you?”
“……”
“Ah, since there’s no chance of you winning against the Vengeful Spirit anyway, would it be better to honorably withdraw in such a manner?”
Drenne wore a furious expression.
“Shut your mouth with that nonsense before I tear you to shreds.”
“Why, am I not right? You cannot win against the Vengeful Spirit. Don’t you know it, too? That even at a high estimate, the probability of you winning against the Vengeful Spirit is less than thirty percent.”
Drenne clamped her mouth shut.
Because Chris’s words were not wrong.
“In particular, with all of the Three Abysses dead, the Vengeful Spirit’s power will have surged even more, so your chances of victory will have dropped even further.”
The Vengeful Spirit was the head of the Curse Demonic House.
And yet, even though he had lost the main forces of his house at the hands of Chris, he did not show any particular sign of regret.
It was because of the nature of his power.
Just like his moniker, the Vengeful Spirit, he could amplify his own power by using the vengeful spirits of the dead of his house.
If the magi of the Curse Demonic House died, on the contrary, the Vengeful Spirit’s power would become that much stronger.
“And do you think the Vengeful Spirit will fight you fair and square? He will surely pull some kind of trick to make you kneel before him in utter defeat. Just as he did to the head of the Blood Sword Demonic House.”
Duke Rubinson, the head of the Blood Sword Demonic House.
He was in a state where he had become no different from a slave of the Curse Demonic House after falling for the Vengeful Spirit’s scheme.
“…So, what is it that you want to say?”
“I will eliminate the Vengeful Spirit in your stead.”
“!!”
“In return, you will have a contest for the Vice-Lord position with me. The winner between the two of us will become the Vice-Lord.”
Drenne wore a dumbfounded expression.
“What kind of ridiculous nonsense is this?”
“Why is it nonsense? It’s not a bad deal for you, is it? Surely you’re not going to put on a pretense you don’t even mean, saying you must keep your loyalty for the sake of the Four Kings' Castle?”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
“You of the Four Kings' Castle aren’t like that, are you? The ones who think only of yourselves, who can sacrifice even your parents or your children for the sake of a speck of your own gain, that is you, is it not?”
An insult that crossed the line.
But it was the truth.
Just look at the Vengeful Spirit. Although he was the head of the house, he had placed a curse on the bloodline of his house so that they would become his nourishment when they died.
Drenne, too, had no such thing as a heart for the Four Kings' Castle.
The reason she acted for the Four Kings' Castle was solely because of her lust for power to become the Vice-Lord.
“Although you don’t possess any such emotion as guilt anyway, there is no need to be hesitant. I am not telling you to commit an act of betrayal. You just have to turn a blind eye for a short while to what I am about to do.”
“…What are you planning to do?”
“The annihilation of the Curse Demonic House.”
“…What?”
Drenne asked back blankly, without even realizing it.
As if to say she had not misheard, Chris gave a wide grin and said again.
“I plan to annihilate the Curse Demonic House, the entire house.”
***
Instead of an answer, Drenne showed a reaction as if she had heard something insane.
Because it was a story that was far too unrealistic.
No matter how great a blow it had recently suffered, the Curse Demonic House was one of the Five Strong , the five strongest prestigious houses in the Magus Empire.
How could he annihilate such a place?
But Chris dispelled her doubts with a single phrase.
“As you know, there is nothing I have set out to do that I have not achieved.”
“……”
An absurd confidence.
But it was the truth, so it sent a shiver down her spine.
“…Do you think I will just stand by and watch your antics?”
“Well, now? If you try to interfere, I’ll just have to go to the Vengeful Spirit.”
“…What?”
“Whether it’s the Necromancy or the Curse, I plan to annihilate one of them. I wonder if the Vengeful Spirit will keep his loyalty to the Necromancy Demonic House.”
There was absolutely no way he would.
Drenne bit her lip hard.
‘Should I call the Lord of the Castle? No, I cannot call the Lord of the Castle because of a mere whelp like this.’
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle was in the process of overcoming none other than the 9-Star wall.
To ask for help from the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle because she could not handle a mere whelp like this was an impossible thing.
And above all.
‘…Whatever happens to the Curse Demonic House is, in fact, none of my concern.’
Just as Chris had pointed out before, there was no way the magi of the Four Kings' Castle possessed any sense of community.
‘In any case, there’s no way the Curse Demonic House will be completely annihilated just because of this one whelp.’
If the Curse Demonic House were to shed a moderate amount of blood due to his scheme, the position of Drenne, the Vice-Head of the Necromancy Demonic House, would rise.
“Stop your chatter and do not come to find me again. I have heard nothing.”
It was a silent approval.
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                    “Then, I’ll see you at the contest for the Vice-Lord position.”
Whoosh. As he was leaving the quarters of the Necromancy Demonic House, a single voice was heard.
It was the Demon King of Silver Snow.
[Are you alright? I did pull a trick on the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle as you said, but at this rate, it is highly likely that the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle will truly awaken as a Demon King.]
It meant that the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle had obtained his achievement thanks to the Demon King of Silver Snow! And according to Chris’s intentions, at that.
- It’s alright. Everything is going according to plan, so please do not worry.’
[Aish, if I weren't in this state, I would have wiped them all out. How frustrating. I’m quite a swordsman, you know. I suppose I have no choice but to leave it to you, the Hero.]
- …….
[By the way, to think you were the Hero, how wonderful! I truly loved romance novels where the hero was the main character. Would you not accept me as a member of the Hero’s party?]
- …That’s a bit much.
[I beg you! It is my dream to travel as a member of the Hero’s party! Gazing at the night sky by the campfire, the budding feelings between us….]
- Anyway, I’m hanging up now. Take care.
Before she could get any noisier, he cut the connection.
‘I’m busy. I have to hurry.’
With Chris’s current power alone, it was naturally impossible to bring down the Curse Demonic House.
There was much to prepare.
He arrived at the territory of the Blood Sword Demonic House and tilted his head.
Something about the atmosphere was strange.
‘Where did Idrinne go?’
Normally, as soon as he arrived, she should have appeared, making a silly fuss, but it was quiet.
Not only that, but the entire territory was quiet.
“…Are you Christian?”
“!!”
Christian’s complexion hardened.
From within the shadows untouched by the moonlight, a single figure had appeared.
A pale complexion.
A chillingly beautiful appearance, despite being a man.
A low, sunken presence.
‘He’s strong.’
It was an aura that surpassed that of the Sculptor, a being at the state of high 8-Star whom he had recently faced.
On the man’s forehead was engraved a blood cross of the same design as the one engraved on Idrinne’s forehead.
Chris looked at the crest and slowly opened his mouth.
“The Head of the Blood Sword Demonic House.”
The fallen Vampire Lord revealed himself.
***
Duke Rubinson.
He was the Head of the Blood Sword Demonic House, but he was one who had joined hands with the Necromantic Curse after his betrayal.
He would not have come to find him with good intentions.
“I will not mince my words. Stop your foolish tricks at once and leave the Four Kings' Castle.”
He warned with a cold gaze.
“If you do not, not only you, but the entire Blood Sword Demonic House will meet a terrible fate.”
Chris crossed his arms.
“Did the Vengeful Spirit tell you to say that?”
“!!”
“In any case, are you not in a state of being a slave, no different from a puppet?”
Rubinson’s gaze darkened.
It was an excessively contemptuous remark to make to the head of a prestigious magus house.
But it was the truth.
Because Rubinson was truly in a state no different from being the Vengeful Spirit’s slave.
‘His betrayal of the Blood Sword Demonic House was not of his own will, but because of the Vengeful Spirit’s curse.’
Chris looked straight at Rubinson and spoke of the details.
“Did the Vengeful Spirit say that if you do not follow his orders, he will kill the Lady of Blood, Verling?”
She was the Vice-Head of the Blood Sword Demonic House.
At the same time, Rubinson’s partner.
She, too, had been struck by the curse of the Curse Demonic House and was in an extremely critical state.
The worst part was that Verling’s curse was connected to Rubinson.
If Rubinson were to disobey the caster of the curse, the Vengeful Spirit, his partner Verling would pay the price and meet her death, so he had no choice but to forcibly obey his orders.
‘The true-blood vampires have a faint familial love between parents and siblings, but with those they have chosen as their partners, they form a relationship from which they cannot be separated, as if they have shared their souls.’
That was the reason the magi of the Blood Sword Demonic House did not show any hostility toward the traitor Rubinson.
Because it was not of his own will.
Just then, a voice filled with sorrow was heard.
“…Father.”
It was Idrinne.
“I cannot follow your words. Please return.”
“…If you do not, do you not know what will happen to your mother?”
“I know. But still, I cannot help it. I will protect Grand Duke Christian.”
“!!”
Rubinson let out a fierce growl.
“Are you saying that whelp is more important than your mother? Don’t tell me, is that whelp the partner you have chosen?”
‘…What kind of nonsense is this?’
Chris wore a bewildered expression.
Idrinne also promptly denied it.
With a beet-red face.
“Th-that is not it. A partner, you say. It is preposterous. Th-that is, we are just the closest of friends….”
“…You expect me to believe that?”
Seeing his daughter’s face, which had turned from red to the color of an apple, Rubinson’s expression sharpened.
From the side, Chris shook his head and interjected.
“We are really in no such relationship, so you do not have to doubt that.”
Idrinne’s face hardened, and she muttered faintly.
“…It’s not that we’re in no relationship at all….”
“…Hmm? What was that?”
“No, I said we are the best of friends!”
Idrinne hurriedly composed her expression and spoke to Rubinson.
“It is not just because I hold Grand Duke Christian dear. It is for the sake of our Blood Sword Demonic House. If we miss this opportunity, our Blood Sword will eventually be brought down by the Necromantic Curse.”
“……”
“Mother would not wish for such a thing, either.”
Rubinson remained silent.
Idrinne’s words were right.
But for Rubinson, it was a story he could not accept.
“It cannot be helped. If that is your will, then I have no choice but to eliminate him, even by force.”
Paaaaaaaat!
A powerful, blood-red energy surged up.
“Stop! Father, you know it too, don’t you?! That Mother does not wish for you to do this!!”
“It does not matter. There is only one thing that is important to me.”
Idrinne grit her teeth.
A blood-red energy began to pour out from her body as well.
The other true-blood vampires also came out and raised their energy.
On the verge of an explosive situation.
Chris casually uttered a single phrase.
“How foolish. To think you would try to take your own life.”
Idrinne’s momentum came to a dead stop.
“…What do you mean by that?”
“Is it not strange? No matter how much of a Vampire Lord he is, he wouldn’t be unaware that it is impossible to face all of us alone.”
Chris looked straight at Rubinson.
“Are you not trying to save the Blood Sword Demonic House and Vice-Head Verling by taking your own life?”
“……”
Rubinson did not answer.
His sunken eyes told him that Chris’ guess was correct.
‘If Rubinson, one of the two pillars of the curse, dies, Verling will be able to be freed from the curse.’
The Stigma of Subjugation.
The curse placed on Verling and Rubinson was composed of two pillars: a slave and a sacrifice.
Here, the slave was Rubinson, and the sacrifice was Verling. It was a format where if the slave, Rubinson, did not follow the orders, the sacrifice, Verling, would pay the price.
In other words, if Rubinson died, Verling could be freed.
He could also stop committing acts that harmed his own house.
“How foolish. To think the only thing you could come up with was such a pathetic method.”
Rubinson wore an angry expression.
“Do not speak so carelessly. Are you saying there is another way?”
“There is. It is simple.”
Chris said in a light voice.
“You just have to kill the Vengeful Spirit.”
“!!”
Rubinson wore a dumbfounded expression.
“Who doesn’t know that? It is an impossible task.”
Because of the curse, Rubinson could not raise a hand against the Vengeful Spirit.
“Or are you saying you will kill the Vengeful Spirit alone? That is a preposterous story.”
“Of course, with my current power, it is difficult to take down the Vengeful Spirit.”
Chris readily shook his head.
Right, ‘for now,’ it was difficult.
Because the Vengeful Spirit was an especially strong existence, even among those who had reached the wall of high 8-Star.
To compare, to the point that even the Nordian of the past could not guarantee a victory.
It would be the same even if he joined forces with Idrinne.
“But if you lend a hand, the story will change.”
“What have you been listening to all this time? I cannot be hostile to the Vengeful Spirit because of the curse.”
“I will block the Vengeful Spirit’s curse for a short while.”
“…What?”
Rubinson’s face hardened.
“Of course, a complete release is difficult. But I can make it so the curse does not take effect for a short while, until we take down the Vengeful Spirit.”
Rubinson wore an expression as if it were a preposterous story.
“There is no way it is possible to pull such a trick on the Vengeful Spirit’s curse.”
“Have you gone deaf from living as a slave? It seems you have not heard of what kind of existence I am. With my abilities, whether it’s the Vengeful Spirit or anything else, it is more than possible.”
At the voice filled with conviction, Rubinson clamped his mouth shut.
“However, there is something you, the Head of the House, must follow according to my words.”
“…What is it?”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth and said.
“Offer your soul to me. That is the condition.”
***
Rubinson protested, asking what kind of crazy talk it was, but just as the others had, he soon found himself nodding his head.
‘It’s unavoidable if I want to interfere with the Vengeful Spirit’s curse.’
Although he had spoken with such confidence, blocking the Vengeful Spirit’s curse, even for a short while, was not an easy task.
In particular, the curse placed on Rubinson and Verling was a 9-Star ‘Ultimate Curse’ that the Vengeful Spirit had cast by transcending his own state under special conditions.
‘Still, if I make his soul my subordinate, a room for interference in the curse will be created.’
Afterward, Rubinson returned.
He was to hide the fact that he had joined hands with Chris and set a trap from within the Curse Demonic House.
‘To annihilate the Curse Demonic House, I must bait the Vengeful Spirit with a perfect trap.’
There was much to prepare.
The next thing he had to do was to heal Verling.
‘Although she has become extremely exhausted because of the curse, if I heal her diligently with my Medical Sage Qigong, she should be able to move to some extent.’
Verling, too, was a powerhouse of mid 8-Star.
Even if she could only lend a hand, it would be a great help.
‘I will make them all my suckers!!’
With that in mind, he was fervently pouring his Medical Sage Qigong into Verling when, from the side, Idrinne bowed her head with a voice wet with tears.
“Truly… thank you. To bestow such a grace upon me every time. You are my savior.”
A choked-up face.
Not only had he saved her soul, but he was also saving her parents who had fallen into the abyss.
‘…Hmm, I’m just trying to make them my suckers.’
To achieve his goal, he needed suckers to do his bidding, so he was only doing this.
He subtly tried to take some credit.
“I’m not doing this for free. You’ll have to pay it all back later. I’ll be collecting it with interest.”
“Of course, that is my intention.”
Idrinne continued, her words in a strong tone, one by one, with a deep gaze as if she would pierce through him.
“For my entire life, for all of eternity, I will repay this grace by your side.”
“…There’s no need to go that far.”
“No, I will absolutely do so. Unconditionally. Absolutely. Even if you say you don’t want me to.”
“……”
At that burdensome reaction, Chris wore a bitter expression.
‘Well, she’s saying she’ll voluntarily become a permanent sucker, so I guess it doesn’t matter.’
He shook his head and rose from his seat.
“Anyway, let’s go. You have something you need to do, too.”
“What is it?”
“You, become a Demon King.”
“……”
Instead of an answer, Idrinne just blinked her eyes.
“Just now… what did you say?”
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                    Chris said in a straightforward tone, as if to say she had not misheard.
“I said you have to become a Demon King.”
‘It’s necessary.’
He recalled the image of the Demon King of Dead Blood from his past life.
A strength of a different class.
But Chris had now come to know.
That on the contrary, the ‘Demon King of Dead Blood’ had not been able to fully bring out Idrinne’s potential.
If Idrinne were to become a Demon King, she might be able to become an even more powerful Demon King than the Demon King of Dead Blood.
‘Of course, it would be unreasonable for her to become a Demon King right now.’
Still, before the Age of Ruin began, Idrinne had to set foot into the state of a Demon King.
Because Chris alone could not take on the Mystic Demonic House and the Center.
“You have to do it within half a year. Can you do it?”
An absurd request.
But Idrinne bit her lip hard, then nodded her head with a determined gaze.
“I will try. No, since it is your request, I will definitely succeed.”
Idrinne wore a moved expression again.
“And above all, you are telling me to become a Demon King because you are worried about me, are you not? To prevent my soul from being taken over by the devil, I must become as strong as possible.”
Chris remained silent without answering.
‘…I just told her to get stronger so I can use her, but there is that reason as well.’
Currently, Idrinne’s soul was being prevented from being taken over by the devil through the trick of Chris taking partial ownership of it, but it was in an unstable state.
If she were to become a Demon King and ascend to the state of a half-demon, it would become a little easier to resist the devil.
“Since you think of me so, I, too, will do my best! You come over here, too!”
“…Why me?”
“Do you not also need to train? Since we are friends, we must train together!”
“No, just because we’re friends doesn’t necessarily mean we have to do it together….”
“I will not accept any refusals!!”
“……”
And so, they began their training together, and time flew by quickly.
Verling began to show signs of improvement as the treatment began to take effect, and Kashmir and Marie, who had followed him to the Four Kings' Castle, received Chris’s instructions and secretly prepared something.
And Idrinne and Chris,
‘Crazy.’
Chris wore a fed-up expression as he looked at the scene unfolding before his eyes.
Fwoooooosh!
A blood-red storm was raging.
It hadn’t been long since Idrinne had started her training, and yet she had already reached the state of low 8-Star.
No, looking at the meaning contained within her Domain of Dominion, it couldn’t even be compared to an ordinary low 8-Star, so it would only be a matter of time before she ascended to mid 8-Star.
‘I did give her some advice, but what kind of broken….’
It seemed even more so than Evan and Ranya.
“How was that?! I worked hard to be of help to you!! Did I not do well?”
…Though the way she acted was still that of a fool.
“By the way, what kind of training are you doing?”
Chris only killed time leisurely, giving Idrinne advice on her training, and did not do any training that could be called training.
“Did you not say that you, too, needed to achieve an accomplishment?”
“That’s right.”
In the upcoming fight with the Vengeful Spirit, it would be difficult to use the Hero’s power because of the eyes of those around him.
He had to fight with only his dark demonic energy, which was far inferior to the Hero’s achievement.
Because it was only at the level of a mere low 8-Star.
That is, until just a little while ago.
“I have already achieved it.”
“…When, might I ask?”
“Just now.”
Idrinne wore an expression as if she could not understand.
He had been lazing around the whole time, so what kind of accomplishment was he talking about?
“It was a situation where I just had to put the finishing touches on it anyway.”
“Is that so? If you say so, then it must be so.”
Idrinne was convinced.
Christian was a genius who could not be explained by common sense, so it would not be strange even if he were to achieve an accomplishment while taking a nap, standing on his head.
“Then have you, too, ascended to a perfect low 8-Star?”
“No.”
“…Then, perhaps, mid 8-Star?”
“See for yourself.”
Chris unfolded a single ‘authority,’ and Idrinne’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
“D-don’t tell me, this is?”
“Yes.”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
“Do you now understand why I said I could take down the Vengeful Spirit?”
High 8-Star.
It was the achievement Chris had accomplished this time with his dark demonic energy.
Just then, a single voice was heard.
It was a message sent by Rubinson, who had recently become his subordinate.
-The Vengeful Spirit’s ritual is finished.
It was the Vengeful Spirit’s ritual of devouring the vengeful spirits of the dead of his house as his own power.
The vengeful spirits he had absorbed this time were the Three Abysses, who were at the state of 8-Star, so the Vengeful Spirit’s power would have also become incomparably stronger than before.
-Right now, the Vengeful Spirit’s power may be on par with the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
Idrinne also wore a worried expression.
“Are you alright? No matter who you are, it may be difficult.”
Just because Chris had become a high 8-Star did not mean he surpassed the Vengeful Spirit.
Because the Vengeful Spirit was, at the present time, the one in the Magus Empire who was closest to the state of a 9-Star (advancing) Lesser Demon King.
But Chris still wore an expression that was not the least bit worried.
“It’s fine. I have a plan for everything.”
Idrinne nodded her head firmly.
“I understand! I will believe in you.”
“Instead, there is something you need to do for me.”
“Me, you say? Is this that ‘favor of friendship’ you speak of? Just say the word! I will do whatever you say!!”
Idrinne raised her voice, as if excited by Chris’s request.
But soon, her smile vanished completely.
It was after she had heard Chris’s request.
“…What did you just say? Are you in your right mind?”
“Why, is there a problem?”
Idrinne’s mouth gaped open.
There was. A very big one.
“Isn’t that no different from a suicide mission?!”
Because what Chris had said was so absurd that even the foolish Idrinne was taken aback.
It was the beginning of the operation.
***
This operation was not particularly bizarre.
But it was more shocking than any operation before.
[Family Life-and-Death Duel]
As the name suggested, it meant to wage war, house against house, until one side was annihilated.
He had requested a Life-and-Death Duel with the Curse Demonic House in the name of the branch of the Dark Demonic House.
“Please reconsider! If you request a Family Life-and-Death Duel, the Curse Demonic House will try to kill you with all their might!”
“It’s fine. In fact, I welcome it.”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
“Because I, too, plan to annihilate the Curse Demonic House.”
He wasn't just saying it.
Chris planned to uproot the Curse Demonic House.
‘Because the Curse Demonic House is full of rotten whelps with no room for redemption.’
As one could tell from the deeds the whelps of the Curse Demonic House had committed until now, they were the most wicked house, along with the Mystic Necromancy.
The reason he had requested a Life-and-Death Duel was to surely uproot the Curse Demonic House.
The problem was the feasibility.
“Even if you call it a branch of the Dark Demonic House, there are only a few who came with you, are there not?!”
“Why? You’re here, too. I’m counting on you.”
Idrinne had decided to temporarily join the branch of the Dark Demonic House and participate in the Life-and-Death Duel.
“Th-thank you for believing in me. Just leave it to me!! …No, that’s not it, it’s still impossible!!”
Idrinne bit her lip hard.
“This will not do. Our Blood Sword Demonic House will also request a Life-and-Death Duel.”
“…There’s no need to go that far.”
If they were to lose, it would give the Curse Demonic House a legitimate pretext to annihilate the Blood Sword Demonic House.
Of course, he planned to win, but he could not force such a risk upon the Blood Sword Demonic House.
However, an unexpected voice was heard.
“For the sake of our savior, we can, of course, bear this much.”
A gentle voice.
A woman with a somewhat similar appearance to Idrinne and a deep sense of grace.
It was the Lady of Blood, Berling.
She had regained consciousness thanks to Chris’s treatment!
Her complexion was deathly pale, as if she had not yet fully recovered. Her limbs were also gaunt and withered from the aftermath of having been unconscious for so long.
“Because our savior has done nothing less than save our house.”
It was not an exaggeration.
It wasn't just that he had saved the Head of the House, Rubinson, and the Vice-Head, Berling.
Idrinne, too, had had her life saved by Chris, and thanks to Chris moving the Dark Alliance to strike the Necromantic Curse, the Blood Sword Demonic House had been able to maintain its lineage until now.
“Still, it is unnecessary. To be honest, you won’t be of much help.”
In his plan, a large-scale force would only be a hindrance.
It was a refusal made in all sincerity, but.
“Mother, if you say that, Christian is a shy person, so he deliberately reacts in a prickly manner.”
“Oh my, is that so?”
“Yes, the reason he usually speaks so prickly is all because he’s shy.”
“How cute. Huhu.”
‘…That’s not it at all.’
To the bitter-faced Chris, Berling continued.
“Please do not feel burdened. On the contrary, we are the ones who wish for the annihilation of the Curse Demonic House more than anyone else. To be honest, I do not wish to yield our revenge to our savior.”
It was the Blood Sword Demonic House that had suffered the most from the cruel tyranny of the Curse Demonic House.
In the end, Chris nodded his head, and a formal declaration of war was delivered to the Curse Demonic House.
The Vengeful Spirit showed an enraged reaction.
[A whelp who does not know his place. How dare he.]
The Vengeful Spirit looked at the ‘doll’ that had come as a messenger.
Chris had absurdly used the specialty of the Curse Demonic House, puppetry, to deliver the declaration of war.
If he had sent an ordinary magus as a messenger, it was obvious they would have been captured and subjected to terrible torture, so he had used a doll, but the Vengeful Spirit felt as if he were being insulted.
[I will turn you and everyone in the Blood Sword Demonic House into experimental subjects and put you in a state where you can neither live nor die. Set the place and time for the decisive battle.]
[There is no need to set it.]
The doll let out a cold voice.
[The war has already begun.]
[…What did you say?]
At the same time.
Kwaaaaaaaang!!!!
A loud noise echoed from outside.
[!!]
The Vengeful Spirit’s complexion changed.
It was a familiar energy, dark demonic energy!
As soon as he had declared war, Christian had invaded. The main house of the Curse Demonic House.
The doll, too, was engulfed in black demonic energy.
[You and the Curse Demonic House will meet your end today.]
Paaaaaaat!
Before he could do anything, the doll self-destructed, and a powerful energy washed over the Vengeful Spirit.
It was not a simple dark demonic energy.
The legendary poison of the Extreme Poison Demonic House, the Heavenly Poison, spread to the Vengeful Spirit.
[You whelp, how dare you!!! I will kill you.]
The Vengeful Spirit grit his teeth and let out an enraged voice.
***
‘It seems the Heavenly Poison worked well.’
Chris whistled.
Of course, no matter how much it was the Heavenly Poison, it could not harm the Vengeful Spirit in the slightest.
However, it could tie up the Vengeful Spirit’s feet for the short while he was dealing with the Heavenly Poison.
That short amount of time was enough.
To execute his plan.
“You whelp!!!”
“How dare you!!”
As he broke down the main gate and stepped inside, numerous magi appeared from all over the place.
The number that appeared in a short while was on a scale that exceeded several hundred.
A force befitting one of the Five Strong. On the other hand, the number on the side of the invader, Chris, was not even a handful.
Christian, Kashmir, Marie, Alros.
And Idrinne, Berling, and a few of the 7-Star highest-ranking magi of the Blood Sword Demonic House were all there was.
Compared to the forces of the Curse Demonic House that were swarming in like a dark cloud, the number, which was less than ten in total, was shabby beyond compare.
“You’ve all lost your minds. To think you would walk into your own graves.”
A man in a jet-black robe stepped forward, spewing a ghastly energy.
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                    An imposing presence.
Judging from the aura, he was a 7-Star highest-ranking magus.
‘The Curse Demonic House's power is indeed formidable.’
The core forces of the Curse Demonic House were the Five Masters and the Three Abysses.
The Five Masters referred to the five of 7-Star (high).
The Three Abysses referred to the three of 8-Star.
Even though all of them had died at Chris’s hands, there were still 7-Star highest-ranking magi remaining.
‘But that’s as far as they go.’
“Well, now? This place is scheduled to become your grave today.”
“…What?”
It was in that moment.
Paat.
A thin line was drawn across the neck of the robed man who had stepped forward.
Blood spurted out like a fountain.
“…H-how?”
The robed man muttered in disbelief, then collapsed forward with a thud.
The arena fell into silence.
“What do you mean, how? To think a whelp who isn't even on my level would dare to face this body. You don't know the value of your own life.”
The state of the man just now was 7-Star (low).
Even within the same 7-Star, the difference between low and high was like that of heaven and earth.
To even make a pretense of facing Chris now, one had to at least reach 7-Star (high).
The problem was that there were no such highest-ranking magi left in the Curse Demonic House.
At best, they were 7-Star (low), or, in very rare cases, 7-Star (mid).
“Now do you understand whose grave this place will become?”
The magi of the Curse Demonic House swallowed hard.
A group numbering in the hundreds had been overwhelmed by a single person.
“D-don't be scared! No matter what, there are only a handful of them!! If we combine our strength, victory is ours!”
He wasn't wrong.
The magi of the Curse Demonic House were not just a flock of rabbits that were large in number.
They were just lacking compared to Chris; they were a qualitatively powerful force that would not lose out when compared to any other prestigious magus house.
However.
“It seems you don't know why we came with such a small number. Kashmir.”
“Yes, Grand Duke!”
Gooooooooooh!
A powerful energy stormed from Kashmir’s body.
“I will designate the coordinates, so unleash your energy there.”
“Understood!”
It was the core of the barrier that surrounded the Curse Demonic House.
Kwaaaaaaaang!!
An energy of destruction erupted.
Kashmir, who, thanks to completely absorbing the Flame of Ruin, lacked nothing in terms of pure destructive power compared to anyone from the Destruction Demonic House.
The moment a crack appeared in the barrier, Christian moved.
Paaaaaaaat!!
A black magic circle appeared.
“Th-this is? A new barrier?”
The mages of the Curse Demonic House shouted in bewilderment.
It was not a barrier that was being deployed on the spot.
It was a wide-area barrier that could only be deployed if thorough preparations had been completed at the location in advance.
“How could you pull such a trick on our Curse Demonic House?”
It was the work the Vampire Lord Rubinson had secretly carried out.
Thanks to him, Chris was able to manifest a large-scale, wide-area barrier so sturdy that no one could rashly touch it.
The surroundings grew dark, as if a curtain of darkness had been drawn.
-Grand Barrier, the Curtain of Dominion.
It was a barrier that contained the effects of his Domain of Dominion, the Dominion of the Seven Hues.
The entire Curse Demonic House was placed under the influence of the Dominion of the Seven Hues.
However, the Dominion of the Seven Hues was an authority that amplified the power of those under its command.
There had to be a subject to receive its protection.
“Marie, it's your turn.”
“Yeah, got it. Leave it to me.”
A stiff-faced Marie stepped forward.
It meant that Marie was the protagonist of this barrier.
‘Christian, you unlucky whelp.’
She hated Christian.
She hated him because every word he said was unlucky, and she hated him because, despite that, he was actually secretly warm-hearted, which made her heart tremble for no reason. She hated him even more because he was so far ahead that it was difficult to even reach out to him anymore.
‘I want to be by his side, too.’
Marie squeezed her eyes shut.
She knew. That a gap too large had already formed for her to stand beside him.
But she had her own way of helping him.
‘I am the greatest genius of the Extreme Poison Demonic House. When it comes to poison creation, there is no one who can surpass me.’
Ten Thousand Poisons.
It was Marie’s nickname.
A poison that was only possible because it was her was cast.
-Devourer of Malice.
It was not a tangible, material poison, but an intangible, conceptual magic poison.
“Th-this is?”
“No!!”
The magi of the Curse Demonic House, who had realized the identity of the poison, screamed with pale faces.
As its name suggested, it was a poison that devoured malice.
All curses originate from malice.
A poison more fatal to the magi of the Curse Demonic House than any other, receiving the protection of the ‘Curtain of Dominion’ Chris had unfolded, descended upon the entire Curse Demonic House.
The forces of the magi of the Curse Demonic House were drastically reduced.
“Now, do you understand what kind of situation you're in?”
If wolves gather, they can catch a lion.
But because of Chris's barrier, the magi of the Curse Demonic House had been reduced to a state no different from rabbits.
Especially, the blow was severe for the mid to low-ranking magi.
Because this kind of interference was all the more fatal the lower one's state was.
No matter how many rabbits gathered, they would only become targets of slaughter.
The 7-Star magi were still intact, but they were too lacking in quality compared to Chris’s party.
Including Berling, there were three of 8-Star, and the 7-Star magi of the Blood Sword Demonic House who had followed along were also mostly of the mid and high states.
“Wipe them all out.”
“Kuaaaargh!”
The highest-ranking magi of the Blood Sword Demonic House rushed out in all directions, and soon, a storm of blood raged.
Everyone from the Blood Sword Demonic House had a menacing aura, as much resentment had piled up against the Curse Demonic House until now.
Even when they tried to resist, their curses were interfered with strand by strand due to the barrier Chris had unfolded, and a one-sided massacre took place.
“E-everyone, get a grip!”
“We have to break through the barrier first!”
“Find the axis!! It's not a permanently fixed barrier, so there must be an axis that serves as the center of its motive power!”
The mages of the Curse Demonic House, their eyes flashing, searched for a way to break through the barrier.
Meanwhile, at that moment. A figure who did not fit in with the place was fidgeting with a look of extreme anxiety.
“Then, I'm counting on you, Alros.”
“……”
Alros’s complexion soured.
‘Uwaaargh!! You devil of a whelp!! Why is it always me!!’
The axis of this barrier.
It was none other than Alros.
Originally, Chris, the caster, should have been in charge of it, but since he had to fight the Vengeful Spirit, he had instead pulled a trick and passed it on to Alros, whose demonic energy properties were similar to his own.
“I'm counting on you. The outcome of this battle depends on you. So, in terms of chess, you've taken on a role like the king. You can think of it as an honor.”
‘Honor, my ass. Uwaaargh! Save me!!’
Fortunately, there was no danger to Alros.
No one had expected someone as pathetic as Alros to be the axis of the barrier, and Alros, too, had unknowingly become quite a bit stronger while being rolled around by Chris until now, to the point where he could protect himself from a stray arrow.
Afterward, the battle flowed in a one-sidedly advantageous manner.
A great deal of blood from the magi of the Curse Demonic House was spilled.
But it was too early to rejoice.
‘No matter how many of those whelps we defeat, it's not important to the outcome of the battle at all.’
The decisive battle with the Vengeful Spirit would decide everything.
If that weren't enough, a ghastly aura that felt as if it would pierce through was flowing out from inside.
It was the Vengeful Spirit’s energy.
Idrinne’s and Chris’s gazes met.
“What will you do? If we go to the Vengeful Spirit’s quarters, it is highly likely to be dangerous.”
The Vengeful Spirit’s quarters would be no different from a fortress.
Her skills were already inferior, and yet she would have to fight a disadvantageous battle.
Even if they were to fight, it would be more advantageous to lure him out here to fight.
“No, we will go.”
“For what reason?”
“Something is strange. It seems he is pulling some trick inside.”
He would have dealt with the Heavenly Poison long ago.
For him to not even show his shadow while his house was being indiscriminately pushed back meant that he was aiming for something.
‘Don’t tell me?’
As if Idrinne had had the same guess, her face hardened.
“Let’s hurry.”
They entrusted the battle to Berling and headed inside.
As they drew closer to the inner sanctum, a suffocating, gloomy energy pierced their lungs.
Although it was clearly the surface, it felt as if they were stepping into the mire of Gehenna.
And then.
It was after they had set foot into the large mansion where the Vengeful Spirit was.
“!!”
Christian’s and Idrinne’s eyes hardened.
A terrible sight was unfolding.
Rubinson was suspended in the air, his limbs and heart pierced by stakes.
“Father!”
Chris’s complexion also grew heavy.
‘The Vengeful Spirit’s capabilities surpass my expectations.’
He probably hadn't noticed Rubinson’s betrayal in advance.
If he had known, he wouldn't have let such a disaster happen.
It meant that right after the situation had occurred, he had immediately subdued Rubinson and put him in this state.
And that was despite Rubinson also being at the state of high 8-Star.
[So you are Christian.]
“!!”
It was the Vengeful Spirit!
Chris’s gaze hardened.
‘When did he appear?’
Chris’s senses were more sensitive than anyone else’s, yet he hadn't felt him appear at all.
It wasn't that the Vengeful Spirit had deliberately hidden his presence.
Even though he was looking at him with his own eyes, he could not feel his presence.
‘It's as if he’s a being that doesn't actually exist.’
If it were a living being, no, if it were an existing being, there would be physical laws that followed.
If one moved one’s hand, the air would be pushed back accordingly, or if one took a step, a sound, big or small, would be made.
There was none of that. Not even a shadow was cast.
‘His very existence is beyond the law.’
It was a cross-section that offered a glimpse of the Vengeful Spirit’s power.
The Vengeful Spirit was certainly a super-powerhouse on par with the Nordian of the past, before he had become a Lesser Demon King.
[A pleasure to meet you. I wanted to see you very much, as it happens.]
It wasn't sarcasm.
The Vengeful Spirit’s voice was as if he were genuinely happy to have met Christian.
[Because there can be no material as high-quality as you. You will be put in a state where you can neither live nor die, suffer terribly, and become my nourishment. Not just you, but everyone who came with Idrinne.]
It wasn't a simple threat.
To extract the opponent’s pain and make it his own power was one of the Vengeful Spirit’s specialties.
Until now, countless people had been put in the state the Vengeful Spirit had described and had suffered terribly until their minds were completely broken.
“Don’t tell me, you whelp! The reason you didn’t come out was because you were deliberately hoping the members of your house would be killed? To make them your power?”
[Huhu, that’s right. I am grateful to you for saving me the trouble. Everyone in the house will be happy, as they will die and become a part of me.]
It was a terrible story.
The Vengeful Spirit had placed a curse on the bloodline of his house.
So that when they died, they would become vengeful spirits and a part of his power.
So, although he was the head of the house, he was happy that the members of his house were dying.
[Then, shall we begin? A prelude is in order.]
As he gestured, the sigils of a curse appeared on the nails embedded in Rubinson’s body and turned crimson.
“Keueuk!!!”
Rubinson’s eyes turned crimson.
A look of extreme pain.
In proportion to that, the Vengeful Spirit’s energy began to grow stronger.
He was making Rubinson’s pain his power.
“You whelp!!! Stop!!”
Idrinne swung her sword in anger, but it was useless.
She could not approach, blocked by something unseen.
It wasn't a physical barrier with a strong defense. The approach itself was not ‘permitted.’
[It is useless. His becoming my sacrifice has already been established as a law, so unless you can twist causality, you cannot nullify it.]
It meant that he had gone beyond the miracle of simply twisting the law and had established a completely new law.
It meant that the Vengeful Spirit, too, had established his own worldview.
It was on a different dimension from the other enemies he had met until now, who had forcibly enhanced their power with sacrifices.
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                    ‘In fact, in his past life, the Vengeful Spirit had reached the state of a 9-Star (advancing) Lesser Demon King not long after this time.’
Unless he reached the 9-Star transcendent state and nullified the law itself, there was nothing he could do.
“Step back for a moment. I will try.”
[Hmm?]
The Vengeful Spirit showed a reaction of interest.
There was no hint of vigilance. It was an atmosphere as if to say, ‘Go on, try your best to put on a show.’
[No matter how much you struggle, it will be a futile effort. It would be good for you to feel a sense of powerlessness. So that you may fall into even greater despair.]
“Well, now, I think that’s something you’re about to experience?”
[!!]
Chris took a step forward.
At the same time, sssss, a Domain of Dominion began to unfold.
It was the Dominion of the Seven Hues.
Although it was a powerful domain, it was insufficient to break through the current situation.
But Chris showed an incomprehensible reaction.
Without a shred of fear, he, on the contrary, twisted the corner of his mouth arrogantly.
“Behold.”
Paaaaaaaat!
The darkness expanded its domain as if it would explode.
The seven hues of light that had been shining brilliantly within the darkness began to change.
Growing larger and larger, they went beyond simply twinkling like stars; the five-colored, brilliant hues within the darkness emitted a dazzling light.
Without distinguishing between the light that belonged to darkness and the light that belonged to light.
The pinnacle was the very darkness that embraced all that light.
A new Domain of Dominion, obtained upon achieving his accomplishment.
The Ruler of a Myriad Ages.
There was a reason Chris had completed the state of Stellar Radiance before his dark demonic energy.
It was to raise the class of his darkness by having it embrace the perfectly established worldview of his Stellar Radiance.
Light and darkness are everything in the world. In other words, Chris’s darkness had become no different from having come to rule the world.
The meaning of this was as follows.
That he could also rule the laws his opponent had established.
“Begone.”
Chris’s hand pointed at Rubinson, and.
Crash.
The sound of something shattering echoed.
Chris’s Domain of Dominion had shattered the Vengeful Spirit’s law!
[!!]
The Vengeful Spirit showed a surprised reaction, and Rubinson, who had fallen to the floor, roughly pulled out the nails embedded in his body.
“Vengeful Spirit, I will kill you!!”
“Father!!”
Rubinson, blinded by rage, charged toward the Vengeful Spirit without looking back and forth.
Domain of Dominion.
Chaotic Dance of the Blood Calamity.
A storm of blood that brought forth only destruction raged, and Idrinne followed behind, lending her strength.
Domain of Dominion.
Mark of Fire.
A flame of blood flickered.
It was a sublime conflagration of blood that bestowed glory upon allies and ruin upon enemies.
Idrinne did not stop there.
Domain Overlap.
She merged Rubinson’s domain with her own.
Originally, Domain Overlap was a feat only possible for those who had reached high 8-Star. And even then, it was to harmonize two of one’s own Domains of Dominion; to merge one’s own and another’s disparate domains was a preposterous feat, but as befitting another monster acknowledged by Chris, she pulled off the impossible with ease.
As befitting its extremely high difficulty, its power was also incomparable to before.
Domain Fusion.
Conflagration of the Blood Calamity.
The storm of blood raged, carrying the conflagration.
Destruction and sublimity flickered at the same time.
Just then, the Vengeful Spirit began to move.
Drip.
Suddenly, the sound of a drop falling was heard.
It was a strange thing.
It seemed as if the world would be turned upside down by the raging conflagration, yet despite it being a faint sound, it was heard as clearly as if it were piercing everyone’s ears.
Drip. Drip. Drip.
The sound of the drop rang out regularly.
As if it were separate from the world.
What was even stranger was that the sound began to grow louder.
No, that was wrong.
The sound of the drop was the same.
It was just that the senses that perceived it were becoming more sensitive.
Now, as if thunder had erupted by his ears, all his nerves were focused on the sound of the drop, and the Vengeful Spirit’s Domain of Dominion was completely deployed.
Domain of Dominion.
Encroachment of the Abyss.
To put it simply, it was a debuff authority.
To make the opponent sensitive to curses, so that even if they received the same curse, they would suffer a fatal blow.
He did not stop there.
The Encroachment of the Abyss was merely a preparation; another Domain of Dominion was unfolded.
Kwoong.
In that moment, his vision changed.
Within a gray world, faint vengeful spirits appeared.
A terrible sound echoed.
Kiyaaaaaaaargh.
Stop. Stop.
Just kill me.
It was the screams of those who had become the Vengeful Spirit’s sacrifices.
Even the scream of the Sculptor, who had been killed by Chris not long ago, was heard.
This was the very worldview the Vengeful Spirit had established, the ‘Scream of Pain.’
The screams of pain let out by those vengeful spirits would directly become the Vengeful Spirit's power.
[I wonder what kind of screams you all will let out.]
As the Vengeful Spirit gestured, a gray demonic energy flickered.
He was casting a curse.
It was not a high-level curse.
A general, 4-Star class curse that inflicts pain upon the opponent to make them collapse.
But when combined with the Domain of Dominion the Vengeful Spirit had unfolded, the ‘Scream of Pain,’ that curse could no longer be called a general curse.
Kuaaaaaaaaaaaargh.
Stop! Stop, please!!! Please!!!
Along with the screams of the vengeful spirits, the power of the curse began to amplify.
To the point that even Idrinne and Rubinson, who were 8-Star, felt a chill run down their spines.
That wasn't all.
The ‘Encroachment of the Abyss’ he had unfolded earlier had made their senses extremely sensitive.
If they were to be hit by that curse as they were, they would not be able to withstand it and would collapse.
[Do not worry. I will not kill you. I cannot end the banquet as soon as it has begun. Look forward to the pain you will experience from now on.]
Flash.
The curse erupted.
It was the moment the Vengeful Spirit was forming a twisted smile in anticipation of the screams that would soon echo.
An anomaly occurred.
Idrinne and Rubinson were both perfectly fine!
[…What is this?]
An incomprehensible event.
He wondered if the curse had perhaps not taken effect, but that was not it.
The curse had properly taken root.
The fact that both of them were faintly frowning proved that fact.
But that was all.
It was a reaction as if they had been hit by a simple, 4-Star class general curse.
“I told you, didn’t I? The one who will taste powerlessness is you.”
[!!]
An arrogant voice.
The Domain of Dominion Christian had unfolded was enveloping the two of them.
“These two are under my protection, so there is no way they would be swayed by the likes of your Domain of Dominion.”
It was by no means that the Vengeful Spirit’s power was lacking compared to Chris’s.
On the contrary, when viewed objectively, Chris still did not measure up to the Vengeful Spirit.
In terms of both the depth of his achievement and the magnitude of the power he possessed.
The problem was the matchup.
‘The Vengeful Spirit’s Domain of Dominion is an authority that twists the world and constructs his own domain within it.’
On the other hand, Chris’s Ruler of a Myriad Ages was an authority that placed the world itself under his feet and commanded it.
He had the upper hand in the matchup of their authorities.
Because the world the Vengeful Spirit had constructed was also a target that the Ruler of a Myriad Ages could bring to its knees.
‘In fact, my Domain of Dominion has the upper hand in terms of matchups against most Domains of Dominion. Because it is even possible to stand against the 9-Star authority, the Advent of Creation.’
Of course, that didn’t mean he could nullify the Vengeful Spirit’s Domain of Dominion.
Because the Vengeful Spirit, too, had firmly established his own worldview.
On the contrary, it was even more firm than that of the Sacred One Heperlman, who had called himself a 9-Star (advancing) and whom he had defeated not long ago.
‘But it’s more than possible to weaken it.’
Paaaaaaaat!
Chris’s Domain of Dominion widened its range.
His domain directly overlapped with the Vengeful Spirit’s ‘Scream of Pain,’ and a full-fledged contest of domains began.
Kwaaaaaaaa!
Along with a loud noise, the darkness and the grayness pushed and pulled as if in a power struggle.
It was not a simple contest of strength.
The meanings imbued within them clashed, and Chris’s will to dominate collided with the Vengeful Spirit’s twisted world, filled with pain.
‘As expected, he’s not to be taken lightly.’
Chris’s gaze deepened.
As mentioned before, the meaning of the worldview itself was superior on Chris’s side.
To be honest, the Vengeful Spirit’s worldview was not of a special kind.
But the depth of the malice imbued within it was as deep as a bottomless pit. So that no one could approach it.
‘Still, I have the upper hand.’
Slowly, little by little. But surely, Chris’s domain began to encroach upon the Vengeful Spirit’s.
Idrinne also lent a hand.
“It is time to show that wicked whelp the power of our friendship!”
‘…Try to hold back at times like this.’
Although it was a comment fit for an elementary school student, unbefitting of the situation, the skill she displayed was incomparable to anyone else’s.
Mark of Fire.
Domain Fusion.
She had merged her Domain of Dominion with Chris’s Domain of Dominion.
‘Crazy.’
It was a matter of course, but the more intense the meaning of a domain, the harder it is to harmonize, making it difficult to merge.
And yet, she had succeeded with ease.
Fwoooooosh!
The world of darkness blazed, along with Idrinne’s blood-red flame.
Chris’s will to rule the entire world and the noble and sublime flame created a powerful synergistic effect with each other.
In particular, Idrinne’s Mark of Fire also harbored an aura of exorcising evil that annihilated evil.
“Did I do well?!”
“Yes, you did well.”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
The fight had tilted to one side.
The Vengeful Spirit’s domain was pushed back with a whoosh.
Not only was its range taken away, but the meaning imbued within it also took a blow.
The suffocating malice was partially diluted, and this time, Rubinson moved.
“I will kill you!!”
Domain Technique.
Chaotic Dance of the Blood Calamity Transformation.
Demonic Spear of Blood.
From within the storm of blood, a blood spear bloomed and flashed like light.
A domain technique imbued with the triple miracles of ‘inescapable,’ ‘defense-ignoring,’ and ‘absorption’ pierced right through the Vengeful Spirit’s gray robe.
It had hit its mark!
However, Rubinson’s expression was not good.
“Why is the authority not activating?”
Absorption.
It was an authority that devoured the life force of a living creature to cut off its breath, as if through vampirism.
His authority of Absorption even possessed ‘absoluteness,’ so once it hit, no matter who the opponent was, they could not avoid it, and yet, there was no reaction at all.
‘It’s as if I’ve pierced an inanimate object? Don’t tell me?’
Just then, the Vengeful Spirit’s robe fluttered.
The face revealed from within was chillingly devoid of life.
It felt similar to a doll or an Archlich, a living, moving corpse, but it was different.
He had transcended the laws of the flesh through black magic.
All the limitations of aging, physiological phenomena, getting hurt, sick, and wounded.
In other words, the Vengeful Spirit right now was a being no different from a spiritual body, despite possessing a physical form.
[You put on quite the excellent show.]
“!!”
[Of course, it is nothing more than a show.]
The Vengeful Spirit raised his hand.
The terrible screams of the vengeful spirits echoed once again. Even more tragic than before.
His energy also grew a level more intense.
An incomprehensible event.
The Vengeful Spirit’s domain had clearly been damaged by Chris’s domain, so how could it have become even stronger than before?
[My Domain of Dominion grows more intense amidst despair, screams, and pain. No matter what tricks you pull, you will only make my power stronger.]
It was a preposterous story.
If he grew stronger the more his opponent broke down his domain, it meant the Vengeful Spirit was no different from being invincible.
‘He’s quite something.’
Chris clicked his tongue.
In truth, he did not know much about the Vengeful Spirit.
Because he had never encountered him at all during the Age of Ruin.
He had only been guessing based on rumors he had heard, but in many ways, he was surpassing his expectations.
[Now, the time for watching your little show is over.]
Fwoosh.
An ashen lightning flashed from the Vengeful Spirit’s hand.
The Scythe of Harvest.
A physical curse that severs the opponent’s limbs.
The more a physical curse severely damages the opponent’s body, the more difficult it is to activate, so a curse like limb severing was only possible under extremely complex conditions, but the Vengeful Spirit had skipped all such processes.
[First, let us start with one arm.]
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                    As the Vengeful Spirit pointed his finger at Christian, a curse was imprinted on Christian’s arm.
Saaaa.
A malevolent energy surged, and just as the Vengeful Spirit was forming a ghastly smile, an incomprehensible event occurred.
Slice.
An arm was severed.
The problem was, it was not Chris’s arm.
It was the Vengeful Spirit’s arm.
[…What?]
The Vengeful Spirit, without even realizing it, let out a dazed groan.
He could not understand the situation.
Why his own arm?
That, too, was for a moment; he soon let out a scream.
[Keueuk!!]
A terrible, sharp pain stormed from the severed arm.
Even while screaming, the Vengeful Spirit fell into confusion.
‘He reversed my curse? How?’
What was even more nonsensical was the fact that his physical body had been damaged.
As mentioned before, he had transcended the limits of the flesh.
He hadn't simply strengthened his body; he had imbued it with ‘immortality’ and ‘permanence’ through a law, making it impossible to damage his physical form.
And yet, not only was his arm severed, but he was even feeling pain?
This held a grave meaning, as it meant that the law he had established had been violated.
‘What kind of trick did he use?’
Gritting his teeth, he once again cast a curse.
To confirm what kind of trick Christian had used.
This time, he drew upon an even more intense energy and cast the same curse, but the result was the same.
The Vengeful Spirit’s other arm was severed.
[!!]
The Vengeful Spirit’s eyes widened.
Only then did he realize.
What kind of trick Christian had pulled.
[You whelp… Don’t tell me?]
“Yes.”
Chris let out a sneer.
“Do you know the saying, ‘what goes around comes around’?”
The Vengeful Spirit was strong.
Even more so than he had expected.
And yet, Chris did not doubt his own victory.
His previous life.
Because he knew how the Vengeful Spirit had met his end.
The Vengeful Spirit had died before the Age of Ruin had come. At the hands of the Demon King of Dead Blood.
‘At that time, the Vengeful Spirit was at the state of a 9-Star (advancing) Lesser Demon King.’
And he was not an ordinary Lesser Demon King, either.
As one could see from what he was witnessing now, it was known that he had far surpassed the level of an ordinary Lesser Demon King.
On the other hand, the Demon King of Dead Blood’s state at the time was also 9-Star (advancing), as it was right after she had just awakened.
Everyone had predicted the Vengeful Spirit’s victory, but the result was the opposite.
It had been the Demon King of Dead Blood’s overwhelming victory.
There was a reason.
‘She had devoured the Vengeful Spirit’s vengeful spirits with the authority of a devil.’
The vengeful spirits were the source of the Vengeful Spirit’s power, so he had been brought down helplessly.
‘I do not possess the devil’s authority that the Demon King of Dead Blood had.’
Instead, there was another way.
One that was even more effective than simply devouring the vengeful spirits.
Ruler of a Myriad Ages Transformation.
Subjugation.
It was an authority that forcibly made the opponent submit to him.
Of course, even with an authority like this, it was not possible to easily obtain the Vengeful Spirit’s vengeful spirits.
Because those vengeful spirits were already no different from being one with the Vengeful Spirit.
However, if it was a soul that had not been a vengeful spirit for long and had not yet fully assimilated, the story was different.
Especially if that soul belonged to a lofty being of 8-Star or higher.
Like the Sculptor, who had died not long ago.
‘No matter how great the Vengeful Spirit is, there is no way he can easily make the vengeful spirit of someone like the Sculptor his own.’
The vengeful spirit of the Sculptor appeared behind Chris and let out a fierce growl toward the Vengeful Spirit.
[How dare you turn me into a vengeful spirit and make me a slave of the soul? No matter if you are the head of the house, do you think I will tolerate such an act?]
It was a matter of course, but no one in the Curse Demonic House wished to die and end up in such a state.
Especially those who had been powerful in life resisted fiercely.
The other members of the Three Abysses, the Clown and the Crimson Eyes, also appeared behind Chris and glared at the Vengeful Spirit.
All of them were those who had been killed by Chris, but they were so enraged at the Vengeful Spirit that they had even forgotten their grudge.
They were not the only ones.
Save me.
I want to escape, too.
Aaaaaaaargh! Vengeful Spirit, I will kill you, without fail.
Like a bursting dam, the vengeful spirits wavered, and the Domain of Dominion shook, inflicting a blow upon the Vengeful Spirit’s psyche.
“Now, Father!”
“I will tear you to shreds!!”
Rubinson and Idrinne did not miss the opening and charged in.
The Demonic Spear of Blood merged with the Mark of Fire.
The blood spear of death blazed, carrying the sublime flame that annihilated evil.
Since the law had already been broken, the Vengeful Spirit, too, would not be safe.
[We are first! We will make you pay the price for daring to insult us, Head of the House!]
The Three Abysses stepped forward.
Although they were already dead, they used their own resentment as fuel and cast a curse.
Emily of the Crimson Eyes cast a mental curse, and then the Clown scattered a feast of all sorts of dazzling curses. Then, the Sculptor’s curse that made the physical body collapse erupted.
The Vengeful Spirit staggered, and the blood spear, imbued with the power of Rubinson and Idrinne, was on the verge of piercing the Vengeful Spirit’s heart.
[How dare you…! To look down on me.]
The surrounding air changed completely.
No, it wasn't just the air.
The blood spear came to a dead stop.
The curse the Three Abysses had cast also lost its form and disappeared.
Fwoosh, the vengeful spirits were engulfed in ashen flames and let out terrible screams.
Aaaaaaaaaaaargh!!
No!! Please, please!! Stop!!!
The feeling was different from before.
It was a desperate, breathless scream.
He wasn't simply using the pain of the vengeful spirits as before; he was completely annihilating them and making them sacrifices to strengthen his power.
He would permanently lose power by losing the vengeful spirits he had gathered until now, but he would be able to exert a power that was difficult to imagine.
[I did not want to go this far, but I have no choice. I will make you pay the price.]
A terrible energy of a curse stormed forth.
It was incomparable to anything before.
It was clear that it would be absolutely impossible to block or evade.
Idrinne swallowed hard and said urgently.
“Hold out your hand to me. I will engrave the mark.”
“…What?”
“With the authority of the Vampire Princess, I will make the curse heading for you come to me instead. Other than that, there is no way for you to survive that curse.”
Chris wore a dumbfounded expression.
If she were to do such a thing, Idrinne would die.
“It’s alright! This is my friendship. Do not mind me.”
“…Daughter. Your friendship is truly grand. If that is friendship, then all other friendships must have frozen to death.”
“Father, you be quiet. You have nothing to say.”
The love-struck Head of the House, Rubinson, who had turned his back on his house for his wife, clamped his mouth shut.
“It’s fine.”
“What do you mean, it’s fine? Did you not say it yourself? That friendship is about giving anything and everything! Hurry! There is no time!”
“No, I said it’s not necessary.”
Chris shook his head and stepped forward.
As if to face the curse head-on.
“I can block something of that level anytime.”
The Vengeful Spirit let out a sneer.
[How reckless. It seems you are trying to pull another trick, but it will not work on me.]
Originally, in situations like this, Chris would always find a gap in the opponent’s power and use his talent to come up with an outlandish move.
But the Vengeful Spirit was different from the others Chris had faced until now.
There was no room to pull any tricks.
There was only one way: to overwhelm him with an even greater power.
Then.
‘I just have to show him an even greater power.’
Chris took out a single sword.
It was Andrill.
He wasn't planning to use the authority imbued in Andrill.
He had taken it out because Andrill was the only weapon that could handle what Chris was about to do.
‘The Ruler of a Myriad Ages is not an authority that simply strengthens one’s dominion.’
On the contrary.
The strengthening of his dominion was merely a secondary effect.
‘The real thing is this.’
Paaaaaaaat!
A brilliant light of Stellar Radiance appeared around Chris.
That wasn't all.
At the same time, a deep, dark jet-black also appeared. Around the light.
The darkness that ruled the entire world enveloped the sublime light.
Like a demon trying to make even the light submit and embrace it.
The light submitted and melted into the darkness.
The traces of light disappeared, and in their place, the darkness emitted a brilliant, sublime light.
“Ah.”
At the sight of the painfully beautiful darkness, Idrinne, without even realizing it, let out a gasp.
Domain Technique.
Demonic Radiance.
The darkness that had become one with light was imbued in Andrill.
Gooooooooooh.
A loud roar that seemed as if it would tear the world apart echoed.
Originally, light and darkness cannot become one.
At that miracle that directly defied the absolute law of the world, the entire surroundings vibrated.
‘This is not a power I can handle yet.’
Chris barely managed to swallow the surge of blood that welled up in his throat.
As he tried to manifest a power that was beyond reason, a tremendous backlash struck his body.
He would probably only be able to handle this power once he had ascended to a perfect 9-Star.
For now, he could barely manage to unfold it once, but that was more than enough.
‘It’s the end.’
Because there was no way he could handle this power.
[You whelp!!!!]
As Andrill, wrapped in the Demonic Radiance, was aimed at him, the Vengeful Spirit raised his voice as if in a last-ditch effort.
[Do you think I will be defeated!! I am the Vengeful Spirit!!]
But that shout was like a scream filled with fear.
The Vengeful Spirit knew it, too.
What would happen the moment that brilliant darkness was directed at him.
Paaaaaaaat!!
The Vengeful Spirit manifested his power with all his might.
It was a last-ditch effort in which he had given his all, as if there were no tomorrow, but it was useless.
The darkness emitted a brilliant light.
The expression ‘to emit light’ did not suit darkness, but it was actually so.
The most lofty and noble darkness. More brilliant and sublime than any light.
The moment the darkness, which made one’s heart ache just by looking at it, flashed, all the curses the Vengeful Spirit had manifested returned to nothingness.
It wasn't simply trampled by force.
The nobility embraced by the darkness had turned the Vengeful Spirit's malice to nothingness.
That wasn't all.
Ah.
We, too, are finally saved.
The vengeful spirits who had been tormented by the Vengeful Spirit shed tears.
The radiance of the darkness had purified even the vengeful spirits.
An unbelievable sight.
The darkness had not even properly unleashed its power yet.
Just by being touched by the hem of the darkness's radiance, everything of the Vengeful Spirit had lost its power.
[This cannot be….]
The Vengeful Spirit stared blankly at the surging darkness.
There was nothing he could do.
It was as if he had become a lowly creature standing before a great, absolute being.
Compared to that darkness, everything he had built up until now was merely trivial.
‘…Why have I struggled so much until now? Compared to that darkness, the things I have built up are….’
Such a sense of futility brushed past him, and that was the end.
The darkness split the Vengeful Spirit’s body, and after a moment of silence.
Gooooooooooh!!!
The vicinity where the Vengeful Spirit had been standing began to be completely annihilated.
The Vengeful Spirit’s physical body, the ground he had been standing on, and the air that filled the empty space.
No, space itself disappeared, and in its aftermath, a tremendous shockwave stormed forth.
The large mansion where they had been began to crumble to pieces.
“What power is this? We have to escape!! Christian?”
Idrinne wore a troubled expression.
They had to get out at once, but Christian’s movements were sluggish beyond compare.
His body was not listening to him due to the無理(muri - unreasonable/forced) manifestation of power.
“Excuse me!!”
Idrinne lifted Chris up in her arms.
But there was a problem.
“W-wait a minute. This is a bit much?”
Chris flailed in embarrassment.
Of all things, the way she was holding him was a princess carry!
“What’s there to be shy about between friends!! This is all friendship, too!!”
“I’ll just walk myself! Put me down!!”
“Ah, how annoying! Do not reject my friendship!”
As Chris struggled, she hugged him even tighter so he wouldn't fall.
His body was a mess from the backlash of using the Demonic Radiance, so he could not resist.
‘Uwaah. At least change the position!’
Meanwhile, Rubinson, who had seen the two of them, grumbled in a peculiar tone.
“…Friendship, my ass.”
“Father, you be quiet.”
“……”
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                    As they exited the mansion, the building collapsed with a roar.
First, Chris struggled out of Idrinne’s arms.
“…We’re out, so put me down.”
“It’s fine!! Your body is in a bad state, so you mustn’t overdo it! What are friends for? It’s completely fine, so please be comfortable!!”
‘I’m not comfortable at all!!’
Chris forced his way down, and Idrinne wore a disappointed expression.
“It was a chance to deepen our friendship, what a shame.”
“…Shame, my ass.”
‘Isn’t she doing this on purpose right now?’
He had always thought of her as just a fool, but for some reason, the thought that something was suspicious brushed past his mind.
“Daughter, stop being so silly. Anyway, now that we’ve caught the Vengeful Spirit, what are you going to do now?”
At Rubinson’s question, Chris shook off his idle thoughts.
“We have to finish what we were doing.”
“What you were doing?”
Chris said as if it were a matter of course.
“It is time to erase the Curse Demonic House.”
***
The battle with the Curse Demonic House was being led by the Lady of Blood, Berling.
As Chris’s party joined in, the tide of the battle completely turned.
In particular, at the fact that the Vengeful Spirit had been defeated, the magi of the Curse Demonic House completely lost their will to fight.
Afterward, as the ordinary true-blood vampires of the Blood Sword Demonic House who had been on standby joined in, a one-sided massacre took place.
“Do not let a single one escape!!”
Normally, Chris did not punish even those who were innocent.
But from one to ten, there was not a single whelp of the Curse Demonic House that could be spared.
Because the house itself was a gathering place of terrible villains.
How much time had passed since then?
It was when all those who had made a name for themselves in the Curse Demonic House were dead.
More than half of the ordinary magi were also dead, and most of those who had surrendered had their cores sealed, putting them in a state that was no different from the annihilation of their house.
“Stop. Halt.”
Kwoong.
A heavy presence pressed down on the arena.
A chill ran down the spines of everyone present.
It was a powerful energy that was not much lacking even when compared to the Vengeful Spirit, with whom they had just fought a life-and-death duel.
As they turned their gazes, they saw a Bone Dragon floating in the air.
And on top of it was a woman with a noble impression, holding a holy sword that harbored the energy of death.
It was Drenne, the Vice-Head of the Necromancy Demonic House.
“Are you trying to interfere in the sacred Life-and-Death Duel between houses, which has been acknowledged by the imperial law of His Majesty the Demon Emperor?”
“Be quiet. As the one who will become the Vice-Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, I will not tolerate this any longer, so stop.”
At that warning, everyone from the Blood Sword Demonic House looked at Christian.
“It is too much to fight Drenne. Everyone is exhausted.”
Rubinson said in a troubled voice.
He wasn't wrong.
No one had any strength left.
‘I, Idrinne, and the Head of the House, Rubinson, have also expended most of our energy fighting the Vengeful Spirit.’
On top of that, Drenne was a super-powerhouse who did not fall far behind even when compared to the Vengeful Spirit.
‘Objectively speaking, the Vengeful Spirit is superior to Drenne, but Drenne is not an opponent to be ignored, either.’
Chris knew about Drenne in detail.
Because unlike the Vengeful Spirit, she had survived for a long time on the side of the Demon King of Dead Blood during the Age of Ruin and had spread a terrible infamy throughout the Alliance.
At that time, Drenne had even ascended to the rank of a 9-Star Demon King.
The Demon King of Holy Cruelty. That was Drenne’s moniker at the time.
‘In the end, she died at Evan’s hands, but he went through a tremendous amount of trouble.’
In their current exhausted state, it was impossible to take on Drenne.
However, from the side, Idrinne whispered something unexpected.
“How about we push ourselves and kill Drenne here?”
Idrinne said in a cold voice.
“If we do not kill Drenne now, she may become an uncontrollable future threat.”
Chris understood the meaning behind Idrinne’s words.
‘Idrinne also knows about Drenne’s special authority.’
Drenne’s current moniker was the ‘Holy Knight of Death.’
It did not suit a magus. It was related to her authority.
Drenne, despite being a magus, wielded the Stellar Power of the Constellations.
To be precise, it was the Stellar Power of a Fallen Star.
She had, unusually, not made a contract with a devil, but with a Fallen Star.
Because of that, she used a necromancy that was on a completely different level from the other magi of the Necromancy Demonic House.
‘With the power of a Fallen Star, she can create undead that retain their characteristics from when they were alive.’
That wasn't all.
It was because she could absorb a part of the power of the dead through a special requiem ceremony that used the authority of the Constellation.
‘The most frightening thing is that she can even fragment and absorb a part of the enlightenment the dead had obtained.’
That was the secret to how Drenne had been able to reach the end of high 8-Star despite her young age.
In other words, this place, where numerous magi of the Curse Demonic House had died, was no different from a grand banquet of fortuitous encounters for Drenne.
‘So that’s why she readily agreed when she heard my plan.’
The reason she had appeared so late, after everything was almost finished, was probably because she had wanted as many people to die as possible.
Of course, these authorities of Drenne’s were not invincible either.
Her absorption of energy from the dead was not highly efficient, as it was through a requiem ceremony, unlike a human sacrifice.
But the number of dead was enormous.
If she were to absorb the energy from just about half of the dead in this place, Drenne’s power would surpass the Vengeful Spirit’s in an instant.
‘She would at least reach the brink of 9-Star (advancing).’
In particular, the most frightening thing was the absorption of enlightenment.
Of course, this, too, was an authority with its limits.
Because she was receiving the enlightenment that was wandering like a lingering thought, in fragments. It wasn't a complete enlightenment, and it was useless if she couldn't digest it herself.
The problem was that Drenne was also the owner of a talent for comprehension that was incomparable to anyone else.
Her age was just barely forty.
And yet, she had reached the end of 8-Star. Although its significance had faded with Chris’s appearance, it was the fastest achievement in the entire Magus Empire.
Even if she possessed a special authority, it would have been impossible without talent.
‘If Drenne succeeds in accepting even a part of the Vengeful Spirit’s enlightenment as her own, she will become tremendously stronger.’
In the worst-case scenario, she could even set foot into 9-Star (advancing).
“Christian, don’t you have to duel Drenne in a week for the Vice-Lord contest? It would be better to kill her now.”
Chris let out a smirk.
Idrinne was afraid that Chris would be killed by Drenne during the contest.
‘Certainly, if I duel Drenne now, I have no chance of winning.’
Even if Drenne didn’t get any stronger than she was now, it would be impossible.
He couldn't even handle the Vengeful Spirit one-on-one in this battle.
But if Drenne were to get stronger from here, it would be a guaranteed defeat.
Although he had Demonic Radiance, it had many restrictions and couldn't be used easily.
“No, we will not fight Drenne today. It’s too much. Let’s back down for now.”
If a fight with Drenne were to break out, the magi of the Necromancy Demonic House would not just stand by quietly.
This time, their side would be the one to be annihilated.
“But!”
“It’s fine. Trust me.”
“!!”
He was saying that he would not lose to Drenne during the duel.
Idrinne bit her lip.
A gaze that could not shake off its worry.
No matter how great Chris was, there was only a week left.
But Chris did not bend his will.
“We will withdraw.”
“Yes, a wise decision. Our Necromancy Demonic House will take care of the aftermath, so disappear at once.”
It meant that she would send them away and dispose of the Curse Demonic House as the Necromancy Demonic House saw fit.
‘To think they would fall into the hands of the Necromancy Demonic House. The Curse Demonic House will be in a state where death would be a better alternative. No, is it useless even if they die?’
As long as they had fallen into the clutches of the Necromancy Demonic House, there was no rest. The dead would become undead, or their souls would be captured and become spirits.
The fate of the survivors was not very hopeful either.
Because there was no way they would treat those who had lost their power well.
From now on, the magi of the Curse Demonic House would be in a state no different from being the slaves of the Necromancy Demonic House.
And so, the magi of the Blood Sword Demonic House pulled out, and it was the moment Chris was about to leave last.
Drenne spoke to him.
With eyes flickering with greed.
“Take good care of your body. From now on, your everything will become mine.”
It meant that she would make Chris her undead after the duel.
Because Drenne’s specialty was to turn her opponents into undead while preserving their appearance from when they were alive.
He had heard that there was a limit to increasing the number of such special undead, but his gaze was that covetous of Chris.
Chris let out a smirk.
“We have something in common, surprisingly.”
“What?”
“I was also thinking of turning you into an undead. Someone of your level would be worth putting to work.”
“!!”
Chris let out a smirk.
“Let’s see in a week. Who will become whose undead.”
***
Afterward, he returned to the Blood Sword Demonic House.
Although they had won a great victory, the atmosphere was not good.
It was because of the contest for the Vice-Lord position that would take place in a week.
News had been delivered that Drenne, as expected, was accepting the power of death through the corpses of the magi of the Curse Demonic House.
The probability of Chris winning against Drenne was already low, but this was news that made it disappear entirely.
“This is enough, so how about returning to the Dark Alliance, Your Excellency? The Four Kings' Castle will never be able to threaten the Dark Alliance again.”
“That’s right, you’ve done more than enough. The Heads of the Houses are worried, too.”
“Uwaah! If something happens to Your Excellency, we won’t be safe either, will we?”
Kashmir, Marie, and Allos said with concern.
“Since it has come to this, I, too, will participate in the contest for the Vice-Lord position! I will weaken Drenne’s strength first.”
“I, too, will lend my strength. Because His Excellency is the savior of our house.”
“No, why us?”
“You be quiet.”
“Father, you be quiet.”
Idrinne and Berling said resolutely.
Rubinson had interjected in the middle and had only gotten an earful.
“Do not worry. I just have to win.”
“…So how do you plan to win? Drenne will now become stronger than the Vengeful Spirit.”
Idrinne said resolutely again.
“It is not too late! I will strike Drenne even now! She should be finishing up the requiem ceremony by now, so if we somehow come up with a vile scheme and stab her in the back, we may be able to eliminate her!”
“…That’s enough of that. I just have to get stronger before the duel.”
“…Do you know that there isn’t even a full week left until the duel?”
“Yes. What about it?”
Everyone looked at Chris with faces that had lost their words.
Everyone now knew that Chris was great. Throughout all of history, there would not be a single person like Chris.
But still, it was not something that was possible.
“Drenne might even set foot into 9-Star (advancing) this time.”
“That could happen.”
Chris did not deny it.
No, he had to assume that was almost certain.
Because in his past life, too, when the Vengeful Spirit had died at the hands of the Demon King of Dead Blood, Drenne had reached 9-Star (advancing) after snatching the Vengeful Spirit’s enlightenment through a requiem ceremony.
‘Even if it’s not completely 9-Star (advancing), I have to assume she’ll at least have a foot in it.’
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                    Idrinne continued, her tone scolding.
“Does that mean you can reach the 9-Star realm within a week?”
“No, that’s impossible even for me.”
It hadn’t even been that long since he’d reached the wall of high 8-Star in the first place.
“Then why do you keep spouting such nonsense? I can’t allow this. As your friend, I cannot leave you be. I will go and strike Drenne at once.”
Idrinne’s eyes glinted menacingly.
She looked ready to strike Drenne by any means necessary.
“Wait, calm down. I told you I have a way.”
“A way? What way? Just you wait. I may not look it, but I’m skilled in ambushes and despicable schemes. At the very least, I’ll cut off one of her arms so she can’t come to the duel in one piece.”
“…No, I said wait.”
But Idrinne paid him no mind, and Berling also rose from her seat as if to join her.
But then, an unexpected voice was heard.
[Yes, everyone, just wait.]
“!!”
A youthful voice.
Everyone wore looks of surprise.
Sometime, somehow, a little girl had appeared.
She was as lovely as a princess from a fairy tale, but everyone in the room froze.
No one had sensed the little girl’s appearance.
“…Who are you?”
Clang!
Idrinne coldly aimed her rapier.
“You’re an uninvited guest, so you must be prepared to die.”
Then, before Chris could say anything, she struck with her sword.
‘Hey, what’s the rush?’
Chris looked flustered.
The more time he spent with Idrinne, the more he realized that, contrary to her foolish personality, she was incredibly belligerent!
Perhaps because of the long struggles she had endured in the Four Kings' Castle, she had a strong mindset of resolving everything by seeing blood.
‘Even if her appearance has changed into a little girl so she can’t be recognized, to use a killing move right off the bat. It should be fine if I don’t step in, right?’
Chris thought, bewildered.
Considering the little girl’s true ‘identity,’ an attack like that would be laughable.
And yet.
Stab!
[Aaaah! Doesn’t this hurt? It stings!!]
“……”
[I’m currently in a body that can’t even kill a bug, yet you try to kill me out of the blue!! No, that’s not to say that I’m weak!!]
“……”
[Anyway, if I weren’t in a half-spiritual form, I would have died! I almost died without ever having been in a relationship! If I die, it would be a continental loss; how will you take responsibility!]
Everyone stared dumbfounded at the little girl making a fuss after being stabbed by the sword.
They all had expressions that said, ‘What is that?’
She didn’t seem like an ordinary being, but she was incredibly pathetic!
“…Excuse me, could it be.”
Head Rubinson had a look of ‘could it be’ on his face.
She was somehow similar to a person he knew. Her appearance, her way of speaking, and her fussiness.
“…Don’t tell me, Your Highness?”
As someone finally recognized her, the little girl stopped her fuss.
She lifted her chin stiffly and tried to puff out her chest to make a dignified expression.
…Of course, not an ounce of dignity could be felt.
[Yes, little Rubinson. You recognize me. I am the great Demon King of Silver Snow. Everyone, pay your respects.]
“!!”
Everyone wore expressions of disbelief.
This pathetic little girl was a Demon King?
As they all just stared blankly, such suspicions preventing them from paying their respects, the Demon King of Silver Snow pounded her chest.
[What’s with those looks! It’s not a lie. Pay your respects at once!]
“……”
[It’s true, I tell you?! It’s not a lie!]
As the Demon King of Silver Snow looked like she was about to cry with her large eyes, Chris stepped forward with a bitter smile.
“She is indeed Her Highness the Demon King. Everyone, pay your respects… well, I don’t know about all that, but at least show your courtesy.”
Only then did everyone kneel and pay their respects.
For reference, Rubinson was in a corner with an expression that said, ‘Why didn’t you believe me when I said it,’ but everyone ignored him.
“…We greet the great Her Highness the Demon King.”
[Yes, ahem. It is good that you know now.]
Perhaps because they had seen so much of her pathetic side, not a trace of reverence for a Demon King could be found in their voices, but the Demon King of Silver Snow still seemed satisfied.
“…But for what reason have you graced us with your presence? In such a young form, at that.”
Rubinson asked with a tone of wonder.
None of them knew what kind of situation the Demon King of Silver Snow was currently in.
[I have come here because of Christian.]
“??”
[Didn’t you make a fuss about an important duel in a week?]
The Demon King of Silver Snow placed both hands on her hips with a snap.
It was an expression meant to show off, but unfortunately, due to her small frame, it was only cute.
In any case, the words that came from her mouth were no ordinary matter.
[I will guide Christian.]
“!!”
Right.
This was what Christian had been counting on.
To gain the power to defeat Drenne through the aid of the Demon King of Silver Snow.
[Ahem. Everyone, just trust me.]
…Though she wasn’t very trustworthy.
***
As there was no time, they entered training at once.
However, a curious thing happened.
“I will join you as well.”
Idrinne followed him into the training ground!
It wasn’t just that she wanted to learn alongside him; her expression as she looked at the Demon King of Silver Snow was as cold as could be.
“How do you intend to guide Christian?”
[…Do you not trust me!]
“I do not. It is just that Christian is my most precious friend. I am merely curious as to what kind of teachings you intend to impart. Especially since he has an important duel ahead of him.”
In other words, she was saying she couldn’t trust her.
Idrinne did not trust the Demon King of Silver Snow at all.
Of course, it wasn’t that she didn’t know the Demon King of Silver Snow was a great being. If it weren’t for the Demon King of Silver Snow, the Four Kings' Castle would have gone rampant long ago.
But whether she could be trusted was another matter entirely.
It was a bit much to say, but… the Demon King of Silver Snow had always been famous for being clumsy in many ways, contrary to her mighty power.
Just like the appearance she had shown today.
Could she really impart proper teachings?
‘If she’s nothing special, I’ll have to devise another way. Perhaps it would be best for me to use a scheme to ambush Drenne and cut off at least one of her limbs.’
The Demon King of Silver Snow wore a look of injured pride.
[How dare you not trust me. How irreverent.]
“Please tell me how you will guide Christian.”
[…So that’s it. How should I guide you, Christian?]
The Demon King of Silver Snow asked with a blank face.
In truth, she hadn’t come with any grand method. She had simply come because Christian had asked her to.
[So, who is the opponent you have to fight in a week?]
“It is Drenne.”
[Are you insane?! With your current power, it is absolutely impossible! Why did you call me?!]
It was then that Idrinne’s gaze sharpened.
“It is alright. It is possible if Your Highness helps me.”
[…I do not possess such a talent, though? What is the method? I am curious.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow asked, bewildered.
Chris snapped his fingers.
Fwaaat!
The surrounding scenery changed.
A world of pure white.
[What is this place? Is it your mental world?]
“Yes, that is correct. Though it is only a part of the surface layer.”
[It is unbelievably vast. The caliber of your mind is in no way inferior to us Demon Kings.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow wore an expression of admiration.
“In this place, please show me everything you have mastered.”
[!!]
“Within my mental world, you should be able to manifest your power even in a sealed state.”
The Demon King of Silver Snow wore an expression of incomprehension.
[What is the meaning in that? Of course, just glimpsing my achievements will be of great help to you, but is the duel not just a week away?]
Everything the Demon King of Silver Snow had.
It was not something that could be learned by just scratching the surface.
The Demon King of Silver Snow was a high 9-Star.
Excluding the four Demon Kings of the Center, who were of a different class, she was considered the strongest Demon King along with the ‘Dragon King’ of the Northern Magic Kingdom.
Considering that the strongest of the Sacred Ones was a high 9-Star, one could tell how great she was.
“I do not intend to follow and learn Your Highness’s achievements. Our paths are different in the first place.”
[Then?]
“I intend to gauge the trajectory you have built up.”
[…What?]
“To be precise, I am thinking of learning Your Highness’s authority, the ‘King of Combat (鬪王)’.”
[!!]
The Demon King of Silver Snow’s eyes widened.
[Do you even know what kind of authority the King of Combat is?]
“Yes, of course I do.”
[You know, yet you spout such nonsense? It is absolutely impossible to follow and learn the King of Combat.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow hailed from a family of illusion mages.
A family that did not possess even a sliver of swordsmanship.
In other words, she had never properly learned swordsmanship.
It was the same even after she was kicked out of her family for learning the sword.
Her background as the Grand Duchess of the Illusion Mage House always held her back.
No one showed her any kindness, and receiving proper instruction in swordsmanship was something she couldn’t even dream of.
But despite that, she became the greatest sword on the continent.
It was thanks to the authority of the King of Combat.
[In the first place, the King of Combat is not an authority. It is just a name that stuck because the way I grew strong was so bizarre.]
She had many enemies.
After leaving the fold of her family, she had to fight endlessly to keep from dying, and was always thrown into struggles that decided life and death.
Her sword was completed in the midst of that bloody path.
[Seeing me grow stronger the more I fought, they grandly named it the authority of the King of Combat, but there’s really nothing to it. In the first place, isn’t it natural to get stronger when you fight? You, too, will become stronger if you fight to the death.]
“It is alright. I have something in mind.”
[…Something in mind, my foot. I’ve grown quite fond of you; what will you do if you die in the duel!]
“Trust me.”
The Demon King of Silver Snow frowned.
[I have no idea what you are thinking. To secretly give the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle an opportunity to gain an achievement. No matter how much it is to tie him down in seclusion, how do you plan to handle the aftermath?]
“……”
[In any case, I understand. I will trust you. But, keep this in mind. If you die, I’ll scold you. I’m truly scary when I’m angry, so if you don’t want to be scolded, you must survive!]
The Demon King of Silver Snow drew her sword.
[Then, what should I show you first? Should I show you my Advent of Creation, the ‘Advent of the Sword Mountain (劍山降臨)’?]
“No, for now, please show me the basic swordsmanship you first learned.”
The Demon King of Silver Snow tilted her head and followed his words.
[The first swordsmanship I learned was the Demonic Ghost Sword (魔鬼劍), which I learned by stealing it from a demonic guard hired by the Illusion Mage House.]
It was a third-rate swordsmanship practiced by wandering demonic beings.
But now, as the Demon King of Silver Snow unfolded it, a mighty power that could not be compared to any sublime sword art appeared.
And that was even without mobilizing any demonic energy at all.
As expected of the greatest sword on the continent. Even a lightly swung sword was imbued with the ultimate sword will.
[…But what is the meaning in showing you something like this?]
“There is plenty of meaning. Please show me your other sword arts as well.”
The Demon King of Silver Snow, with a puzzled face that showed she didn’t understand, continued to demonstrate the swordsmanship she had learned in the past.
It was all a similar pattern.
The swordsmanship she had learned were all shabby things, but they had been perfectly sublimated.
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                    “…She is quite amazing.”
Idrinne exclaimed in admiration from the side.
Idrinne, too, was a genius. It seemed she was gaining great help just by observing.
It would surely become great nourishment for her future growth.
“…Of course, that’s not to say I trust her.”
Her cold gaze toward the Demon King of Silver Snow remained unchanged.
Strangely, Idrinne had been hostile from the moment the Demon King of Silver Snow first appeared.
In any case, it wasn’t an important matter, so he paid it no mind and focused on the Demon King of Silver Snow’s sword.
‘This time, it’s the Devil Storm Sword.’
Just like its childish name, it was a flashy but insubstantial sword, but when unfolded in the hands of the Demon King of Silver Snow, it became a completely different sword.
It was as if a storm, like the advent of a true devil, was raging.
Idrinne, watching the scene beside him, was inspired by the Demon King of Silver Snow’s ultimate sword form (劍形) and sword will (劍意).
Chris was somewhat different.
He, too, gained help by glimpsing the sword will contained in the Demon King of Silver Snow’s sword, but that was not his main focus.
‘I have to grasp the trajectory of life contained in that sword.’
A sword contains the life of the one who wields it.
The way the boastful, third-rate sword art was reborn into such a sublime sword symbolically showed the sword path (劍路) the Demon King of Silver Snow had walked until now.
Within that gap, Chris had to obtain a clue to her authority, the King of Combat (鬪王).
‘The Demon King of Silver Snow said she simply got stronger by fighting, but no. The King of Combat is in the realm of an authority.’
The Demon King of Silver Snow was not the only battle-hardened veteran who had fought their entire life. There were many.
But no one had become as strong as the Demon King of Silver Snow.
‘It’s true that you can get stronger through actual combat, but there’s a limit to that alone.’
If you were to ask if the Demon King of Silver Snow’s talent was exceptional, that wasn’t it either.
Of course, she naturally had outstanding talent, but it was not as exceptional as Evan or Idrinne.
And yet, the Demon King of Silver Snow reached a supreme state.
It was thanks to the King of Combat.
‘I have to see it as something that evolved into an authority thanks to her struggle to survive.’
If you don’t get stronger, you die.
The result of her desperate struggle to survive somehow in the face of death’s threshold was the birth of the authority of the King of Combat.
‘Since it’s of that kind, it’s also true that it can’t be learned artificially, but.’
But he had to obtain it, no matter what.
It wasn’t simply to defeat Drenne.
‘In truth, I don’t necessarily need to use this method to bring down Drenne.’
He knew it was unreasonable in the first place, so there was no need to participate in the one-on-one duel for the position of Vice-Lord.
As Idrinne had said, it might have been better to come up with a scheme and create an advantageous board to eliminate her.
And yet, Chris insisted on this duel where he had to risk his life.
It was because he had a purpose.
‘I have to reach the 9-Star realm with this duel.’
A story that would make one doubt their ears.
To set foot into 9-Star already?
During a duel, at that?
‘Even for me, it’s impossible to set foot into 9-Star already.’
For even Chris to rise to 9-Star would take at least a year.
This, too, was an absurd speed, but it couldn’t be that way.
‘The moment the Four Kings' Castle falls, the movements of the Mystic Demonic House will also begin. To stand against them, I must reach at least the 9-Star realm.’
There was only one way.
The plan was to obtain the authority of the King of Combat and use the duel with Drenne as an opportunity to reach the 9-Star realm.
He knew.
That it was a reckless thought.
First of all, it was questionable whether he could even obtain the authority of the King of Combat.
Because, unlike other authorities, the King of Combat was born as a result of the Demon King of Silver Snow’s desperate struggle.
To artificially follow and learn it might be a nonsensical story.
‘Even if I miraculously learn the King of Combat, I have to survive the duel with Drenne.’
It was something only possible by continuously succeeding in a gamble with a slim probability.
Still.
‘I can do it. No, I will definitely do it.’
Chris’s gaze sank.
The sword the Demon King of Silver Snow unfolded, its sword will, its trajectory, its sword path, the life she had built up, were steadily piled up in his mind’s eye.
Time passed.
***
The day of the duel approached.
There was still some time left, but a chilly aura had already settled over the dueling ground.
The majority of those gathered in advance were the demonic beings of the Necromancy Demonic House.
Since the Curse Demonic House was in a state of near-annihilation.
“Today will finally be the end of that arrogant bastard.”
“Yes, I want to see the sight of the Vice-Head turning him into a living undead soon.”
Everyone spoke with a menacing air.
No one doubted Drenne’s victory.
It was only natural.
“No matter how great he is, it’s useless. Since the Vice-Head has obtained an achievement.”
“To think the Vice-Head would set foot into the state of a Lesser Demon King.”
“Didn’t they say she hasn’t become a 9-Star realm yet?”
“Still, now that she’s set foot in it, it’s all over. There’s no hope for him.”
The thing Chris’s party had been worried about had happened.
Although she hadn’t completely become a Lesser Demon King, Chris had no chance of victory.
“They say the Lord of the Castle will also soon ascend to the state of a complete Demon King. I’m looking forward to it.”
“Once the Lord of the Castle comes out of seclusion, it will be time to wipe out the Dark Alliance bastards again.”
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle had yet to finish his achievement, so he had not shown himself.
Although they had suffered great damage recently, if even the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle were to be reborn as a Demon King, the Four Kings' Castle would come to wield a power that surpassed its former prosperity.
“Is he not here yet?”
The arena grew quiet.
Drenne had appeared in the dueling ground.
Everyone swallowed their saliva with a gulp.
As if to prove the rumors that she had obtained an achievement, her presence was completely different from before.
It was as if a storm on the verge of bursting was coiling.
“He is late.”
At Drenne’s murmur, the demonic beings began to stir.
The time had come, yet Christian showed no sign of appearing.
“How dare he commit such a discourtesy!!”
“We must drag him here at once!!”
“That’s enough.”
Drenne raised her hand.
“Whether he is late or early, the fate of his death will not change. Let us wait.”
A calm voice, without a hint of wavering.
The Drenne of the past would have been more than just provoked, but as her state deepened, her mind, too, had become more disciplined.
‘This is not good.’
Idrinne, who had secretly come to the dueling ground in advance in case the Necromancy Demonic House tried to pull any tricks, hardened her expression.
Drenne’s achievement was far beyond her expectations.
Even worse,
‘Christian did not obtain his achievement.’
Unexpected news.
It wasn’t that he had wasted the week.
He had gained much help by glimpsing the Demon King of Silver Snow’s achievement.
But he had failed to obtain the authority of the King of Combat, which he had most importantly sought to acquire.
‘No, to be precise, it’s not a failure.’
In the midst of learning the authority of the King of Combat, Christian had said something crazy.
-This authority, it seems to be constitutionally incompatible with me.
-…What?
-In the first place, I have never felt the crisis of death. It is too much of a hungry method, so I am not very fond of it.
Then, he had spouted this.
-I have gained the inspiration, so I will try to improve it.
The problem was that this was a story from just two days ago.
Until Idrinne had departed for this place, Chris had not obtained what he wanted.
‘What if Christian loses the duel?’
Idrinne’s gaze grew cold.
‘I will ambush Drenne and take her head.’
A sacred duel?
For the sake of her most precious friend, she couldn’t care less about such a thing. Even if she were to die as a consequence.
Just then, the outskirts grew noisy.
“It’s the Demonic Radiance bastard!!”
Christian was revealing himself.
At the face that showed not a single trace of fear, Idrinne let out a sigh of relief and sent a message magic.
-It seems you were successful in your achievement, thankfully!
-No, I wasn’t. I haven’t succeeded yet.
-…What did you just say?
-It seems time was a bit short.
Idrinne’s jaw dropped.
But what was with that composure?
An even more absurd story came back.
-It’s fine. I just have to apply it appropriately.
Christian gave a wide grin and looked at Drenne, who was standing on the dueling ground.
-Since there’s a perfect sacrifice right here.
It was time to use Drenne to rise to the 9-Star realm.
***
At last, the two stood facing each other.
“You’ve grown stronger in the meantime. It hasn’t even been a week.”
Drenne uttered a sound of admiration as she looked at Christian.
However, it was not a face of vigilance.
The leisure of the strong looking down on the weak could be felt.
“What, compared to you? How does it feel to have set foot into 9-Star?”
“I have not yet fully set foot in it. I have only faintly touched it.”
Drenne drew her corrupted holy sword.
An aura more turbid than evil energy shimmered.
“Still, it seems it will be more than enough to cut you down.”
Flash!
Drenne swung her sword.
It seemed to be a light swing, but a chilly eeriness descended.
‘The authority of death!’
It was an attack that transcended law and forcibly brought down death.
It was a similar authority to the domain skill the Death Knight Lord had used before, the ‘Veil of Life and Death,’ but there was a difference.
The Death Knight Lord could only use the authority of death after unfolding his domain of dominion and using all his strength, but Drenne had manifested it with just a light swing of her sword.
‘The caliber of the authority is also much higher.’
Usually, for this type of death authority, the effect only appeared when the attack hit, but Drenne’s authority had no such limitation.
Even if one blocked or dodged the sword, they would be exposed to death.
‘What a cheat.’
Chris clicked his tongue and unfolded his domain of dominion.
Under the protection of the domain that ruled over the entire world, he was barely able to block the shadow of death.
But Drenne’s attack was just the beginning.
Paat!
Drenne’s form disappeared, then reappeared in front of Chris.
“They say you defeated the Ghost Sword King with the sword. Try taking my sword as well.”
Drenne was a necromantic knight who mainly used the sword, which was a non-mainstream weapon in the Necromancy Demonic House.
As such, her skill in handling the sword had also reached the state of a great master (大家).
‘No, at this rate, she might not be inferior to the Ghost Sword King. Is it because of the achievement she obtained this time?’
An insidious sword whose true form was difficult to grasp, as if a vengeful spirit had become a sword and was attacking, stormed in from all directions.
Furthermore, each and every one of them contained the authority of death.
Chris unfolded his domain of dominion and barely managed to drive back the shadow of death as he faced the sword.
Drenne had not even brought out her domain of dominion yet, yet he was being pushed back.
‘She’s not letting her guard down either.’
The reason Drenne did not unfold her domain of dominion was not because she was looking down on him.
On the contrary.
She was wary of Christian and was trying not to rashly manifest an unreasonable power.
To surely cut off his breath.
As an enemy, she was the worst kind of opponent.
What was even worse was that Drenne’s specialty was not just swordsmanship.
Drenne was also skilled in both necromancy magic and necromancy arts.
Killing Field.
Requiem.
Scythe of the Vengeful Spirit.
In a single breath, three necromancy spells were cast.
All were miracle-class spells; the ground around where Chris was standing turned into a land of death, and a terrible, cursed requiem could be heard.
In the moment his mind was dizzily shaken, a figure shedding tears of blood floated in the air and swung a large scythe.
Fwoooong!
It was an absolute spell that would bring death the moment it touched.
At the same time, Drenne’s sword, too, showed a splendid dance.
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                    Will-based Technique.
March of the Dead Souls.
It was as if countless dead souls had turned into swords and were rushing in.
Chris hardened his face and moved his sword in response.
He neutralized the necromancy magic with black magic and unfolded his swordsmanship to defend against Drenne’s sword.
He was barely able to block it, but the situation was not good.
Anyone could see that Chris was being pushed back.
Even worse, Drenne showed not a single opening even in a situation where she was overwhelmingly advantageous.
It seemed her intention was to slowly, little by little, accumulate damage until he could no longer hold on and collapsed.
Thanks to that, Chris’s complexion began to lose its color as time passed.
‘No! At this rate, Christian will die!’
Idrinne bit her lip hard.
No hope of a comeback could be seen.
“I suppose it is about time to end this.”
Paaaaaaaat!
The surroundings were covered in a turbid, white energy.
At last, Drenne was beginning to exert her power properly.
Domain of Dominion.
Land of the Dead.
Kuaaaaaaaah!
The screams of the dead echoed.
It was not an illusion.
Tens of thousands. An innumerable number.
They cursed at Chris and bestowed a blessing of death upon Drenne.
The energy of death that had been accumulating in Chris’s soul until now grew even more intense, and his complexion turned pale.
His limbs began to lose their warmth in the shadow of approaching death, and the vibration of his thumping heart began to lose its function and gradually fade.
On the contrary, Drenne’s entire body was overflowing with vitality.
A storm of formidable energy was flowing out from her as if it were exploding.
Looking at Chris’s dismayed face, Drenne coldly declared.
“It is time to pay the price for your arrogance.”
Domain Skill.
Sword of Death.
Kiaaaaaaaaaak!!
Tens of thousands of the dead let out ear-splitting screams.
The energy of death they spewed out was imbued in Drenne’s sword.
As long as he could not overcome that immense energy, he would not be able to escape death.
It was an impossible task for the current Chris. His complexion turned white.
“No!!”
It was the moment Idrinne was about to step forward without a second thought.
Suddenly, an incomprehensible thing happened.
Chris suddenly changed his expression and gave a wide grin.
“That should do it.”
And then.
Anduril emitted a light.
The dark demonic energy split the energy of death.
The death energy of tens of thousands of spirits scattered into pieces, and Drenne’s eyes flew open.
“What?!”
She could not understand the situation.
It was not an attack that he could have possibly withstood with his power.
‘It’s not like he was hiding his strength, either.’
That is to say.
Chris’s appearance had changed.
Suddenly, his achievement had deepened.
‘How?’
Chris said in a calm tone.
“Ah, I just had an epiphany.”
“What did you say? Stop spouting nonsense!”
“It’s true. Well, it’s a common thing, isn’t it?”
Gaining an epiphany in the middle of a fight.
It was something that happened from time to time.
But there was a limit to that as well.
Right now, he was not at a level where he had simply gained an epiphany once; his achievement had been completely transformed.
It was as if his state had risen several stages.
“Ah, it’s not that I only had one epiphany. I had… about five or more?”
“…What kind of bullshit is this.”
“Why? You helped me, didn’t you?”
Chris smiled obnoxiously.
“Thanks to your energy of death, I’ve experienced a pseudo-death several dozen times.”
In the moment of death, humans sometimes cause things to happen that cannot be explained by common sense.
The authority of the King of Combat was what had turned that into a concrete ability.
But Chris had shaken his head in the middle of learning the authority of the King of Combat.
‘I don’t like it.’
For the authority of the King of Combat to manifest, he had to actually reach the verge of death.
It did not fit his style.
‘And with my talent, it’s difficult to even reach the verge of death, no matter who the opponent is.’
Instead, Chris had improved the authority of the King of Combat to suit himself.
The Mask of Impending Death.
To vicariously experience the crisis of death in one’s mind’s eye, and obtain the same extreme effect even if it is not an actual crisis of death!
‘Though I couldn’t complete it properly.’
To maximize a small crisis in his mind’s eye and make it feel like death.
As it was a preposterous thing, it was only natural that it was difficult to complete.
But it was fine.
‘Since it can exert the best effect, limited to Drenne.’
Drenne’s authority was death.
Since an actual crisis of death was approaching, it was simple to maximize it in his mind’s eye.
Each and every one of her attacks was an opportunity for an epiphany, so he had deliberately pretended to be in a crisis to induce her attacks.
‘Not only was Drenne’s attack not solely focused on power, but it also contained a deep enlightenment, which was a help to me.’
He was vicariously experiencing death, and an attack containing a sublime enlightenment was rushing in.
It was more than enough to become the foundation for inspiration.
“Thank you. I’ve become incredibly strong thanks to you.”
“…Shut up!!”
For the first time, Drenne lost her composure and shouted in anger.
Paat!!
An attack with all her strength rushed in.
But the aspect of the battle had changed from before.
Chris was not pushed back.
Rather, it was a tense standoff.
‘Now that I’ve seen all the effects I can with the fake impending death, I should stop pretending to be pushed back.’
Chris thought to himself.
‘I have to move on to the next stage.’
Although he had become much stronger in a single breath, his goal was not just this much.
‘I need you to try harder. For my sake.’
Paat!
This time, Chris’s sword raged.
Dark demonic energy, the holy radiance of light, swordsmanship, black magic, he did not hold back.
“You bastard!”
Drenne bit her lip hard.
Drenne’s achievement was still slightly ahead of Chris’s, but it was a difference that could be overturned at any time.
As Chris pushed her with his strange and mysterious attacks, her hands and feet grew dizzy.
At this rate, she could lose.
A sense of crisis washed over her, and Drenne made her decision.
“I will put an end to this.”
Ssssssk.
Her domain of dominion began to change.
Domain Transformation.
King of the Dead.
The requiem of the spirits that had been shaking the soul disappeared.
Instead, one by one, shadows rose from the floor and transformed into human figures.
“Hmm?”
Chris twisted the corner of his mouth.
They were familiar faces.
The Vengeful Spirit.
The Sculptor.
Those who had met their deaths at Chris’s hands not long ago had appeared as Drenne’s dead souls!
And they were not ordinary dead souls, either.
‘They say they can exert nearly 90% of their power from when they were alive. Though there are some restrictions.’
The stronger the summoned undead or dead souls, the smaller the number that could be maintained for a short time.
Even so, it was a fatal danger.
Because the Sculptor and the Vengeful Spirit were each beings of immense power.
“I will kill you.”
Paaaat!
The Sculptor and the Vengeful Spirit unfolded their domains of dominion at the same time.
Domain of Dominion.
The One the World is Hostile To.
Domain of Dominion.
Encroachment of the Abyss.
The two domains of dominion merged with the domain of dominion Drenne had unfolded.
At the same time, Drenne, too, moved.
Her domain of dominion changed.
The shadows of the dead that were cast upon the world grew even more concrete.
As if it were a real, actual world.
Although it was still incomplete, it was the ‘Advent of Creation’ of a 9-Star!
“This is the end.”
An absoluteness was imbued in Drenne’s death.
Ultimate Skill.
Sentence of Death.
Chris’s breath was taken away by the perfect death that was washing over him along with the two terrible curses.
‘…This cannot be blocked.’
It was a true crisis of death.
There was only one way.
For him to become strong enough to drive all of that away.
In other words, he had to set foot into the state of 9-Star.
‘I have to do it.’
The crossroads of life and death.
All other thoughts disappeared, and in a world where time seemed to have stopped, Chris’s mind’s eye went on a mad rampage.
Everything he had experienced until now flashed past him like a revolving lantern.
This life, the previous life.
It was not just about his achievements.
Happy things, sad things.
The entire trajectory of his life shone brightly in his mind’s eye, and that trajectory was the beginning of another world.
Thump. His heart beat once.
‘…What do I want to become?’
In the moment of death, he returned to the source and asked.
He had been running around busily to save the world.
But what he had wanted from the beginning was only his own happiness.
He had to become strong.
More than anyone else.
And he could do it.
Because he was a being more vast than anyone else.
‘I will not lose to the likes of those things.’
There was nothing that could break him.
An arrogance that looked down on everything in the world.
In that moment, the nature of the domain of dominion that was shimmering around him changed.
A sublime dignity was imbued in the Ruler of a Myriad Ages.
It was as if a king had descended.
The hands of everyone in the arena began to tremble, and someone let out a sound of astonishment.
“Th-this is?”
“It is not a domain of dominion.”
Paaaaaaaat!
The scenery was completely transformed.
The curses of the Sculptor and the Vengeful Spirit were crushed and scattered by the newly appearing darkness, and Drenne’s death, too, lost its authority.
An abyss like hell itself.
A scenery as if one had become a lowly creature placed beneath a throne that soared endlessly high.
Advent of Creation.
It was the ‘Throne’.
Chris had set foot into the state of the 9-Star realm!!
It was the moment Chris finally became a Lesser Demon King.
“I-impossible?!!”
Drenne’s hands and feet trembled.
She had been overwhelmed by Chris’s Advent of Creation, the Throne.
It felt as if all her will to fight was disappearing.
“I, too, have set foot into 9-Star. I will not lose!!”
Drenne drew up her strength as if in a desperate struggle.
Paaaaaaaat!!
A turbid energy shimmered madly.
Ultimate Skill.
Claw of the Fallen Star.
Based on her 9-Star state, she had directly manifested the power of the Fallen Star!
The claw of the Fallen Star, which reaped the souls of the earth, descended upon Chris.
However.
“It is useless.”
Chris stretched out his hand.
Fwaaaaaat.
The power of darkness rushed toward the energy of the Fallen Star.
It was just that, yet the energy of the Fallen Star began to scatter into pieces and disappear.
It was the authority of the Throne, which forcibly subjugated and made disappear the power of those of a lower class than oneself.
“Ah.”
Had she sensed her approaching death?
Drenne let out a groan.
“Still, I am grateful to you. Thanks to you, I have obtained a great achievement.”
Chris twisted his lips.
“Now, rest in peace.”
Goooooooo.
A darkness that held light shimmered in Chris’s hand.
Demonic Radiance.
It was different from the one before.
Unlike before, when it had been unable to handle the power and had gone on an unstable rampage, it was now calmly stabilized.
For both darkness and light were now under Chris’s dominion.
Paaaaaaaat!
Drenne drew up her strength, but it was useless.
The Demonic Radiance split Drenne’s body, and for a moment, the surroundings were submerged in silence.
Afterward, paaaaaaaat! along with the sound of tearing through the air, Drenne’s body disappeared without even leaving a trace of its form.
It was a victory!
“It is over. Is there anyone else who would challenge me? If not, I will take it that I am to become the Vice-Lord.”
Everyone in the arena was submerged in silence.
No one could accept reality.
Drenne had been defeated, and Christian, the enemy of the Four Kings' Castle, had become the Vice-Lord.
It felt as if they were having a nightmare.
Just then, a formidable energy descended upon the arena.
Chris turned his gaze, then let out a smirk.
‘He arrived at just the right time. Not too late, not too early.’
A man with a pale impression was staring at Christian with a cold gaze.
It was the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, Pliton!
“The newly appointed Vice-Lord, Christian, pays his respects to the Lord of the Castle.”
Did it sound like a mockery?
Pliton’s presence grew even sharper.
A presence that could not be compared to before.
He had truly reached low 9-Star!
But Chris did not seem to feel much pressure.
It might have been different in the past, but now, he, too, had set foot into 9-Star.
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                    ‘Of course, that’s not to say I can win against him.’
Still, if they were to fight, he was at a level where he could injure him. Not just a scratch, but he would be able to inflict a serious wound.
‘So, he, too, cannot rashly touch me.’
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
The time had come to start wrapping things up in the Four Kings' Castle.
“I request of the Lord of the Castle that, as the Vice-Lord, I wish to do one thing.”
[…What is it?]
“I wish to find the whereabouts of the missing Her Highness the Demon King of Silver Snow.”
[!!]
The gaze of the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle hardened.
Chris looked straight into that gaze. As if to provoke him.
“There is a clue that the whereabouts of the missing Her Highness the Demon King is headed for this Four Kings' Castle. I will conduct an investigation with the authority of the Vice-Lord.”
And so.
The final operation in the Four Kings' Castle began.
***
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle could not refuse Chris’s proposal.
‘In principle, the Four Kings' Castle is supposed to serve the Demon King of Silver Snow. There is no justification to refuse.’
However, there was no possibility that he would just quietly watch Chris.
“…The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle will likely have a plan to lure you to the inner sanctum where Her Highness the Demon King is sealed and kill you.”
“That is likely so.”
Chris nodded his head at Idrinne’s concern.
“It is fine. On the contrary, it is what I want.”
Idrinne wore an expression of incomprehension.
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle had now become a perfect Demon King.
Moreover, given the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle’s insidious personality, it was clear he would pull some kind of despicable trick, so what was with that composure?
“He is not the only one who can set a trap.”
Chris lowered his voice for a moment and told her his plan, and Idrinne wore a look of astonishment.
“…Are you serious?”
“Of course.”
Chris said with low, sunken eyes.
“The Four Kings' Castle will soon be completely destroyed.”
Afterward, Chris began his search to find the Demon King of Silver Snow.
He already knew where she was sealed, so it was just a groundwork of deception.
‘I have to cause as much of a commotion as possible.’
First, under the pretext of tracking the whereabouts of the Demon King of Silver Snow, he stirred up the few remaining influential figures in the Four Kings' Castle.
“What are you hiding inside the mansion?”
“Th-there is nothing.”
“Suspicious. Investigate the inside!!”
Naturally, no clues related to the Demon King of Silver Snow came out.
Instead, other clues came out.
“You kidnapped young boys and girls and offered them as human sacrifices. This is a grave crime forbidden by His Majesty the Demon Emperor.”
Chris’s gaze grew cold.
It was rare to find a key figure in the Four Kings' Castle who had not committed an inhumane crime.
In the first place, they regarded the people as nothing more than toys, slaves, and livestock.
If the purpose was for human sacrifice to enhance their power, that was on the lighter side. There were many who had committed torture and murder for no reason at all, purely for pleasure.
He became even more determined to get rid of the Four Kings' Castle.
‘To think there are still this many bastards to kill, even after I’ve eliminated so many in advance.’
There were originally so many bastards to kill that it was a stir-up for the sake of a blind, yet it had turned into a huge commotion.
“Imprison all of these bastards in the dungeons! They will be executed later.”
The number of those dragged away exceeded twenty.
“The execution will likely be difficult. The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle will not permit it.”
“I know. It does not matter.”
Even while causing a commotion, he was not crossing the line.
So that the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle would silently watch his rampage.
‘The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle is planning to kill me by digging a trap near the sealing place. He won’t try to strike me unreasonably unless it’s absolutely necessary.’
The reason the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle was not striking Chris right now was due to his cautious personality.
He would be planning to eliminate Chris perfectly without suffering any damage, but he would soon find out.
What kind of misjudgment he was making.
Then, after a few more days had passed?
The number of those dragged away was now close to fifty.
Since the Curse Demonic House was as good as annihilated, most of them were demonic beings of the Necromancy Demonic House.
Although they were not 7-Stars, most of them were high-ranking demonic beings of 5-Star and 6-Star, so it meant that a tremendous force had been locked up in the dungeons.
Of course, the demonic beings of the Necromancy Demonic House just snorted.
“As if you have the power to kill us anyway.”
“The Lord of the Castle will soon take your head.”
“Release us at once. Then the Lord of the Castle might show you a little mercy.”
Everyone believed in the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle and growled without a hint of intimidation.
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“That would be difficult. Because you all have to be locked up like this for me to be able to save Her Highness the Demon King.”
“What? What do you mean by that?”
“You still don’t get it? Why I am doing this.”
The reason Chris had caused such a commotion was, as mentioned before, for deception.
However, it was not a deception to divert attention by causing a commotion in the general sense.
“If you are all locked up like this, who will guard the Four Kings' Castle?”
“…What?”
The high-ranking demonic beings who were locked up flinched.
With the Curse Demonic House annihilated, a large gap in power had been created in the Four Kings' Castle.
With them, the middle core of the Necromancy Demonic House, also locked up in the dungeons, the guard was as good as empty.
“You bastard…? What are you plotting?”
“You can’t even get a clue after I’ve told you this much. Well, you’ll die anyway, so I guess it doesn’t matter if you don’t know?”
Chris commanded the demonic beings of the Blood Sword Demonic House who were guarding them.
“As the Vice-Lord, I command you. Kill all of these bastards.”
“!!”
The high-ranking demonic beings of the Necromancy Demonic House’s eyes flew open.
“You bastard?! Are you insane? After doing something like this, the Lord of the Castle will!!”
“I told you it’s not something you should be worried about.”
The demonic beings of the Blood Sword Demonic House swung their swords.
Those who were trapped in the dungeons were wearing restraints that sealed their demonic energy, so they could not even put up a proper resistance and all met their deaths.
“Y-you will regret this… The Lord of the Castle will bring you a miserable death….”
The last remaining demonic being threatened with a trembling voice, but Chris answered calmly.
“I’m sorry, but this is just the beginning.”
“…What?”
It was the moment the last remaining demonic being asked back.
An ear-splitting alarm sound blared out.
[Enemies!!]
[It’s an invasion from the Dark Alliance!!!]
That was right.
This was Chris’s plan.
To inflict devastating damage from the inside, then strike the empty Four Kings' Castle again.
The demonic beings of the Dark Alliance surged into the Four Kings' Castle.
***
Chris whistled.
‘We did sign a peace treaty, but well, these kinds of promises are made to be broken anyway.’
It was the Four Kings' Castle that had been turned into a wreck because of Chris. There was no power left to block the forces of the Dark Alliance.
‘The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle is a problem, though.’
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle alone might be able to stand against the forces of the Dark Alliance.
Because that was the power of a low 9-Star, a Demon King.
‘It’s fine. He won’t be able to pay any mind to our Dark Alliance anyway.’
Chris headed for the underground labyrinth with Idrinne.
It was the place where the Demon King of Silver Snow was sealed.
Originally, the highest-ranking demonic beings should have been there with a trap set to catch him, but it was quiet due to the invasion of the Dark Alliance.
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle was also nowhere to be seen.
They arrived at the seal without any interference, and inside a transparent glass tube, a woman of noble beauty had her eyes closed.
‘…The gap between her and her child-form incarnation is so big, I can never get used to it no matter how many times I see it.’
Chris wore a bewildered expression.
Just then, the Demon King of Silver Snow slowly opened her eyes.
Unlike when she was a child, her eyes held a deep and captivating charm that seemed to draw one in.
[You have finally come! You took so long to come, I thought you had abandoned me!]
“……”
[That is not to say I was scared on my own! For I am the great Demon King! It is true!]
…Unlike her outward appearance, her pathetic inner self seemed to be the same.
She was a Demon King whose appearance and personality were truly at opposite extremes.
‘…Even if the seal is released, the Demon King of Silver Snow’s power won’t return for a while, so she’ll be going around in her child-form incarnation, right?’
He briefly thought that if she was going to keep acting so ridiculously, it would be better for her appearance to match, in the form of a child.
[Why do you look at me so? Does your heart flutter at my beautiful and noble appearance?]
“…Absolutely not.”
[…Yes, I know. I was just saying. Strangely, no one ever looks at me that way. That is why I have never been in a relationship. Ah, why does no one like me!]
This Demon King is really loud!
Idrinne next to him seemed to be thinking the same thing as she frowned.
“It would be best to start quickly.”
“…Yes. Your Highness, I will begin the dismantling work, so please keep your mouth shut.”
[Why must I keep my mouth shut and be quiet when you are releasing the seal? Does it not matter?]
“…You are loud, so I cannot concentrate.”
Chris let out a sigh and raised his demonic energy.
The structure of the sealing formation entered his mind in detail.
‘I can dismantle it. I am not the same person I was before.’
The first time he had faced this seal before, he had needed a fortnight.
Now, it was different.
At that time, Chris had been an 8-Star (advancing), but now he had reached the state of a Lesser Demon King.
‘A few hours is enough.’
Paaat!
The dark demonic energy began to interfere with the sealing formation.
Crack. Crack.
It had not been long, but he could feel it cracking.
[Amazing! I can feel the shackles that bind me weakening! I feel like a princess being rescued by a prince!]
“…Your Highness, Christian told you to keep your mouth shut.”
Idrinne rebuked her on behalf of the concentrating Christian.
[…Do you perhaps hate me?]
“…I do not.”
[…You really do not? I will be hurt.]
“I cannot concentrate, so both of you, please be quiet.”
But the good atmosphere did not last long.
An intense presence rushed in.
[…Enough. Stop.]
Thump.
A man with a pale impression revealed himself from across the labyrinth.
It was the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle!
Chris raised the corner of his mouth in a smirk.
“An external enemy has invaded, yet for the Lord of the Castle to appear to see to a personal matter without protecting the castle. You are unqualified.”
[…Shut up.]
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle growled in anger.
Even if the Four Kings' Castle were to fall today, the release of the Demon King of Silver Snow had to be stopped, no matter what.
Because the Demon King of Silver Snow was a great disaster.
[I will crush you to death in an instant here, and then I will tear the bugs of the Dark Alliance to death.]
“Well now, I don’t think that will be easy?”
[You are mistaken that you are something. A mere fledgling who has just set foot into the 9-Star realm.]
Ssssssk.
A turbid, white energy spread around the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
He was about to unfold his Advent of Creation.
[I will kill you in a single blow.]
Paaaaaaaat!
It was the moment the energy of death was about to transform into a single world.
Suddenly, an unexpected event occurred.
Crack!!
The white energy flinched. As if something had forcibly stopped it.
It was not Chris’s energy.
[…This, don’t tell me?]
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
“Didn’t I tell you it wouldn’t be easy?”
Fwoooosh.
A darkness as if it were burning rushed in.
It was a different kind of darkness from Chris’s.
Heavier, and darker.
Beyond the energy of darkness, a familiar face could be seen.
A sullen little boy was frowning.
“Get away from my grandson, you bag of bones.”
Nordian had appeared.
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                    As soon as Nordian appeared, he examined Christian.
“Are you hurt anywhere?”
“No, Grandfather.”
“Honestly, you whelp.”
Nordian frowned deeply.
As always, his grandson was reckless beyond compare.
“That’s enough. Let’s talk after we take care of that bag of bones first.”
Nordian strode forward.
“The two of us should be enough.”
[…You whelps.]
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle ground his teeth.
[How arrogant. I am not the same person I once was. I have ascended to the throne of a perfect Demon King.]
Christian, too, was a 9-Star (advancing), as was Nordian.
Generally, even if two 9-Star (advancing) were to combine their strength, they would be no match for a low 9-Star.
That is, if it were ‘generally’ speaking.
“I wonder who is mistaken.”
Paat!
Nordian emitted his presence.
A deep, dark demonic energy confronted the turbid, white death demonic energy of the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
The problem was the result.
He was not pushed back.
Even though Nordian’s demonic energy should have been no match for it.
Nordian, with the face of a small child, twisted the corner of his mouth. It was an insufferable expression that somehow resembled Chris’s.
“Is it not natural that this body’s great dark demonic energy would be superior to the likes of your lowly and dirty demonic energy?”
It was due to the compatibility of their demonic energies.
Dark demonic energy possessed an attribute superior to all other demonic energies. It was the same for death demonic energy.
Of course, if the gap in class was severe, this advantage would be meaningless, but.
“Did you think I was just playing around all this time? To be so proud of just having ascended to a low 9-Star. And on top of that, using a heretical method.”
[You whelp… don’t tell me?]
The voice of the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle trembled faintly.
Only then did he notice the change in Nordian.
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle was not the only one who had grown stronger.
Nordian, too, had grown in the time he had not been seen.
‘I haven’t fully ascended to a low 9-Star, but I’ve gotten very close.’
In other words, the difference between the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle and Nordian right now was only a paper-thin one.
“Grandfather, this is a hassle, so let’s take care of him quickly.”
Christian stepped up to Nordian’s side.
Paaaaaaaat!
A sublime dark demonic energy of a different nature from Nordian’s, one that ruled over even light, flowed out.
Two types of dark demonic energy were directed at the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
[You whelps….]
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle ground his teeth.
But he could neither do this nor that.
He knew. That if they were to fight like this, his defeat would be certain.
But he could not avoid a fight, either.
Because if the Demon King of Silver Snow were to be released, he would absolutely not be able to escape death.
A flash of contemplation passed, and then.
[Since it has come to this, I have no choice. Do not resent me. It is all your fault that things have come to this.]
After an unknown warning, he took an unexpected action.
[O, Mystic One! I will follow your proposal, so lend me your strength!!]
“!!”
The complexions of Christian, Nordian, and Idrinne, who was with them, hardened.
“Don’t tell me?”
“…I believe it is so.”
Fwaaak! A wicked presence rushed in from across the dark labyrinth.
Thump.
Along with low footsteps, four figures revealed themselves.
All of them had terrible appearances.
Wings covered in a membrane, eyes slit like a snake’s, the horns of a magical beast.
They were human, yet they possessed an appearance like that of the demon tribe.
They were the demonic beings of the Mystic Demonic House!
‘As expected, the whelps of the Mystic Demonic House were on standby.’
Chris’s gaze sank.
He had not thought they would just stand by while the Four Kings' Castle fell.
However, the reason they had not revealed themselves until now was because the Mystic Demonic House, too, had its own schemes.
[Lord of the Four Kings' Castle. If we help you, will you swear to hand over everything in the Four Kings' Castle to our Mystic Demonic House?]
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle ground his teeth and answered.
[…I swear.]
[Very well. The contract has been established.]
The one standing at the front nodded his head.
Unlike the others, he was a handsome youth with a neat appearance. If it weren’t for the four wings on his back, he would be considered an ordinary human.
[In the name of our Mystic, all the rats of the Dark Alliance that have set foot in the Four Kings' Castle will return to the embrace of the great Gehenna.]
An arrogant story.
But neither Christian nor Nordian could dismiss that story as a bluff.
‘An Archbishop. To think such a big shot would come.’
The Mystic Demonic House was a group of devil worshippers, so all of its members received the blessing of a devil.
Among them, the particularly strong ones were the high-ranking priests, referred to as Cardinals, Bishops, Archbishops, and High Priests.
‘Usually, Cardinals are 8-Star (mid) or higher, Bishops are 8-Star (high) or higher, and Archbishops are 9-Star (advancing) or higher.’
In other words, that youth’s power was at the level of a 9-Star (advancing) Lesser Demon King.
In a single breath, the tables had been turned.
‘The other three are all Cardinals and Bishops, too.’
Nordian frowned.
“I’ll have to call the others who are outside as quickly as possible.”
He was referring to the heads of the Destruction Demonic House and the Extreme Poison Demonic House.
“That will be difficult. The Mystic Demonic House has likely already set up a barrier around this area, so they will not be able to come until the fight is over.”
"...Then at least you should run away."
"Why would I run away?"
Chris said nonchalantly.
"We are going to win."
"!!"
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle and the magi of the Mystic Demonic House wore dumbfounded expressions.
Nordian and Idrinne were the same.
Far from winning, it was a situation with no chance of victory.
"Grandfather, do you really think I wouldn't have anticipated a situation like this?"
"...No, if it's you, you would have."
Yes, everyone had expected that a magus from the Mystic Demonic House would appear.
The reason they had still carried out this plan was simple.
Because they were confident they would win.
"I will eliminate that Archbishop whelp in an instant and then join you. Then it will be our victory."
Chris knew.
That even if the Mystic Demonic House were to support the Four Kings' Castle, no one higher than an Archbishop could step forward.
Because the time of the Mystic Demonic House had not yet come.
As long as a 'High Priest' class did not step forward, they could win as much as they wanted.
"Please hold off the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle for just a moment, Grandfather. Idrinne, you take care of the other riff-raff. I will deal with this as quickly as possible."
The youth of the Mystic Demonic House, the Archbishop, wore a look of disbelief.
[As expected of the great vessel. Your confidence, at least, is quite something.]
"It seems you're the ones who are overflowing with confidence."
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
"No, seeing as you can't even recognize your opponent, are you just stupid? I don't think you'll last five moves against me."
[!!]
The Archbishop's face hardened coldly.
[I was planning to escort you as gently as possible, but it seems that won't be necessary.]
Fwoosh.
An eerie energy began to flow from the Archbishop's body.
It was Evil Energy (惡氣).
[In any case, now that it has come to this, the fact that you are the vessel is no longer important, so it should be fine to handle you a little roughly. Prepare yourself.]
An important piece of information slipped past the Archbishop's lips.
'As expected, those whelps have almost finished their preparations for the coming of the Age of Ruin.'
After vanquishing the Demon King of Dead Blood who had descended upon Idrinne before, he had guessed that the Mystic Demonic House whelps would prepare another alternative method.
Because besides using the 'vessel', the Mystic Demonic House had several other methods.
That was why Chris had also pushed himself to bring down the Four Kings' Castle as quickly as possible.
'After today, the Mystic Demonic House will likely show even more本格的な (honkakuteki na - full-scale/serious) movements.'
In any case, that was something to think about after the fight was over.
Paat, he unfolded his Dark Demonic Energy in response, and it clashed with the Evil Energy.
Idrinne and Nordian also moved.
"Leave it to me! I will help you with the power of friendship!"
"...Friendship? Who are you?"
"Grandfather! I am Christian's closest friend, Idrinne! I pay my respects! I have wanted to meet you for a long time! Seeing your cute... no, your gallant figure, my heart is overwhelmed! I will pay my proper respects after we have taken care of these riff-raff!"
"Kh-khm? I like your courteousness. Yes, let's take care of that bag of bones and then see."
[You whelps...! Are you ignoring me!!]
Idrinne faced the Bishops and Cardinals.
Nordian confronted the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
However, unlike their confident appearances, the two were immediately pushed into a defensive position.
Because both of their opponents were beyond their capabilities.
They had followed his words because they trusted Christian, but they would not be able to hold out for long.
But the biggest problem was not Idrinne and Nordian.
[How foolish. All of you, meet your end in despair.]
The one in the most dire situation was Christian.
Paaaat!
The Evil Energy pushed back Christian's Dark Demonic Energy.
Contrary to his bold words, he was being pushed back helplessly.
[To think a mere fledgling who has just reached the 9-Star (advancing) state would dare to face me.]
The Archbishop twisted his lips.
It was the same for the states below 9-Star, but even within the same 9-Star (advancing) state, the power varied greatly.
Christian was in a state where he had just reached 9-Star (advancing).
On the other hand, the Archbishop possessed the power of a mature 9-Star (advancing).
It was only natural that he would be superior.
Fwaak! Unable to withstand the Evil Energy, the Dark Demonic Energy was completely pushed back, and Chris's surrounding view changed.
The Archbishop had unfolded his Advent of Creation.
[The Abyss of Gehenna shall descend.]
An ashen world.
The terrible screams of those in pain.
It was the Advent of Creation used by the Archbishops of the Mystic Demonic House, 'Gehenna's Shadow'.
It possessed an authority that allowed the magi of the Mystic Demonic House to exert a power like that of a devil.
[I will not kill you. I will have you experience all the pain you can, annihilate your mind, and make you into a proper vessel.]
Chwararararak.
The Evil Energy materialized in the air, creating countless intangible scythes.
Ultimate Skill.
Scythe of the Devil.
Not only did it possess immense power, but it was also a powerful attack that made the opponent incapable of resisting by imbuing them with the terrible curse of Gehenna.
In a moment of life and death, a sudden, incomprehensible event occurred.
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
A smile that did not fit the situation.
And.
The raging Scythes of the Devil came to a halt in mid-air, then, pasasak, turned to dust and scattered.
[…Why?]
The Archbishop let out a dazed question.
He had not grasped the situation.
In that moment, the surrounding scenery changed again.
Cracks began to form in the ashen world of Gehenna.
The Advent of Creation was collapsing!
Through the cracks, darkness welled up.
A deep, deep darkness.
Not just a simple darkness, but a wondrous darkness that held a brilliant light, looking down upon the entire world, pushed away the ashen world and filled the entire surroundings.
Chris's Advent of Creation, the 'Throne', had swallowed the Archbishop's Advent of Creation!
[H-how?]
"Why ask what you already know?"
Chris let out a smirk.
"Because my Advent of Creation is superior to yours."
An unbelievable story.
But it was the truth.
'Of course, that's not to say I'm stronger than him.'
As mentioned before, Christian had only just reached the 9-Star (advancing) state, so his overall power was far lacking.
However, when limited to the Advent of Creation, the story was different.
'Even when I was an 8-Star, my worldview was already comparable to a decent Advent of Creation.'
No matter how much of a difference in level there was, he, too, was ultimately just a 9-Star (advancing).
Compared to Chris's Advent of Creation, his was bound to be lacking.
'That's why I deliberately induced him to unfold his Advent of Creation.'
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                    If he had fought with everything he had, without letting his guard down, it would have been difficult for Chris to deal with him as well.
But now that it had become a contest between Advents of Creation, the story became much easier.
It was because of the ‘authority’ of the Throne.
[As expected of the great vessel. How amazing. But do you think I will let things go as you wish?]
The Archbishop let out a smirk.
He tried to escape from the domain of Chris’s Advent of Creation, but his smile suddenly disappeared.
He could not escape.
[…What?]
The Throne possessed an authority that dominated everything within its domain.
So now that he was trapped inside, he could not escape as he wished.
The only way was to confront the Throne with an even more superior Advent of Creation, but that was an impossible task for him.
“There’s no time, so let’s end this quickly.”
As Chris beckoned with his hand, a light emerged.
Over the brilliant light, darkness overlapped once again.
It was the darkness that held light, the Demonic Radiance.
The Demonic Radiance, reborn as a 9-Star ultimate skill, incomparably more stable than when he had been an 8-Star, flew toward the Archbishop.
[!!]
The Archbishop’s complexion turned white.
It was not at the level of a mere 9-Star (advancing)’s ultimate skill.
It was a power that did not fall short even when compared to the ultimate skill unfolded by a complete Demon King.
Paaaaaaaat!!
Evil Energy stretched out from the Archbishop and defended against the Demonic Radiance.
[Keuheuk!!]
He had barely managed to block it, but the damage was evident.
[Huhu. How amazing. I will admit it. It seems I have underestimated you. It seems I am no match for you.]
The Archbishop quickly admitted his own shortcomings.
But that was not to say he had accepted defeat.
[O, great ones! I offer my soul, so please let your great will descend upon the earth!!]
Crack, crack.
The Archbishop’s entire body trembled. His eyes became bloodshot, and then, the focus in his pupils gradually disappeared.
An Evil Energy incomparably greater than before began to flow out.
A purer, and even more sinister Evil Energy.
“Be careful! He is trying to make a devil descend by using his own soul as a sacrifice!!”
It was just as Idrinne had shouted.
Nordian grit his teeth.
“A devil. Those rotten things. Christian! Leave this place at once! I will somehow hold them off from behind!!”
It was no ordinary devil.
At least a noble class.
No, judging from the Evil Energy flowing from him, it was a highest-ranking devil of at least the Duke or Marquis class.
They could absolutely not win.
However.
“Didn’t I say it was fine?”
A leisure that still did not fit the situation.
At the same time, an unbelievable miracle occurred.
Thud.
Suddenly, the transformation that had been progressing in the Archbishop’s body stopped.
The Evil Energy that had been raging like a storm was cut off abruptly. As if someone had blocked it.
The descent had stopped!
[H-how?]
The Archbishop stuttered.
His complexion had turned pale, as if his spirit had taken a blow from the backlash of the failed descent.
“You still don’t get it? This place is entirely my space.”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
“Not even a devil can presume to challenge my Throne.”
That was right.
Now that the ‘Throne’ was unfolded, no one could easily invade his domain.
Even if that someone were a devil.
‘Especially since the class of my soul is not inferior to that of a decent devil. It might be a different story if it had completely descended, but in a state where it has not even descended upon the earth like this, it is absolutely impossible.’
“Let’s end this.”
As Chris beckoned with his hand, a brilliant light filled the surroundings.
It was a magnificent light, as if paying respects to the Throne.
It was not just light. Darkness, too, and everything in the world, as if in competition, offered their respects to the Throne.
Ultimate Skill.
The Veneration of Light and Dark.
The Throne sentenced him to death.
The light and dark that had filled the entire world rushed toward the Archbishop like a tidal wave.
The Archbishop blankly stared at the magnificent sight.
It was a beautiful sight, to the point of losing one’s mind, even as death was rushing in.
He belatedly tried to draw up his Evil Energy, but it was useless.
Due to the aftereffects of the descent, the control of his power was not smooth.
No, even if he had been able to exert his power properly, the result would not have changed.
Because this ultimate skill just now was not the power of a mere 9-Star (advancing).
Gooooooooo.
The light and dark swept over the Archbishop, and with a deafening roar, the Archbishop’s body scattered into dust.
He had been annihilated without even leaving a corpse behind.
[Wh-what?]
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, who had been watching the scene, wore an expression of disbelief.
‘That’s a 9-Star (advancing)? Impossible.’
Although he had become a low 9-Star and a complete Demon King, he could absolutely not manifest the level of power Chris had just shown.
It was an authority beyond the standard.
‘At that level, it’s comparable to a mid 9-Star?’
The presence of the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle subsided, and Chris, as if to show off, raised the corner of his mouth and thought to himself.
‘…This was a one-time power that I barely managed to unfold by force, but. Well, I suppose there’s no need to show it.’
Just as the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle had thought, it was not a power he could use with his current state.
He had pushed himself greatly because he had to get rid of the Archbishop quickly.
‘If he hadn't let his guard down and if luck hadn't been on my side in many ways, I wouldn't have been able to end this so easily.’
Instead, Chris was in a state of exhaustion from having pushed himself to end the fight as quickly as possible.
It was impossible for him to use any great power from now on.
‘Still, it doesn't matter. All I have to do now is lend a hand.’
Nordian and Idrinne.
They were both monsters.
With just a little help, the tide of the battle would be completely turned.
‘But who should I help first?’
The situation was similar for both of them.
They were being pushed back by a narrow margin.
Idrinne shouted.
“I am fine! Please lend your hand to Grandfather!!”
“…Grandfather? Since when did I become your grandfather?”
“Ah! I have admired you for a long time, so I could not contain my joyous heart and made a mistake. If you are Christian’s grandfather, then you are the same as the grandfather in my heart. You were as gallant as I had always admired, so I misspoke without realizing it.”
“Keke. You even make mistakes prettily. In any case, I am fine. You go and help that little one over there first.”
“…Wait, a little one?”
“You can call me whatever you like, Grandfather!! If it is you calling me, then I like it all!!”
‘I have a problem with it, though?’
Chris frowned deeply.
He had no idea what nonsense the two of them were spouting.
Unfortunately, there was no time to argue.
‘Let’s help them at the same time.’
It was possible.
Paaaaaaaat!
He expanded the domain of the Throne.
So that it could embrace both Idrinne and Nordian.
“What is this?”
“Heo.”
Idrinne and Nordian wore looks of surprise.
Power was welling up beyond their own limits.
It was the authority of the Throne, the ‘Blessing’.
The blessing of the king who looked down upon the entire world had been bestowed upon the two of them.
That was not all.
The domain of the Throne continued to stretch out and envelop the other enemies.
A completely opposite authority crushed the enemies.
‘Intimidation’.
It was an authority that forcibly suppressed the opponent’s spirit with the might of a king.
The Cardinal and Bishop of the Mystic Demonic House, and even the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, all felt an immense pressure from the might of the Throne.
[You whelp…!! How dare you use such a petty trick on me!!!]
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle let out an enraged shout.
But it was not just a ‘petty trick’.
No matter how much the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle was a low 9-Star, it was impossible for him to escape from the authority of the Throne.
Because the ‘Intimidation’ of the Throne, an authority that dominated the entire world, possessed an ‘absoluteness’ that did not discriminate, no matter who the opponent was.
‘Of course, the higher the state, the relatively lighter the pressure they will receive, but.’
The problem was that the opponent of the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle was Nordian.
And one who had grown even more intense with the blessing of the Throne.
It was more than enough to turn the tide of the battle.
‘Not to mention Idrinne’s side.’
Even the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, who was of a high state, was negatively affected by the intimidation of the Throne.
Then what about the Cardinal and Bishop who had not yet ascended to 9-Star?
Their power was weakened to an incomparable degree.
[I-impossible?]
[What kind of 9-Star (advancing)’s Advent of Creation is like this?]
[What kind of Demon King is he trying to become?]
The magi of the Mystic Demonic House stared at Chris in astonishment.
He had not even properly become a Demon King as a 9-Star (advancing) yet.
What if Christian were to ascend to the state of a perfect Demon King? It was frightening to even imagine.
[We must stop him!]
[Even if it means breaking the vessel, we must deal with him here!]
Of course, it was a wish that could not be fulfilled.
“Your opponent is me. You will not lay a single finger on my friend, Christian.”
It was Idrinne who had been blocking them with her genius talent, despite her state being much lower.
Now that she even had Chris’s blessing, it was needless to say more. The three, the Cardinal and Bishops of the Mystic Demonic House, could not get past Idrinne.
‘I’m here, too.’
Chris did not stop at simply assisting the two.
He observed the situation from time to time and intervened by using the Demonic Radiance at the necessary moments.
His energy had already dropped to the point where it was impossible to use any great power, but it was more than possible to catch them off guard.
Whenever Chris launched such a surprise attack, the hands and feet of the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle or the magi of the Mystic Demonic House would be thrown into disarray, and they would suffer great damage.
And then, an event that would decisively determine the course of the battle occurred.
“Brother, I am here!!”
“I am here as well!”
Grand Duke Besen and Duke Huam had broken through the barrier of the Mystic Demonic House whelps and had appeared!
“…I am here, too. Christian, you thief.”
The head of the Blood Sword Demonic House, Rubinson, also joined in.
For some reason, he was glaring at Christian with displeasure.
“…You whelp, that gaze. Are you perhaps daring to glare at my grandson? Do you want your eyeballs plucked out?”
“Heuk. I-I apologize.”
“I apologize for having such a worthless father, Grandfather!”
There was such a minor happening, but it was not an important matter.
Rubinson joined Idrinne, and Grand Duke Besen and Duke Huam attacked the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle along with Nordian.
And then.
[H-how could this be….]
The Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, whose core had been destroyed by Nordian’s sword, raised a trembling hand.
Toward Christian.
[B-because of you… everything….]
"Shut up, you bag of bones. Take your hands off my grandson."
A dark demonic energy raged.
It was Nordian’s ultimate skill, the ‘Abyss of Darkness’.
A heavy demonic energy, like the abyss itself, on a different level from Christian’s dark demonic energy, tore the body of the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle to shreds.
It was the end of the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, who had reigned as one of the strongest in the Magus Empire.
“Now, all that’s left is to finish off those disgusting whelps.”
Nordian turned his head.
The three from the Mystic Demonic House were also nearly finished.
Stab!
Idrinne’s sword pierced the heart of the Bishop who had been holding out until the very end.
Finally, everything was over!
To have brought down the Four Kings' Castle was a historic moment, but Chris suddenly frowned.
“What is it?”
“Well.”
Something didn’t feel right.
It didn’t feel like it was over.
On the contrary, it felt as if something even bigger was approaching.
‘What is it?’
Then, Nordian’s expression also began to harden.
“…What is this?”
Next was Idrinne.
Then Rubinson, Grand Duke Besen, and Duke Huam’s faces also hardened.
They all felt it.
Something whose exact nature they could not tell, but which for that very reason felt even more eerie, was washing over them.
Just then, a strange phenomenon occurred.
It was from the corpses of the three from the Mystic Demonic House who had fallen.
Fwoooosh!
A blue flame burned the three corpses.
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                    ‘The Hellfire of Karma?’
[Kuaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!]
[Aaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!]
Even though they had already met their deaths, the screams of their souls echoed.
Something was trying to descend, using their souls as a sacrifice.
‘Don’t tell me?’
The moment Chris clenched his fist, an intense energy raged.
Everyone drew up their energy against the pressure, as if a giant were crushing them, and then, a single figure revealed itself.
It was cloaked from head to toe in a robe covered in eerie patterns.
At the suffocating Evil Energy, Duke Huam swallowed his saliva with a gulp.
“…Don’t tell me, a devil?”
“…It is not a devil. It is a human.”
As Nordian shook his head, everyone wore expressions of disbelief.
It was an Evil Energy that could not be imagined to come from a human.
The Archbishop’s Evil Energy from before had been intense, but it could not be compared.
“…Christian, is my guess correct?”
“…I believe so.”
Chris nodded his head heavily.
“It is a High Priest of the Mystic Demonic House.”
“!!”
Astonishment spread throughout the arena.
The Mystic Demonic House was a group thoroughly shrouded in secrecy. Nothing had been revealed about what kind of system it had or what kind of individuals were in it.
But there were a few beings who were known to the outside world.
They were the ‘High Priests’.
The beings who stood at the pinnacle of the Mystic Demonic House.
“What kind of nonsense is this? Isn’t this a Demon King-level power?”
Grand Duke Besen wore a look of disbelief.
It was known through the grapevine that the High Priests of the Mystic Demonic House were beings who possessed a power that defied common sense.
But this was not on that level.
‘It has to be. Because the High Priests are beings who have become devils as humans.’
The high-ranking priests of the Mystic Demonic House were divided into two classes.
The Cardinal, Bishop, and Archbishop classes that Chris’s party had been facing until now.
These were those who had not yet cast off the shackles of being human.
On the other hand, the High Priests above them were those who had transformed into devils themselves.
‘At least he doesn’t seem to be an Apostle-class.’
Even so, it was a desperate situation.
He appeared to be a being who possessed the same power as a low 9-Star Demon King.
‘Unlike the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, who was in many ways clumsy, having just ascended to 9-Star, this is a real low 9-Star.’
Chris wore a troubled expression.
It might have been a different story if he were in perfect condition, but now that he was completely drained of power, he was an opponent he could absolutely not face.
‘How did he descend? The High Priests are subject to the restrictions of causality, just like devils, so unless the boundary of the three realms collapses, it’s impossible for them to come to the forefront.’
That was the reason he had not factored in the intervention of a High Priest when he had been making his plans.
“…Don’t tell me, you descended, accepting the backlash of causality, just to eliminate me?”
At Chris’s question, the High Priest turned his gaze.
From within the robe, an eerie gaze shimmered.
[That is correct, O great vessel. Originally, we had planned to serve you after the Age of Ruin began, but we have come to the judgment that we can no longer leave you be. If we leave you as you are, you will surely stand in the way of our great work. We must escort you to the main house, even if we have to force it.]
“…I am honored. To think a High Priest of the Mystic Demonic House would be willing to face even annihilation just to take me.”
The backlash of causality was not a light matter.
Right now, he must be under an immense burden on his soul just by having descended to this place.
[It does not matter. My soul has long since been offered for the great beings of Gehenna. I would rather be glad to be able to be martyred for the great work.]
He raised his hand.
Fwaaaa.
A massive Evil Energy raged.
[The preparations for the Age of Ruin are already in their final stages, even without you, but if you, the great vessel, were to be with us, it would become even more perfect. Please understand even if my touch is a bit rough.]
“Shut up. What’s with all this talk of a vessel?”
Nordian stepped forward in front of Christian.
Nordian, too, was exhausted of his power, but he was stepping forward to protect his grandson.
It was the same for Idrinne and the others.
“Whether it’s a devil or anyone else, if you touch my friend, I will not leave you be.”
They all blocked the way in front of Christian.
Their intention was one.
For Chris to get to safety while they bought time.
But Chris showed an unexpected reaction.
“Please do not worry.”
“…What do you mean? No matter who you are, a monster like that is too much for you.”
“It is alright.”
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
“Because I have an insurance policy, just in case.”
Everyone wore puzzled expressions, unable to understand Chris’s words.
Just then, a cheerful voice that did not fit the situation echoed.
[Uahaha! I have waited long!! Now that I am here, leave the rest to me!!]
A cute girl, like a little princess, appeared.
It was the Demon King of Silver Snow!
Chris had been secretly working on dismantling the sealing formation throughout the entire fight, and had finally managed to free the Demon King of Silver Snow.
At her pathetic appearance, which did not feel intimidating in the slightest, even though she had been released from her seal, Chris let out a small sigh.
“…This is Her Highness the Demon King of Silver Snow.”
Only then did expressions of astonishment appear on the faces of the three house heads.
“…Is that really her? That little girl?”
As Nordian showed a reaction as if he could not believe it, the Demon King of Silver Snow flared up.
“Are you Nordian? What are you saying when you, too, are in the form of a child?! The rumors of your insolence were widespread, and they were true!”
Nordian frowned.
She was not even a Demon King from the same Magic Kingdom in the first place, and now Nordian, too, had set foot upon the seat of a Demon King.
Moreover, since Nordian was practically leading the Southern Magic Kingdom, it was difficult to see him as being completely under the Demon King of Silver Snow.
"…My apologies. Your Highness is just as the rumors say."
"Ahem, yes, have you also heard of the reverence for this one?"
"…It wasn't exactly that kind of rumor."
"What?! Then what kind of rumor was it?"
"…Wait! You two, please maintain your dignity. This is not the time for this."
Christian stepped forward with a troubled expression.
It was a bit much to say this, but with both of them bickering in the form of children, it really looked like a children's fight, so everyone was managing their expressions.
[Yes, is that the whelp who was bothering you? Leave him to me.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow placed a hand on her hip and glared haughtily at the High Priest of the Mystic Demonic House.
[A vermin of the Mystic Demonic House. How dare you invade my domain. Even if I were to take your head, the Mystic Demonic House would not be able to protest.]
[…….]
Was he wary of the Demon King of Silver Snow's power?
The High Priest said nothing.
[But since I am magnanimous, I will show you mercy, especially for today. If you get lost at once, I will spare your life!]
[…….]
[Why do you not answer? Do you wish to die?! If I but set my mind to it, taking your head would be no trouble at all! Get lost at once while I am letting you live!]
Gradually, the Demon King of Silver Snow's face grew anxious.
Christian discreetly sent a telepathic message.
-…Are you perhaps completely unable to use your power?
-…Th-that's right. That whelp, the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, drained so much of my energy that I can only use a speck of power right now.
In other words, the Demon King of Silver Snow was currently in the middle of a desperate bluff!
To make him get scared of her might and run away.
-Do not worry! That whelp, too, will know of this body's greatness. He will be scared of me and run away!
Of course, that was not likely to happen.
[…As I thought, your power has not returned, Silver Snow.]
The High Priest gave a dark smile.
[That is why you are barking uselessly like a frightened dog.]
[!!]
The Demon King of Silver Snow flinched.
[N-no! If I but set my mind to it, I can cut you down at any time! It's true, I tell you?! Do not test my patience!]
At the sight of the Demon King of Silver Snow being so true to herself, Chris let out a sigh.
She was a truly consistently pathetic and noisy Demon King.
‘Well, I had pretty much expected she would be like this.’
Nevertheless, there was a reason he had gone to the trouble of releasing the Demon King of Silver Snow.
"Please come this way. I have a method."
[What is it?! Do you really have a method? Tell me! I have only just been released from my seal; I do not wish to die!]
The Demon King of Silver Snow's eyes widened in surprise.
"…What am I to do if Your Highness the Demon King relies on me?"
[Th-that…! I-I am sorry. In truth, I was often scolded by my subordinates in the Demon King's castle to act my age. I feel a sense of self-loathing. This must be why I am not popular.]
"…I was not saying it to discourage you. In any case, please listen."
Chris relayed his plan through message magic, and the Demon King of Silver Snow's eyes were filled with astonishment.
[Are you in your right mind? To do such a thing? It is impossible!]
"It is not impossible."
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
"Have we not done it once before?"
The Demon King of Silver Snow's mouth snapped shut.
She had recalled the time she had first met Chris.
At that time, too, the two of them had done something similar.
"I will trust in Your Highness."
[F-fine! Since you've gone that far, I have no choice! Just trust in me! No, but this is not something that will work just by trusting in me?]
Chris spoke to Nordian.
"Could you please buy us just a moment of time?"
"…Yes. But what are you planning to do?"
"I will join forces with Her Highness the Demon King and eliminate that whelp."
Nordian frowned.
He did not know what he was thinking, but it did not seem possible at all.
However.
"…If you say you will do it, then it will be so. Fine. We will try to block that monster, so you go on and run wild as you please."
Nordian glanced at the Demon King of Silver Snow.
"Please, I hope you will guide my grandson well."
[Leave it to me!]
"How tactless. I am telling you not to hold my grandson back."
[Wh-what did you say?! You whelp…?!]
Of course, Nordian did not even pretend to listen.
Paaaat!
A dark demonic energy rose up.
It was a power he had drawn up from the very bottom.
The others also stepped forward, and the High Priest, too, manifested his power.
Kwaaaaaang!
A shockwave that seemed as if it would collapse the underground labyrinth erupted.
Christian and the Demon King of Silver Snow quickly made their preparations.
"We will begin right now."
[…Can you really do it?]
"Why do you keep saying that?"
[…Why do I keep saying that? Are you asking because you do not know?]
The Demon King of Silver Snow raised her voice in a shout.
[A mere 9-Star (advancing), and you are attempting to manipulate causality!]
Each star's state has a characteristic authority.
5-Star is the first manifestation of will.
6-Star is thought, 7-Star is intervention in law, and 8-Star is complete dominion over law.
9-Star is ‘causality’.
‘The Advent of Creation, too, is twisting causality to make one's own worldview descend upon the world.’
An authority of a higher dimension than the Advent of Creation was precisely the ‘manipulation of causality’.
‘In a fight between 9-Stars, it is this ability to manipulate causality that determines victory or defeat.’
It was an authority that was still too much for Chris.
Because even those who had reached a complete low 9-Star could only use it in a limited capacity.
However.
"It is alright. Just like last time, if Your Highness shows me a demonstration, I will follow it exactly."
The first time they had met, he had connected their minds and imitated the Demon King of Silver Snow's sword.
[…I do not know. If you touch causality carelessly and the backlash rushes toward you.]
"Are you worried about me?"
[Of course I am worried. I am fond of you. In the last few decades, you are the first person I have been so fond of.]
"…Ah, yes."
It had been a joke, but as she had taken it seriously, he felt awkward.
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                    "There is no time, so I will connect our minds at once."
[Yes, I will begin. There is only one chance, so you must follow me well.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow raised her hand.
As if she were holding a sword, though nothing could be seen.
At her state, it made no difference whether she was holding a sword or not.
As she focused, the surroundings grew quiet.
‘…As expected of a Demon King.’
Chris raised the corner of his mouth.
She had merely taken a ready stance.
She had not even drawn up her energy.
But it was as if the entire world had fallen silent, centered around her.
Although the High Priest and Nordian and the others were clashing, not a single sound could be heard.
[This is my causality slash.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow swung her hand.
It was a light horizontal slash.
What was important was not what was visible on the surface.
The will of the Demon King of Silver Snow, her worldview, was imbued in that single strike.
Chris could feel the causality that constituted the world fluctuating.
[!!!]
The High Priest was agitated.
He had taken no small amount of damage to his causality from the single sword strike the Demon King of Silver Snow had unfolded.
To inflict such damage with only a speck of energy remaining. It was a sight that gave a glimpse of the power the Demon King of Silver Snow originally possessed.
Next was Christian’s turn.
He slowly closed his eyes.
The single sword strike the Demon King of Silver Snow had just unfolded, or more precisely, the will that had split the causality of the world, came to his mind.
‘Causality is the law that constitutes the world.’
Therefore, to manipulate causality meant to twist the law that constituted the world.
Not only did one have to construct a worldview superior enough to surpass the real world, but one also had to be able to cover reality with that worldview in a fleeting moment.
Just like the single sword strike the Demon King of Silver Snow had just unfolded.
‘I can do it.’
His gaze sank.
Clang!
He drew Anduril, and darkness was imbued in it.
He transformed the ‘Throne’ from the form of an Advent of Creation into a pure energy and focused it on Anduril.
The authority that dominated the entire world was concentrated on a single point.
‘It is different from the way the Demon King of Silver Snow did it.’
The Demon King of Silver Snow had constructed a sublime worldview based on the enlightenment of the sword, had made the world submit, and had slashed causality.
Chris raised the dominion of the Throne to its limit.
Kkigik.
As he approached causality based on that dominion, a friction was transmitted.
It was as if the world were enraged, saying that he was not yet qualified.
If things were to go on like this, he would be swept up in a backlash as a price for having rashly touched causality, but.
Chris’s consciousness took a step forward.
If one were to express the worldview the Demon King of Silver Snow had shown in a single word, it would be ‘to cut’.
There would be nothing in the world that her sublime sword could not cut.
The authority of the Throne embraced the worldview of the Demon King of Silver Snow that Chris had just experienced.
The Throne was an authority that dominated everything in the world.
Therefore, it could even make the will the Demon King of Silver Snow had shown its own.
Of course, it was a shortcut.
It was not embracing her true worldview, but merely embracing a fake, degraded version of her worldview that Chris had imitated in his own way.
Still, it was enough.
The worldview of cutting, from the Demon King of Silver Snow, was imbued in Chris’s authority to dominate.
Chris’s worldview pushed away the composition of the real world and covered it with his own law.
Gooooooooo!!
The sound of the world’s causality being twisted echoed, and amidst that chaos, Chris swung Anduril.
[!!!]
He could see the High Priest’s astonishment.
The reason the High Priest had been able to descend to this place was thanks to his having manipulated causality himself and gone against the causality of the world.
Chris’s sword cut through the causality the High Priest had bestowed upon himself, head-on.
Craaaaaack!!!
A sound as if glass were shattering spread.
It was the sound of causality collapsing.
[H-how could this be…!!]
The High Priest’s voice trembled.
As the power that had been going against the world disappeared, the High Priest was exposed to the backlash of causality as he was.
[N-no. I have not yet achieved the will of the great ones… Kuaaaaaaaaaaaak!!!!]
The High Priest was engulfed in flames.
It was a karmic fire that burned the soul.
He was annihilated without even leaving a trace behind, and the arena fell into a static silence.
“Is it… over?”
“…It seems so, little brother.”
Grand Duke Besen and Duke Huam let out a sigh.
But the others still did not relax their expressions.
“…What is it, big brother?”
“…It is not over yet.”
“Yes, what?”
In that moment, it felt as if the world had stopped.
As if the air, the sound, and time had stopped, he could not even lift a single finger.
No one had appeared.
A ‘gaze’ was felt.
From a far, far distance.
‘Crazy.’
No power had been used.
It was just that a gaze had been sent, yet everyone had been overwhelmed.
Chris swallowed hard.
He knew who the owner of this gaze was.
‘It’s the Pope.’
The head of the Mystic Demonic House!
He had encountered him in his past life, in the very late stages of the Age of Ruin.
‘He was almost unknown because he never came to the forefront, but he was a being who possessed a power that rivaled that of the Demon King of Dead Blood in his prime.’
Chris clenched his fist.
He barely managed to shake off the pressure by using the authority of the Throne and opened his mouth.
“What is it, you dog of Gehenna?”
“!!”
Everyone gasped, but Chris did not stop his insolent words.
‘In any case, that whelp can’t do anything right now.’
So there was no need to be scared.
“Seeing you reveal yourself so uselessly, you must be getting anxious. Do you have anything to say to me? I’ll at least listen.”
The mastermind behind the scenes, who had not revealed himself until the very end even in his past life, had shown himself in an exceptional manner.
There must surely be some kind of intention.
[…….]
A moment of silence passed.
Chris felt the Pope’s gaze sweeping over him.
And then.
[Pay attention to the ‘Gate’.]
“…What?”
[Soon the gate will open, and this will be the beginning and the end of the ruin.]
An incomprehensible story.
[The crossroads of the Age of Ruin and the Age of Heavenly Destruction will arrive.]
With that as the last, the gaze disappeared with a whoosh.
The pressure that had been crushing everyone also disappeared.
“Christian, what just happened? Did that whelp say something to you?”
“…No, sir.”
It seemed the words that whelp had just said had only been delivered to Christian.
‘A gate? What is he talking about?’
Chris frowned, then shook his head.
“For now, let’s finish things up at the Four Kings' Castle.”
The fight was still ongoing above.
It was time to completely destroy the Four Kings' Castle.
***
The fall of the Four Kings' Castle!!
The shocking news struck the Magus Empire, no, the entire continent.
Everyone reacted with disbelief.
“No, what kind of place was the Four Kings' Castle for it to have fallen? Wasn’t it perfectly fine and well until just a short while ago?”
“It was the work of the Demonic Radiance. They say he entered the Four Kings' Castle alone and brought it down by causing all sorts of havoc.”
“Don’t talk nonsense. No matter how great the Demonic Radiance is, how could something like that be possible?”
But it was soon revealed to be the truth, and the entire continent was covered in astonishment.
“Just what is the Demonic Radiance, is he even human?”
“They even say he has ascended to 9-Star. It’s the birth of a new Demon King!”
Although he had not yet completely become a Demon King as a 9-Star (advancing), it was only a matter of time.
Everyone watched Christian’s next move with eyes full of fear and wonder.
Meanwhile, Christian,
‘Ah, I don’t know! Let’s just rest for a bit!!’
Was sprawled out on his bed.
‘Just when was the last time I rested? I can’t move anymore.’
But he could not just rest comfortably.
There were too many things bothering him.
‘What did that whelp, the Pope of the Mystic Demonic House, mean? What does he mean, a gate will open?’
A gate (門).
He had no idea what he was talking about.
‘Nothing similar to this happened at all in my past life.’
But it was difficult to think that the coming Age of Ruin would be the same as his past life. Because everything had already changed.
‘In my past life, the whelps of the Mystic Demonic House used the Demon King of Dead Blood to turn the human world into a hell, and used that chaos to break down the boundary of the three realms.’
Since Chris had stopped them, they would not be able to use the same method this time.
‘It’s not like that’s the only way to bring about the Age of Ruin.’
The ‘gate’ would be a means to bring about the Age of Ruin.
He had to stop it.
‘Why did that whelp, the Pope, tell me this fact? What is his intention?’
Chris let out a sigh.
‘There are more things that are bothering me. Marie’s behavior is strange somehow.’
For some reason, she was avoiding him.
Originally, he had planned to bring Marie to the Four Kings' Castle, but he had been refused.
It was a change that had occurred after she had met the ‘Empress’ of the Center.
‘I have to find out what Marie’s relationship is with the Empress, too.’
He must not forget.
The Mystic Demonic House was not the end.
Behind all of these events was the Demon Emperor of the Center.
Chris had a premonition that Marie’s existence would be the decisive key.
‘For now, let’s find the clues I can find first.’
Chris let out a sigh and stood up.
He had been rolling around in bed and ignoring it for a few days, but there was a mountain of work to be done.
As he came outside, a cheer like a blazing fire could be heard.
“Waaaaah!! It’s Lord Demonic Radiance!!!”
“Is it really him? Where is he? Heuk, it’s really Lord Demonic Radiance! All hail the Demonic Radiance!!!”
“Our savior!!!”
They were the ordinary citizens of the Four Kings' Castle.
A cheer that regarded Chris as a hero.
In truth, since they had been freed from a terrible tyranny thanks to Chris, Chris was indeed their savior.
“You have finally come out of your bed? I have been working hard, just as I told you!”
Idrinne’s face brightened up as she saw Chris.
For reference, Idrinne had become the new Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
Originally, Chris had planned to completely eliminate the Four Kings' Castle, but Idrinne had opposed it.
She suggested leaving behind the remnants of the Necromancy and Curse factions.
-Even vermin have their uses. Couldn't they be used as sacrifices or shields in the fight against the Mystic Demonic House?
-…That may be so, but they are not ones to be trusted.
-It is fine. Leave it to me.
Idrinne guaranteed with a chilling smile that sent shivers down one's spine.
-Because I will make them kneel so thoroughly that they will not even be able to think of betrayal.
-…What kind of method are you planning to use?
-All I have to do is instill an overwhelming fear in them. If they still don't listen, then I just have to kill them.
-…….
It was a statement befitting the next Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
Afterward, the fact that the remnants of the Curse and Necromancy factions who faced Idrinne reacted as if they had seen a devil seemed to indicate that she was doing a proper job.
‘The Demon King of Silver Snow has entered seclusion. It will probably take some time for her to recover her power.’
-Wait for the day of my return! I will show you my dignity!
…Though it didn't seem like any dignity would be felt even if her power were to be restored.
‘By the way, they say the Demon King of Silver Snow seems to have gained a new enlightenment; I hope she doesn't end up regressing to a child's form?’
Is it because I've only ever seen her in her child form?
Somehow, her child form seemed to suit her better.
Well, it's not like it matters anyway.
“But where are you going?”
“I am heading to the Tower of the Four Kings.”
It was the residence that the former Lord of the Four Kings' Castle used to use.
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                    "I have searched the Tower of the Four Kings thoroughly. But there do not seem to be any clues that you would want to know."
Chris nodded his head.
If Idrinne could not find it, then it truly must not be there.
"Still, let's look one more time."
He climbed the tower, which overlooked the Four Kings' Castle at a glance.
He looked over it again, but no particular materials could be seen.
‘Was the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle just a puppet in the end?’
Chris clicked his tongue.
It seemed he had known nothing of the true secrets related to the fate of this world.
‘Still, I thought there would be some kind of clue.’
The only meaningful clue he had obtained was just one.
That it was the Magus Chancellor who had handed the Demon King of Silver Snow over to the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle.
‘As expected, the Center is behind everything that is happening right now.’
Chris frowned.
What on earth was the purpose of the Center?
Gehenna and the Celestial Realm were just as questionable. He could not guess what schemes they were all plotting.
Above all.
‘Who was it that made me regress?’
Right.
Of all the questions, this was the most important.
Who? For what purpose? Had made him regress.
For some reason, it felt as if he would be able to find the clue to everything only if he knew this answer.
‘In the end, do I have to bring down the Mystic Demonic House to reach the truth?’
The Mystic Demonic House was a tool that the devils of Gehenna directly controlled.
There was a high possibility that they knew all the truth.
‘…Right now, I’m in a situation where I don’t even know what exactly the Mystic Demonic House is plotting.’
It was a complete mystery as to what method the whelps of the Mystic Demonic House would use to bring about the Age of Ruin, and what the ‘Gate’ the Pope had mentioned a while ago was.
‘How frustrating.’
He had brought down his sworn enemy, the Four Kings' Castle, but instead of anything being resolved, he only felt a sense of helplessness.
‘I must obtain a clue here. There must be something that will be of help.’
It was then that a single object came into his view.
"Is this the communication device the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle used to use?"
"That is so. Though it has lost its function, having been automatically destroyed for security."
Chris, hmm, folded his arms.
The fact that it had an automatic destruction function meant that it was a communication device used for an important purpose.
The faint feeling of Evil Energy seemed to indicate that it was a communication device used with the Mystic Demonic House.
‘The contents of the communication would, of course, be completely erased.’
Traces of Demonic Energy and Evil Energy having been exchanged here and there remained.
Of course, they were just meaningless dregs.
At a level where only a few stone fragments remained in the completely ruined debris.
‘Still, it’s not completely meaningless.’
Paat!
Chris analyzed the traces of Demonic Energy remaining on the communication device.
It was no different from guessing the original form of a building with only the scattered fragments, but with his extreme computational power, he succeeded in reverse-calculating the countless number of cases and specifying some words in the traces of the communication device.
“The true vessel? Were they talking about me?”
Chris frowned.
He focused his mind even more and obtained additional information from the surrounding traces.
“…‘The double-edged key’?”
He guessed it was a story about him.
‘What does it mean? A double-edged key?’
He could no longer obtain any clues from the surrounding context.
As he wandered further, he found another word instead.
“The Underground Garden?”
Chris tilted his head.
It was a word that had popped up out of the blue.
‘It’s the name of the ruins in the territory of the Destruction Demonic House. Why did the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle and the Mystic Demonic House mention this in their communication?’
It was a ruin he had visited in both his past life and this life.
‘It’s the place where I first met Kashmir before I became a Grand Duke.’
A place he had gone to due to the scheme of ‘Eun Seol-hwa’, the birth mother of the third prince, Maisak, during the dispute for the position of Grand Duke.
It was a place also called the ‘Garden of Training’, where a magical beast appropriate for each floor would appear.
At that time, Chris had faced a devil of the 4th realm on the 27th floor.
‘It wasn’t a real devil, but a replicated one.’
He had made him realize that he was not a true being, but a replicated fake, and had annihilated him.
Though, he would have been newly replicated again by now.
Chris folded his arms.
‘I did think the Underground Garden was suspicious at that time, too.’
A devil of the 4th realm, no less.
A ‘great class’ that could not be compared to an ordinary noble class.
To replicate such a being and trap it as a magical beast of a ruin.
Who in the world had done such a thing?
‘It would be impossible for anyone other than those of the 3rd realm.’
Those of the 1st and 2nd realms were no different from the laws of the world, so they were out of the question.
‘The Great Devils of the 3rd realm of Gehenna? No. It wasn’t just evil magical beasts that were in the Underground Garden. There were also beings of light.’
As Chris felt it, the Underground Garden was a joint work in which the hands of both Gehenna and the Celestial Realm were imbued.
The problem was the reason.
Why had the transcendent beings of Gehenna and the Celestial Realm joined forces to create such a strange ruin?
‘And why did the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle and the Mystic Demonic House mention the Underground Garden?’
In that moment, a single guess brushed past his spine.
‘Don’t tell me, the thing called the ‘Gate’ is?’
He swallowed hard.
‘It’s not like the Underground Garden is the only ruin of its kind in the world.’
There were all sorts of strange ruins in the world.
Most were ancient traces, but there were also some ruins, like the Underground Garden, whose identity and origin were unknown.
The common feature of such ruins was that they were endlessly deep, and beings that defied common sense were positioned as ‘guardians’.
‘Also, the traces of Gehenna and the Celestial Realm are simultaneously imbued in them.’
"Do you happen to have a map?"
"Ah, here you are."
As befitting the office of the Lord of the Four Kings' Castle, there was a map of the entire continent.
Chris picked up a pen and, with a quick hand, marked the locations of the ruins he had just recalled.
Having worked as a ruin tomb raider in his past life, he was well-versed in the ruins of the entire continent.
Chris swallowed hard.
"…A magic circle."
Connecting the dots of the ruins, a geometric line of a distinct shape was drawn.
'A magic circle manifested through the ruins. This is the true identity of the Gate.'
A chill ran down his spine.
'If this magic circle is activated, a terrible Age of Ruin, incomparable to that of my past life, will arrive.'
In his past life, the Demon King of Dead Blood had caused a slaughter across the entire continent and had broken down the boundary of the three realms with that chaotic energy.
However, since he had not completely broken it down, there were limitations on the descent of high-class beings of a certain level or higher to the surface.
It had ended with the limited intrusion of the celestial race, the demon race, low-class devils, and constellations.
But this time, it was different.
'If the magic circle with these ruins as its axis is activated, the boundary of the three realms will be completely blown away.'
That meant that even high-class beings would be able to descend to the surface without any limitations.
It was no different from the end of the world.
However, there was one question.
'Why didn't they use this method in my past life? This would be the more perfect Age of Ruin that the whelps of the Mystic Demonic House desire.'
Chris bit his lip.
There was only one possibility.
'In my past life, it was impossible to use this method. In this life, a possible method has emerged.'
He had to stop it.
'It's not too late yet.'
Chris looked at the map.
If the lines connecting these ruins were a magic circle, then there must be a point that was the most crucial.
'The Glass Lake in the Gray Zone?'
It was a secretly hidden, scenic place unknown to the general public.
A lake with water as transparent as glass.
'It's not a natural lake, but an artificial one. It's a ruin.'
In his past life, he had challenged it and had almost died, so he knew it well.
'Which faction's territory is the Glass Lake in now? The Sword Mastery Noble House? The Dark King?'
The Gray Zone.
A place where all sorts of various factions ran rampant without any particular country.
Among them, the most powerful faction was, by far, the Sword Mastery Noble House.
'In truth, the Sword Mastery Noble House is only located in the Gray Zone, but it's a faction on a different level from the others in the Gray Zone.'
Even if all the other factions in the Gray Zone were combined, they would not be a match for the Sword Mastery Noble House alone.
It was only because the Sword Mastery Noble House was not particularly interested in conquering the Gray Zone that the other factions could run rampant.
However, there was an existence that even the Sword Mastery Noble House could not easily ignore.
The Dark King.
He was a Sacred One.
And a real low 9-Star at that.
Currently, there was no 9-Star transcendent state in the Sword Mastery Noble House, so they could not easily face the Dark King.
'Which of the two did the Glass Lake belong to? The territory structure in the Gray Zone keeps changing.'
It was then that Chris recalled a certain fact.
Besides the Sword Mastery Noble House and the Dark King, there was one more faction.
And it was near the Glass Lake.
"…Don't tell me?"
It was the moment he frowned, feeling an inexplicable sense of unease.
Suddenly, a loud voice was heard.
"Grand Duke Christian, please save me!!!"
As he turned his head, a familiar face had appeared.
A woman whose face was beautiful, but whose loudness, which completely overshadowed her pretty appearance, was her characteristic.
It was the money-grubber, Ruina.
"It's a disaster! I'm about to die!!"
As if it were an urgent situation, she grabbed Christian's hand. Her appearance was also that of a beggar.
But Ruina could not continue her words.
Clang!
Idrinne had aimed her sword.
"How dare you grab my friend Christian's hand. Do you want to die? Or should I chop off your fingers one by one, joint by joint, and then cut off your wrist as well?"
"……."
Chris let out a dry cough.
Sometimes, he couldn't tell if Idrinne was a good person or not.
"That's enough. Ruina, what is it?"
He asked, having a guess.
"Did something happen to the Glass Lake?"
Ruina was no longer just a mere merchant guild master.
She was the queen of the newly revived Opalma Kingdom in the Gray Zone.
…Though Ruina as a queen was truly unfitting.
'The Glass Lake was also in the territory of the Opalma Kingdom.'
The Karn Empire, the Golden Cross, and the Holy Empire had acknowledged the territory of the former Opalma Kingdom.
Since it was a place where there were no particular factions within the Gray Zone, she had been able to reclaim the territory without much trouble.
As for places like the Glass Lake, which had been occupied by other factions, she had paid a price and had received concessions from each faction.
Afterward, she had gathered the wandering people of the Opalma Kingdom who had been wandering aimlessly as gypsies and was in the middle of rebuilding the kingdom.
'If the Mystic Demonic House starts to make a move on the Glass Lake, there's no way Ruina can handle it.'
Chris nodded his head.
'I'll have to gather the forces of the Alliance.'
One fortunate thing was that Chris, as the Hero, already had most of the forces of the Alliance under his feet.
Even if the opponent was the Mystic Demonic House, he could respond as much as he wanted.
But Ruina said something unexpected.
"No. The Glass Lake, why all of a sudden? There's no problem there."
"…Then why did you come?"
A completely unexpected answer flowed from Ruina's mouth.
"The Sword Mastery Noble House has declared war on our Opalma Kingdom!!"
"!!"
At the sudden story, Chris's eyes widened in surprise.
'The Sword Mastery Noble House, why all of a sudden?'
Right now, the Sword Mastery Noble House was supposed to be in the middle of a power struggle within the family, with no time to spare.
No, aside from that, as mentioned before, the Sword Mastery Noble House was not interested in the Gray Zone.
"…What did you do to the Sword Mastery Noble House?"
"Wh-what do you mean, what did I do!"
"Because there's no way the Sword Mastery Noble House would declare war if you had been quiet."
"Absolutely not! Am I crazy? To mess with the Sword Mastery Noble House?! I didn't even go near that side, but they suddenly declared war. And the Dark King, too!!"
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                    This was an even more surprising story.
‘Why the Dark King, too?’
The Dark King was a calculating individual.
He would know that if he were to strike Ruina’s Opalma Kingdom, he would be at odds with the three empires behind her, yet he had declared war?
“What is their purpose?”
“Uwaaah!! I don’t know either. They framed us, saying that our Opalma Kingdom had harmed the people of their faction.”
The moment he heard Ruina’s continued story, Chris realized that this situation was not a simple one.
“Uheong!! The Sword Mastery Noble House says they will kill all the people of our Opalma Kingdom. Please save me!”
They were saying they would commit a massacre.
Leaving aside the question of whether it was permissible, it was something that could not be understood.
‘Why would the Sword Mastery Noble House do something like this?’
No matter how rotten the Sword Mastery Noble House was, it was a dignified noble house of the Alliance.
Why were they trying to commit an act that only corrupt magi would do?
And that, too, without any reason.
‘…No, it’s not that there’s no reason.’
In that moment, a single guess flashed in Chris’s mind.
No matter how much a magus was steeped in evil, they would not commit such a slaughter without a reason.
The reason for such a massacre was always one.
Human sacrifice.
He was certain.
The Sword Mastery Noble House had joined forces with the Dark King and was trying to commit some terrible act, using the people of the Opalma Kingdom as a sacrifice.
***
He headed for the Gray Zone at once.
He arrived in the territory of the Opalma Kingdom with Ruina’s relic.
“This is my Opalma Kingdom!!”
“…It is a humble kingdom.”
At best, it was the size of a small territory.
And it had not even been properly organized yet.
They had not even been able to build a castle wall, so they had surrounded the area with a clumsy wooden fence.
“It’s because we’re just starting. Just you wait! People are gathering even now, so someday, it will grow into a great kingdom that is not inferior to the three empires!”
Ruina, having regained her vitality, raised her voice.
At the presence of the two, the people of the kingdom gathered.
Little children ran up to Ruina and hugged her.
“Ruina unni!!”
“Heo, to call Her Majesty the Queen ‘unni’! Your Majesty, you have returned? What of the external support?”
Although she was called the queen of the kingdom, it was a family-like atmosphere.
Ruina put down the child who had hugged her and wore a triumphant expression.
“Who do you think I am? Of course I brought him. This is the Hero!!”
“!!!”
The gazes of the people were fixed on Chris.
And then.
“Uwaaaaaaaaaah!!!”
“The Hero has really come to save us!!”
“All hail the Hero!!!”
“We’re saved!!”
Chris wore a bewildered expression.
The reaction was much more enthusiastic than he had expected.
It was a reaction as if something had possessed their eyes.
‘Isn’t this the first time they’re seeing me? No matter how famous I am, this is a bit much.’
He was able to find out the reason soon enough.
“Did I not tell you? That the Hero would never turn a blind eye to your plight.”
A familiar voice that was frustrating just to hear.
It was Evan!
“I believed in you.”
“……”
“Everyone, open your eyes wide and see. That youth is the Hero who will save you all. You need not worry anymore.”
“Hero! Hero! Hero!!!”
“Your voices are too small. Do you not know that the Hero is listening?”
“Waaaaaaaaaaah!!! All hail the Hero!!! All hail!!!!”
It was a cheer that felt like a madness.
‘…That whelp Evan, what on earth kind of nonsense is he up to?’
Just then, a woman with a haughty impression appeared and spoke to Evan with a fed-up expression.
It was Ranya.
“…Please do something about Evan oppa. I think he’s gone crazy.”
“…Even I can’t.”
“Shouldn’t you take responsibility? He only talks about you all day; I think my ears are going to bleed.”
“I don’t know, he’s a whelp I don’t know either.”
He sincerely wanted to pretend he didn’t know him.
If this matter had not been related to the Sword Mastery Noble House, he really would have wanted to throw him far, far away.
“Anyway, let’s talk. I will come up with a plan.”
He headed for the royal castle.
…Of course, though it was called a royal castle, it was nothing more than a slightly decent building.
“What exactly is the situation?”
Ranya answered.
“I spied on them with magic, and the Sword Mastery Noble House is preparing their knight order. They will probably advance on this place within a few days.”
“That’s tight.”
Chris wore a troubled expression.
‘It will be difficult to receive support from other factions.’
It wasn’t that he lacked the forces to mobilize.
Because Chris now had most of the factions of the Alliance under his control.
The problem was time.
There was not enough time to mobilize troops from the three empires.
‘There is a way to call only some of the elite from the Magic Tower or the Round Table, but.’
However, that method was not suitable either.
‘A great deal of blood will be shed. Whether on the side of the Sword Mastery Noble House, or on this side.’
The military strength of the Sword Mastery Noble House was comparable to that of a decent nation.
There was a story that even if all seven families of the Round Table were combined, they would not be a match for the Sword Mastery Noble House alone.
The undisputed number one noble house of the Alliance.
If they were to clash head-on, an irreversible damage would occur.
‘With the Age of Ruin just around the corner, I cannot allow such damage to happen to the Alliance.’
The military strength of the Sword Mastery Noble House had to be preserved as well.
‘It’s not like everyone in the Sword Mastery Noble House is a bastard who deserves to die.’
Although the top was rotten, if one were to look at the Sword Mastery Noble House as a whole, there were not a few outstanding individuals.
‘The problem is the rotten ones at the head.’
In his past life, because of those rotten ones, the Sword Mastery Noble House had been unable to play a proper role despite possessing a powerful military strength.
This incident, too, was likely the work of those rotten ones.
‘Just what are those whelps thinking? No matter how rotten they were, I don’t think they were this crazy.’
Chris shook his head.
For now, it seemed he would have to find out after making the Sword Mastery Noble House kneel.
“What is the overall atmosphere of the Sword Mastery Noble House like? It can’t be that everyone is in favor of this matter.”
Ruina answered.
“I had someone I bribed look into it, and it’s a mess. The majority of the ordinary knights at the bottom are suspicious of the truth of this matter and are not pleased with it.”
“What about the heads at the top? It can’t be that all of the leaders are in favor of it.”
“A few of the elders are opposing it. Ugh. I tried to offer them a bribe as a token of my gratitude, but they only scolded me, saying that they were only pursuing the right justice and were not doing it for money, and I was kicked out.”
Chris nodded his head.
Looking at the situation, a rough method was drawn up.
“Evan, have you had any achievements in the meantime?”
“So-so. I have tried to get even a little closer to you.”
Evan, surprisingly, had risen to 8-Star.
It was a wondrous achievement.
‘His talent is his talent, but it must be thanks to the blessing of the constellation.’
In this operation, Evan’s role was absolute.
Chris looked at Evan for a moment, then said something no one had expected.
“Evan, do you have any intention of abandoning the blessing of the constellation?”
“!!”
Everyone wore surprised expressions.
It was an incomprehensible request.
Without the blessing of the constellation, Evan’s military strength would drop significantly.
And yet.
“Fine. I will do so.”
“…You’re not going to ask why?”
“I trust you.”
“……”
It was a thoughtless answer.
“Aren’t you making such a proposal for my sake anyway?”
“…That is so, but.”
“Then that’s enough.”
Chris let out a sigh and then gave a detailed explanation.
“You are weak.”
A difficult story to accept.
An 8-Star, no less.
A state of an absolute being who could reign as a super-powerhouse wherever he went on the continent.
The problem was that the role required of Evan was not on that level.
“The blessing of the Sword Star you received. It is certainly of great help to you, but at the same time, it has its limits. You must now complete your own sword.”
The blessing of the Sword Star was receiving the protection of the constellation of the sword.
It enabled an explosive growth, but there was a problem.
Thanks to the overly smooth growth, on the contrary, it hindered his progression to a truly high state, that is to say, completing his own worldview and advancing to high 8-Star or 9-Star.
‘Evan has grown up until now without facing too many hardships.’
The hardships here referred to the hardships in the process of training the sword.
Usually, people would reach 8-Star only after experiencing countless frustrations and trials while training the sword, but Evan had not experienced any of that at all.
‘This is my responsibility, too. I led him too well from the side.’
It had been different in his past life.
Evan had gone through the Age of Ruin alone and had experienced hardships incomparable to those in this life.
His growth had also been much slower and more difficult than in this life, but those trials had, as a result, become the foundation for him to rise to 9-Star.
“Evan, I want you to rise to high 8-Star right now.”
“!!”
An absurd request.
However.
“Of course, I know it won’t be easy. But you have to do it. Only then can you become the head of the Sword Mastery Noble House.”
The arena grew quiet.
Right.
This was the operation Chris had thought of.
To drive out the rotten ones of the Sword Mastery Noble House and make Evan the new head.
‘It’s possible. All I have to do is make those who oppose the current leadership Evan’s side.’
However, there was one most important condition.
Evan had to prove his own skill with the sword.
In other words, he had to defeat the current head, the Sword King.
For reference, the Sword King was at the state of high 8-Star.
Although it was an absolutely impossible task with Evan’s current skill.
“I will somehow buy you some time. A fortnight, within that time, you are to reach high 8-Star.”
It was an impossible task, just the same.
What could one do with just a fortnight.
And yet.
“Fine.”
Evan said with blazing eyes.
“I will do it, somehow. Because I have sworn to be of help to you.”
“…No, there’s no need to say something so burdensome.”
“Above all, did you not make this proposal for my sake? To resolve my resentment that is tied to the Sword Mastery Noble House.”
“……”
Evan smiled.
“Thank you, Christian.”
Chris scratched his head.
He couldn't say that there was no such reason at all.
“Shut up and just hurry up and get stronger.”
***
Chris moved quickly to buy time.
First, he moved the three empires to condemn the Sword Mastery Noble House.
Whether it was the Holy Empire, the Golden Cross, or the Karn Empire, all were in a state of having fallen under Chris’s hand, so there was nothing difficult about it.
In addition, he urgently summoned the heads of the Round Table and the high-ranking mages of the Magic Tower using a gate.
“We have come, O Hero!!”
“…To think that even the Hero would try to work us like this.”
Although they grumbled, they all followed without a word, as they were indebted to Chris.
‘If the big shots of the Alliance are here like this, the Sword Mastery Noble House won’t be able to act rashly either.’
That was not all.
The other factions of the Gray Zone also made their move.
Yurian took care of this.
“It’s been a while since I’ve been to the Gray Zone.”
Yurian’s original identity was an elf. She was from this Gray Zone.
She had come to help, as she knew all about the different races living in various parts of the Gray Zone.
“You’ve gotten stronger.”
At the sight of Yurian, whom he had not seen in a long time, a strange light appeared in Chris’s eyes.
Originally, Yurian had been a 6-Star.
But in the time he had not seen her, she had reached 7-Star.
“Yes, both Jupien and I are trying our best. Though it is dangerous, just as you said.”
At their request to become stronger, Chris had forcibly activated their potential.
It had been a risky gamble, but fortunately, it seemed to have been effective.
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                    "Jupien, in particular, will be a surprise. She's gotten incredibly strong. She has already reached the end of 6-Star."
Chris was astonished.
It was an unbelievable achievement.
"...Just how much is she pushing herself?"
"Well? About ten times a day, she crosses the brink of death? You know her, right? How tenacious she is. It's a miracle she's still alive. Who knows, she might be dead by the time I return to the family. She's pushing herself that much."
“……”
Chris fell silent.
Activating one's potential with the blessing Chris had bestowed would put a strain on their spirit.
To cross the brink of death several times a day meant she was drawing out her potential to its very limits.
'By the time we next meet, she will have reached 7-Star.'
No, perhaps even higher.
From 7-Star onwards, it was a realm of pure enlightenment.
By risking her spirit and maximizing her potential like that, she could achieve something unexpected.
'Of course, the possibility of not being able to endure it and everything collapsing is much higher.'
The reason Jupien was holding on was likely because she was originally the best at training and possessed a stronger resolve than anyone else.
Chris sighed and shook his head.
"Don't push yourselves too hard. Both Jupien and you, sister."
"Oh my, are you worried about me?"
"...It's not like that."
"Hehe, you're still cute even after becoming a Lesser Demon King. You still can't drink, right? Should I buy some strawberry cake next time?"
"...That's enough."
He frowned at Yulian, who still treated him like a child.
As Chris stepped forward, all sorts of factions came to protect Ruina's kingdom.
Of course, this alone was not enough to stop the Sword Mastery Noble House.
Chris played a decisive hand.
He sold the name of the Dark Demonic House.
[The Demon King of Contempt and the Supreme Demon King are aiming for the Gray Zone!]
For reference, Christian and Nordian had officially obtained the titles of Demon Kings.
It was certain that both would soon rise to low 9-Star, and they had accomplished the feat of bringing down the Four Kings' Castle.
Nordian was the Supreme Demon King.
Christian had earned the moniker 'Demon King of Dark Radiance'.
'...Why does everyone keep calling me the Demon King of Contempt when I have a perfectly good moniker?'
For some reason, it seemed he was called the Demon King of Contempt more often than the Demon King of Dark Radiance.
Those around him also said that one suited him better.
In any case, the Supreme Demon King and the Demon King of Contempt were currently the most feared individuals in the Alliance.
The Sword Mastery Noble House had no choice but to come to a halt as soon as they heard the rumor.
"Those heinous Demon Kings are aiming for the Gray Zone?"
"This is no time to be squabbling with the likes of the Opalma Kingdom, is it?"
The knights of the Sword Mastery Noble House whispered amongst themselves with worried faces.
In the first place, the majority of the regular knights had been against this war.
The pretext they had put forward was crude beyond measure.
"We must prepare to face the Dark Demonic House."
"We cannot do it alone. We must request help from other nations and declare a holy war!"
"We must summon a Hero!"
The Dark Demonic House was a rising power in the Magus Empire.
No matter how much the Sword Mastery Noble House was the best noble house in the Alliance, it was impossible to face them alone.
The problem was that neither a holy war nor a Hero could be mobilized.
Because the three empires and the Hero had all sided with the Opalma Kingdom.
"Isn't that why everyone opposed this war?"
"We must reveal the truth properly, even now!"
The opposition grew stronger, and it became a situation where even the Sword Mastery Noble House could not forcibly raise an army.
And then, a decisive event occurred.
A single letter arrived.
- I, Evan, as the rightful heir of the Meyer family, will correct the wrongdoings of the family. I request a duel for the position of head of the family.
It was a challenge from Evan to the Sword King.
***
The Sword Mastery Noble House was in an uproar.
"Young Master Evan is returning?"
"I have always thought that he is the true master of our Sword Mastery Noble House."
Originally, many of the regular knights supported Evan.
Because everyone knew that Evan had been framed and kicked out.
Furthermore, with the Sword King's recent wrongdoing against the Opalma Kingdom, public opinion had completely turned.
Of course, their opinion was not important.
The Sword Mastery Noble House was moved by the leadership, and among them, by the Sword King.
The heart of the Sword Mastery Noble House.
The Sword King was having a secret meeting with someone.
The Sword King opened his mouth with a stiff face.
"What is the meaning of this? There was no mention of the Demon King of Contempt making a move, was there?"
[Do not whine like a foolish coward.]
"!!"
Such a rude remark to the head of the great Sword Mastery Noble House?
Who on earth could it be?
[Do you not trust our Holy Assembly?]
A surprising word flowed from the opponent's mouth.
Holy Assembly.
It was a meeting of the four Holy Ones.
That meant the opponent was also one of the Holy Ones.
The opponent's identity was the Dark King.
Another absolute ruler of the Gray Zone.
"...It's not that I don't trust you. But the opponent is who he is, isn't he? The Demon King of Contempt and the Supreme Demon King."
The Sword King looked troubled.
"In this situation, the knights below will not follow my orders. It will also be impossible to offer the people of the Opalma Kingdom as sacrifices."
As Chris had guessed, they were indeed aiming for human sacrifice.
[Do not worry about the Dark Demonic House. The Mystic Demonic House has agreed to help us.]
“!!”
A shocking story.
The Holy Assembly were clearly the absolute rulers of the Alliance.
But to think they had joined hands with the Mystic Demonic House?
[The Mystic Demonic House has decided to send an Apostle for this matter.]
“…If it’s an Apostle, then there’s no need to worry even if the Demon King of Contempt comes.”
It seemed the Sword King also knew of the Apostle’s power.
However, it was a series of incomprehensible events.
No matter how corrupt the Sword King and the Holy Ones were, to join hands with the Mystic Demonic House?
And they were even trying to perform human sacrifices.
The Dark King brought up the fact with a sneer.
[Does it not bother you? To join hands with the Mystic Demonic House as the head of the Sword Mastery Noble House.]
The Sword King frowned at the question.
“You ask a useless question. Is that what’s important right now?”
An unbelievable story flowed from the Sword King’s mouth.
“This, too, is the will of the constellations that protect me, so I merely follow.”
It meant that everything that was happening was under the direction of the constellations.
***
Meanwhile, at that time, Chris was having a similar thought.
‘Don’t tell me the constellations and Gehenna have joined hands?’
No matter how he thought about it, it was highly likely that the reason the Sword Mastery Noble House had caused this incident was because of the ‘Glass Lake’.
If not, there was no reason for them to suddenly cause such an incident without any gain.
They were likely trying to activate the ‘gate’ of the Glass Lake by using the people of the Opalma Kingdom as sacrifices.
The problem was that the ones who had caused this were the Sword Mastery Noble House and the Holy Ones.
- Be wary of the Celestial Realm.
A conversation he had had with the Holy Emperor Istanya before.
- The constellations are trying to greatly twist the ‘fate’ of this world for the sake of their own justice.
He didn't know what it meant.
In the first place, he didn't even know what the Celestial Realm’s intentions were.
'But if it's true that the Celestial Realm is involved in this incident.'
Chris clenched his fist tightly.
'It means that Gehenna is not the only one who wishes for the destruction of this world. The Celestial Realm also wishes for destruction.'
In the first place, the gate itself was a joint creation of the Celestial Realm and Gehenna.
Therefore, it was right to assume that the two had a common goal.
'I must prevent the gate from opening at all costs.'
To do that, there was something he had to do.
He had to make Evan stronger.
'Only if Evan becomes the head of the Sword Mastery Noble House can this situation be stopped without great damage.'
“How does it feel, now that you’ve abandoned the blessing of the constellations?”
“It’s awkward. It feels a little uncomfortable, too.”
It was likely more than that.
It was no different from having his wings clipped.
“To be honest, it’s impossible for you to reach 8-Star (high) by the time of the duel. There isn’t even a fortnight left.”
“……”
“But it’s a different story if it’s just about gaining the enlightenment to establish your worldview. Because even if the vessel isn’t complete, you can gain the enlightenment first.”
It was nonsense.
One could only gain the corresponding enlightenment after a sufficient foundation had been laid.
He was telling him to skip all the intermediate steps and just gain the enlightenment corresponding to 8-Star (high).
'But Evan can do it.'
Because Evan was also one of the greatest geniuses on the continent.
He would be able to destroy common sense as much as he wanted.
“Let’s begin.”
Chris drew his sword.
“Time is short, so I will help you.”
Chris recalled the image of Evan from his past life.
Evan did not become strong by training obediently.
He grew stronger in the midst of numerous hardships, fighting against all sorts of powerful enemies.
The stronger the enemy, the more he was cornered, the stronger he became. That was Evan.
The plan was to push him to the extreme to induce enlightenment.
“I’m telling you in advance, I won’t go easy on you, so be prepared. I will swing my sword with the intent to kill you, so if things go wrong, you could really die.”
After seeing Evan nod his head, Chris immediately swung his sword.
Flash!
As warned, it was a fierce sword.
He didn't use the Advent of Creation, causality manipulation, or the domain of dominion, but he went all out with his ‘swordsmanship’.
But then, something unexpected happened.
Whoosh!
Evan lightly dodged Chris's attack, then thrust his own sword forward.
Evan's sword grazed past the side of Chris's neck by a hair's breadth.
'What is this?'
Chris swallowed hard.
It wasn't a coincidence.
As they continued to exchange blows, a similar scene repeated itself over and over.
'When did his swordsmanship improve so much?'
Absurdly, Evan's swordsmanship was no less than his own.
'No way. I'm a 9-Star now!'
His pride was hurt, so he poured out his sword even more fiercely, but Evan was not shaken at all.
“…Aren’t you being too considerate of me?”
“…What?”
“I know your heart is weak. That’s why you can’t swing your sword with all your heart, in case I get hurt.”
“……”
“It’s alright. I am already prepared. I would not mind dying by your sword. Go all out!”
Paaat!
Evan's sword became even fiercer.
As if to say he was fine, and that Chris should get serious.
'No, I'm already doing my best, you know?! What kind of monster is this guy?'
Let me correct myself.
They were not on an equal level.
Evan's swordsmanship surpassed Chris's.
Of course, that was only in terms of pure swordsmanship. If he were to use his powers properly, Chris would naturally win, but it was still a shocking event.
'…Evan was a monster, too.'
He was reminded of a fact he had forgotten.
'Isn't he going to beat the Sword King even if he doesn't reach 8-Star (high)?'
It was as that question flashed through his mind.
Evan let out a small sigh.
“This won’t do. Your heart is too weak for this to be a proper duel.”
“……”
“Well, it can’t be helped. It’s because of your unavoidably good nature that you worry about me.”
'…It's not like that at all, you know?'
Feeling somewhat displeased, Chris simply kept his mouth shut.
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                    “I’ll have to use another method. Activate my potential with your authority.”
Chris looked surprised.
It was the method he had used on Jupien, Yulien, and others.
But Chris shook his head firmly.
“No. It’s not a method to be used on you. It’s impossible for you.”
Evan’s potential was, in name and reality, the best on the continent.
But what if it were to be artificially enhanced even further here?
‘He won’t be able to withstand the backlash.’
The reason he had been able to activate Jupien and Yulien’s potential was that their talents were relatively ordinary.
As such, the backlash was also less severe.
“It would be better to think of a strategy to defeat the Sword King. Seeing your current swordsmanship, it seems you have a chance of winning even if you don’t reach 8-Star (high).”
“That would be so if the Sword King were my only goal. But the enemies you will have to fight from now on are not on that level, are they?”
Evan said with an intense gaze.
“The minions of the Mystic Demonic House and Gehenna. The Demon Emperor of the Magus Empire. Perhaps even the Celestial Realm. When you fight them, I want to be by your side, lending my strength. To do that, I cannot remain as I am now.”
He had to reach 9-Star.
Only then would he earn the right to fight by Chris’s side.
“It is the same for me. Please allow me to become stronger as well.”
It was Ranya!
Ranya crossed her arms and raised her chin haughtily.
“Of course, I am not doing this for you. I just don’t like sitting on my hands as a genius mage. I also want to show you my greatness.”
“Ranya, did you not just swear to me a while ago that you would repay the grace you received from Christian? That you would repay it even if it meant sacrificing your life.”
“Aaat, you bastard! Didn’t I tell you that was a secret, you damned brother!!”
“What are you so ashamed of? Christian is a being like the light. It is only natural to feel gratitude.”
“Shut up!!”
Ranya, her face flushed red, glared at Christian, huffing and puffing.
“Anyway, do that potential activation thing to me as well.”
“No, I said no.”
Chris shook his head in bewilderment.
He couldn’t imagine how dangerous it would be if these two, the greatest geniuses on the continent, were to use this method.
‘I can never allow them to die or become crippled. You are my most precious suckers.’
Evan, once again using his mind’s eye, read Chris’s inner thoughts and frowned.
“You’re worrying about us again. Being that nice is a sickness.”
‘…No, it’s not. I’m just worried I’ll lose my suckers.’
Chris shook his head firmly.
“Anyway, absolutely not. Let’s not talk about it anymore.”
But then.
“Aren’t you looking down on us too much?”
Ranya shot a glare at Chris, as if displeased.
“I know what you’re worried about. If you artificially activate our potential, the backlash will naturally be severe. But so what?”
“!!”
“Do you think we can’t overcome that much? How much are you looking down on us?”
Chris fell silent.
Yes, now that he thought about it, that was true.
These two were not people he should be worried about.
The Heroes who had caused numerous miracles in his past life.
‘They overcame all sorts of life-threatening crises.’
Considering the crises they had faced as Heroes in the past, activating their potential might be nothing.
“…Can you really do it?”
“Look, Ranya. How kind Christian is. He can’t stop worrying about us even now, can he?”
“Hmph, I know, right. If you’re a jerk, be a jerk all the way, why is your heart so kind? It doesn’t suit you, you know?”
Chris wore a bitter expression.
‘No, I’m just a greedy person worried that something might happen to my precious property… Damn it, forget it.’
Chris let out a sharp sigh.
“Instead, make a promise. That you will succeed without fail.”
“You really are…”
“Enough! I get it, so let’s start!”
Chris hurriedly cut Evan off.
He used his authority to activate their potential, and so, the buds of a miracle began to bloom.
***
A fortnight later.
Chris was waiting for Evan and Ranya with an anxious face.
'Damn it, they kicked me out. Those bastards.'
Originally, Chris had intended to stay by Evan and Ranya's side to take immediate action should any problems arise.
-You're in the way.
But Ranya had frowned, and...
-Yes, I appreciate the thought, but there's no need for such consideration. Leave it to us.
...Evan, though he spoke kindly, seemed inwardly annoyed, leaving Chris with no choice but to leave.
"What are you so anxious about?"
"Ruina, aren't you worried?"
"They'll handle it. They're both monsters, you know."
Ruina answered nonchalantly.
However, as the day of the duel approached with no news, she, true to her fidgety nature, changed her tune.
"Aaaah! What if something happened?!"
"...I thought you believed in them?"
"I don't know!! What do we do? The swordsmanship houses are swarming outside!"
Chris let out a sigh.
This wouldn't do.
'This is not good. Something must have gone wrong.'
The two were Chris's kin.
He could roughly gauge their condition even from a distance.
For some time now, Evan's state had been precarious.
He was clearly facing a major crisis.
'No more. I have to stop them, even by force.'
The moment he made his decision and rose from his seat, Evan's state, which Chris had been sensing in his soul, changed.
'This is?'
Chris's expression hardened.
He couldn't feel anything.
Only a silence flowed, as if a flickering light had been extinguished.
'Don't tell me?! No!!'
He shot up from his seat.
At that moment, another change occurred.
The extinguished flame flickered back to life, however faint.
'He's still alive!'
He rushed out.
As long as he was breathing, he could be saved somehow.
As he was speeding towards the training grounds, Chris came to a sudden halt.
Evan was walking out.
"...You?"
"Worried about me again? You're too kind for your own good, Christian."
Though he looked haggard, he seemed to be alright.
He was even making jokes.
'He's changed.'
Chris swallowed hard.
He was so shocked he couldn't even think of a retort to Evan's silly remark.
He had gotten stronger.
No, it wasn't just that.
His vessel was still at the level of a low 8-Star.
But his enlightenment...
His worldview was established.
He had truly succeeded in attaining an enlightenment equivalent to a high 8-Star, even with an incomplete vessel!
'This much I expected.'
If it were just this, he wouldn't have been so surprised.
Chris scrutinized Evan in disbelief.
The worldview Evan had obtained was completely different from his previous life.
'I can't even fathom the depth of his worldview.'
It was a worldview so deep that even Chris couldn't comprehend it.
Evan had achieved a level of accomplishment incomparable to his previous life.
***
The fateful duel was at hand.
All the knights of the swordsmanship houses were lined up at the designated place.
"All knights, align!! Stand by!!"
"Sir!!"
The knights, each exuding a powerful aura.
It was a force befitting the strongest house in the alliance, but Chris saw through their pretense.
'Their morale isn't high. Most of the ordinary knights are probably cheering for Evan.'
The atmosphere wasn't bad.
'Evan must win.'
Chris continued his thoughts with sunken eyes.
'Only then can we stand against the Holy Masters and the Mystic Demonic House behind them.'
Yes, the swordsmanship houses were not the problem.
The Holy Assembly, a gathering of corrupt Holy Masters, and the Mystic Demonic House.
They were the real enemies.
'They're probably watching this duel as well.'
If Evan lost, they would ride that momentum and launch an all-out attack.
On the other hand...
'If Evan wins, it's our turn. The forces of the swordsmanship houses will be on our side. We can take on the Holy Masters and the Mystic Demonic House.'
In other words, everything would be decided by the outcome of this duel.
'It's alright. Evan will win.'
He was not the Evan of before.
Chris watched the duel with a somewhat relaxed mind.
However...
When Evan finally stepped into the dueling grounds, Chris's eyes widened in bewilderment.
An unexpected situation had occurred.
"Just the head of the house is boring, so have the elders come at me all at once."
Evan had said, flicking his sword.
"As the rightful heir of the Meier family, I shall bestow upon you all a proper lesson."
***
'Crazy?!'
Chris swallowed a curse.
'That bastard, what's gotten into him all of a sudden?'
Everyone had the same reaction.
A murmur went through the crowd.
'What's wrong with the young master?'
'Did something happen to his head while he was exiled?'
Everyone reacted as if he had gone mad.
"Hahaha! You've lost your mind!!"
With a loud shout, a middle-aged man with a strong impression stepped forward.
It was the head of the swordsmanship house, the Sword King.
Evan's uncle, and the very man who had ruined his life.
But Evan's eyes, looking at his sworn enemy, were merely calm.
The Sword King's eyebrow twitched.
"It's been a while since you've seen your uncle, yet you're so impudent. If your father could see you now, he would be lamenting in the afterlife."
"Are those your last words, uncle?"
"...What?"
"This place will be your grave today, so you'd best think of your last words in advance."
"!!"
Evan turned his gaze.
Towards everyone in the swordsmanship house.
"I, Evan, as the legitimate heir of the Meier family, declare that I will punish the villain who unjustly usurped our house with the judgment of the sword."
It was a unique tradition of the swordsmanship houses.
To punish a guilty party through a duel of swords.
In other words, Evan had just declared in front of everyone that he would kill the Sword King.
"Ha, you've really lost your mind. Very well. Punishing a nephew's misdeeds is also this uncle's duty. Do not resent my sword."
Fwoooosh!!
A powerful aura raged.
Clang, clang, clang. With a loud metallic sound, a silvery shadow covered the dueling ground.
Domain of Dominion.
The Curtain of Swords.
It was the power that had made him the Sword King.
"He's unleashing his Domain of Dominion already?"
"He intends to kill Young Master Evan in a single blow."
The faces of those who supported Evan darkened.
In truth, no one thought Evan would win this duel.
They had only hoped that Evan, whom they supported, would put up a decent fight.
'We have to step in!'
'We must at least protect the young master's life!'
It was when the few remaining supporters of Evan among the elders were gritting their teeth and reaching for their swords.
Something that surpassed everyone's expectations happened.
Slice.
With the sound of something being cut, blood spurted.
It was not Evan's blood.
It was the Sword King's blood.
"??"
For a moment, the arena fell silent.
No one could comprehend what had just happened.
'What? Why is the master bleeding from his shoulder?'
The Sword King had been in the middle of his attack.
Countless swords of will had shot out from the Curtain of Swords and rushed towards Evan.
Just as everyone squeezed their eyes shut, expecting him to be shattered to pieces, blood suddenly spurted from the Sword King's shoulder.
Only then did they see that Evan was holding his sword.
"You bastard! What trick did you pull?"
The Sword King growled and unleashed the Curtain of Swords again.
But it was the same.
Pshat!
Blood spurted again.
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                    This time, it was the shoulder closer to the neck. If he hadn't reflexively turned his neck, he would have lost his life.
Realizing that this situation was no coincidence, the Sword King's face hardened.
"The great Meier family is the overlord of the sword. To think the self-proclaimed head of the house would use a mere trick like the Curtain of Swords. How pathetic, uncle."
To call the Curtain of Swords, one of the most powerful Domains of Dominion in the alliance, a mere trick.
"Behold. This is the true sword of the Meier family."
Fwoooosh.
A transparent domain spread around Evan.
It did not hold an intense aura.
Since Evan's current vessel was at the level of a low 8-Star, the energy contained in the domain was only about that much.
But the meaning contained within the domain was on a different level.
Master of the Sword (劍主).
The authority to contain all principles of the sword within one's own.
This was the new Domain of Dominion that Evan had obtained.
***
'It's thanks to Christian.'
In his previous life, the Domain of Dominion Evan had obtained upon reaching high 8-Star was the Celestial Star Sword (星天劍).
The authority to imbue the power of the stars into his sword.
If nothing major had changed, he would have obtained a similar Domain of Dominion this time as well.
But as Evan was contemplating the Celestial Star Sword, he had a thought.
'A level like this is not enough.'
The Celestial Star Sword would surely become one of the most powerful Domains of Dominion.
But it was not enough.
He had to obtain an absolute authority, one of a kind.
Just like Christian had.
-How about giving up the blessing of the constellation?
The 'Sword Saint' blessing Evan had received was the foundation of his sword.
He could have risked having all of his swordsmanship crumble, but he followed the advice without hesitation.
Because he believed in Christian.
Forcibly activating his potential was a gamble.
Just as Christian had said, it was fraught with danger.
But as he reflected on his own sword at the crossroads of life and death, moment by moment, a path began to appear.
His sword already contained everything.
All that was needed was to become the perfect master of the sword.
Fwoooosh!
Evan's Domain of Dominion expanded its range.
Within this domain, he could become the true master of the sword.
"Evan, you bastard!! It seems you've gained some enlightenment, but it's useless!!"
The Sword King grit his teeth and unleashed his power.
As if he were going all out, a barrage of sword strikes incomparable to before rushed in.
It was like a raging storm, but...
"Pathetic."
Evan stared coldly at the scene.
He was the master of ten thousand swords (萬劍).
He could see every detail of the sword intent (劍意) contained in his opponent's attack.
It was shallow beyond belief.
Swoosh.
Evan raised his sword.
It was a straight thrust.
A single strike that looked insignificant compared to the storm of swords unleashed by the Sword King.
But the sword principle contained within it was beyond comparison.
-A single sword shall cleave the entire world.
The principle of One Sword to Sever the World (一劍斷世) dwelled in Evan's sword, and in a single blow, it tore apart the Sword King's attack.
"Keuk!!"
The Sword King suffered internal injuries and vomited a mouthful of blood.
Evan was not unscathed either.
The authority of the Master of the Sword allowed him to dominate and use all the sword principles in the world, but the higher the principle he used beyond his own achievement, the greater the backlash.
The One Sword to Sever the World just now was a principle that was too much for Evan's current state, and his insides churned.
'I can endure this much.'
For a moment, Christian's image came to mind.
People called Christian a monster, or said he worked miracles with a touch, but Evan knew.
How desperately Christian had struggled to achieve all those things.
He could not lose.
Fwoooosh!!
He broke through the Sword King's counterattack again.
Gulp. His stomach churned again, but he endured it.
And finally.
Slice!!
The Sword King's left arm flew into the air.
An unbelievable sight.
Fear crept into the Sword King's eyes.
"S-save..."
A pathetic plea, unimaginable to have come from the mouth of the head of the swordsmanship house.
'Personal grudges don't matter to me anymore.'
He had overcome such petty emotions long ago.
This, too, was thanks to Christian.
'If I let him live, he'll only continue to be a thorn in Christian's side.'
With that judgment, not even a shred of hesitation remained.
Stab!
Evan's sword pierced the Sword King's chest.
"Keo, heok..."
That was the end.
The end of the Sword King, a giant of the alliance.
At the same time, it was a scene that announced the birth of a new giant.
"The, the Sword Emperor (劍帝)..."
Someone muttered, swallowing hard.
Evan's appearance just now had reminded them of his father, the previous head of the swordsmanship house and the greatest sword in the alliance, the Sword Emperor.
Having defeated the Sword King with a sword, Evan could now be called the new greatest sword in the alliance.
"It's not over yet."
Evan turned his gaze.
Towards the pale-faced elders.
The rotten ones who had orchestrated this incident with the Sword King.
"All of you, come up. As the new head of the swordsmanship house, I will pass judgment on the sins you have committed until now."
It was a declaration that the swordsmanship house would be born anew.
***
Meanwhile, at that time, on a low mountain overlooking the dueling grounds.
Three figures were conversing.
[Who would have thought the Sword King would be defeated.]
[Indeed. At this rate, won't all our Holy Assembly's plans be ruined?]
The Holy Assembly.
These were the Holy Masters!
To be precise, they were two Holy Masters.
The low 9-Star Dark King.
And the advancing 9-Star Prophet.
The Dark King was one thing, but for the Prophet, known as the sage of the alliance, to be a member of the Holy Assembly was unexpected.
The Prophet had not joined the Holy Assembly out of greed.
[The will of the constellations must be fulfilled.]
The Prophet lamented.
He was one who read the will of the constellations.
It was the will of the constellations that had led him to the Holy Assembly, and so he had joined.
[Originally, we planned to open the Glass Lake by using the people of the Opalma Kingdom as a sacrifice, but now that the swordsmanship house has fallen into their hands, it is impossible.]
The scene of Evan mercilessly cutting down the elders who had joined forces with them came into view.
It was a miscalculation.
No one here had expected Evan to win against the Sword King.
[Is there no word from the Fairy King of the Mirror Ice Palace?]
He was the last of the four members of the Holy Assembly. The other one, the Master of the Magic Tower, had already been killed by Chris.
[The Fairy King said he is following the will of the constellations separately.]
[This is troublesome.]
The Prophet frowned and turned his gaze.
A mysterious person wrapped in a robe embroidered with the eerie crest of a devil stood there.
It was an Apostle of the Mystic Demonic House.
'Why did the constellations command us to join forces with the dogs of the Mystic Demonic House?'
He did not understand, but it was an order, so he had no choice but to obey.
[What does the Mystic Demonic House plan to do?]
[We must open the gates of the Glass Lake as planned.]
A beautiful voice flowed out.
From under the robe, a glimpse of the lower half of a face was revealed.
Though only the lower part was visible, it was enough to tell that she possessed a very beautiful appearance.
However, a scar could be seen running diagonally across her face.
[How can we, when the plan has gone awry? It is impossible for us alone to sacrifice the people of the Opalma Kingdom.]
[We can just offer another sacrifice.]
[...Are you saying there is another sacrifice?]
The Apostle nodded as if to say yes.
[The two of you.]
[...What?]
[If we offer you Holy Masters as a sacrifice, we should be able to open the gates.]
[!!]
The faces of the Dark King and the Prophet hardened.
[How dare you!!]
Paaat!
They moved away from the Apostle and drew up their power.
However.
[Th-this is?]
The bodies of the Holy Masters stiffened.
Chwa-rurururuk.
A demonic magic circle unfolded.
As if a trap had been laid in advance, it was a high-dimensional magic circle that could even bind Holy Masters.
[You bastards, don't tell me you planned this from the beginning?]
[Don't be too upset. This is not our will, after all.]
The Apostle could be seen smiling with her red lips.
An unbelievable story flowed out.
[The constellations you serve. They have handed you over to us as a sacrifice.]
[What nonsense is this!]
[If you don't believe me, try confirming it with the constellations yourselves. Ah, perhaps they won't answer your call now?]
Soon, the faces of the Dark King and the Prophet were colored with bewilderment.
[Wh-why?]
Their connection to the constellations had truly been severed!
The blessings the constellations had bestowed upon them had also vanished as if it were all a lie.
[Please become a sacrifice for the sake of the constellations with a joyful heart.]
[Sh-shut up!!]
Unable to accept reality, the Dark King and the Prophet drew up their energy in a rage.
No matter that the blessings of the constellations were gone, a 9-Star was a 9-Star.
An aura that no one could ignore raged, but...
[Kekek, good. That's how you should be. Ah, my heart trembles. I wonder what kind of screams you will let out for me.]
A laugh tinged with madness.
Just then, the top of the robe that had been covering her face was blown off by the wind, and a surprising face was revealed.
An appearance as beautiful as a woman's.
A scar cutting diagonally across the face.
[Please let me hear your desperate screams. So I can enjoy them as entertainment before I hear the screams of my beloved Christian.]
The first prince of the Dark Demonic House, and in a previous life, the infamous Demon King of the Blood Shadow Demonic Legion.
Sherad had appeared as the Apostle of the Mystic Demonic House.
***
Evan had achieved a perfect victory.
"Waaaaah!! Long live the swordsmanship house!!"
"Long live Young Master Evan!! Long live the new master!! Hail the Little Sword Emperor (小劍帝)!!"
The knights of the swordsmanship house shouted Evan's name in fervent cheers.
Evan shook his head at everyone's cheers and said.
"The one who should receive the cheers is not me. It is the Hero."
"!!"
"For it was the Hero who supported me in adversity, who helped me stand up, and who made me this strong."
'...Don't say things like that! You crazy bastard.'
Chris made a disgusted face, but it was too late.
The knights of the swordsmanship house glanced at Chris, then turned back and raised their voices again.
"Waaaaaah!! Long live the Hero!!"
"Long live the Hero! Long live the master!"
Just as Chris sighed and was about to reluctantly raise his hand, he paused.
'What is it?'
An eerie premonition crept down his spine.
It was not a simple feeling.
His hair stood on end, and his fingertips trembled faintly.
Something terrible was happening.
"...This is?"
Evan's expression also hardened, as if he had felt something similar.
At the sight of the two, the others tilted their heads in confusion.
That, too, was for a moment.
"...Why is the sky like that?"
"Ashen gray? What is it? There aren't any clouds?"
The surroundings grew dark.
It was a bizarre sight.
The weather had been clear without a single cloud, but it had turned ashen gray.
'It's an encroachment phenomenon where Gehenna and reality are overlapping!!'
Chris grit his teeth.
'The gates of the Glass Lake have opened!'
They had clearly opened the gates by some other means.
'It's not too late. The encroachment is still in its early stages, so I have to go and stop it now.'
But there was a problem.
Kekek. Kekek.
A terrible laugh echoed through the arena.
"Demons!!!"
Demons began to appear from all over the place.
Since it was still the early stages, the total number was not large, but the problem was that high-ranking demons were mixed in.
'Damn it.'
As he bit his lip, an unexpected voice was heard.
"Leave this place to us."
"!!"
It was Shattering Mace Aiden.
A rising star of the Round Table whom he had met at the training academy.
It was not just Aiden.
Shield William and the other heads of the Round Table also drew up their energy and stepped forward.
"We will take on those demons."
"Hero, please go and catch the culprit who caused this incident."
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                    The knights of the swordsmanship house also drew their swords.
"Master, please go with the Hero!!"
"We will take care of things here!!"
Chris and Evan's eyes met.
Just as they were about to depart for the Glass Lake, a familiar voice was heard.
"I will go, too."
It was Ranya.
Chris's eyes widened in surprise.
She was completely different from the last time he had seen her.
She had finally achieved her goal.
"Huhu, do you finally recognize my greatness? For a genius like me, this is a simple matter. Gaze upon me with more fervent admiration!"
"......"
Lightly ignoring her antics, Chris said.
"Let's go."
***
The road to the Glass Lake was not smooth.
The closer they got, the thicker the encroachment became.
Demons blocked their path.
Though ordinary demons were no longer a threat, they caused delays.
'The encroachment is getting stronger.'
Chris wore an anxious expression.
'Can this even be reversed?'
He did not know.
It was something that had not happened in his previous life.
There was one unsettling point.
'Why were the gates made into these kinds of ruins?'
The gates scattered across the continent had one thing in common.
The end of the ruins could not be reached.
'The deeper you go, the more insurmountable the obstacles become.'
Taking the underground garden he had visited in the past as an example, the lower the floor, the stronger the guardians that appeared, until eventually, an existence that could never be defeated blocked the way.
Other ruins were similar.
Guardians, or some other obstacle that a mortal could never overcome, blocked the path.
'No matter the obstacle, I have to stop it.'
If he could not, it would be no different from the end of the world.
"So this is the Glass Lake."
Ranya let out a surprised voice.
The surface of the water, transparent like glass without a hint of blue, came into view.
'Something's wrong.'
Unlike its usual calm state, the surface was boiling ominously, like lava.
"We have to go inside. Ranya, cast your life support magic on me and Evan."
Both Chris and Evan could survive for a long time underwater without the aid of magic, but the Glass Lake was different.
They had to be thoroughly prepared before entering.
"The deeper we go, the stronger the water's pressure becomes. Ranya, you'll have to support us well."
This was the challenge of the Glass Lake.
Even just 5 meters below the surface, the pressure became so heavy that even a decent knight could not withstand it.
The pressure compounded and grew stronger the deeper they went, making it difficult for even high-ranking knights to endure beyond 10 meters.
'Beyond 30 meters is tough even for a peak 7-Star knight. Beyond 40 meters, even an 8-Star. Was the deepest record 50 meters?'
50 meters was a pressure that even a 9-Star would find difficult to endure.
The problem was that even at 50 meters, it was not the bottom of the lake.
The 9-Star transcendent who had explored the lake at the time had said that an even more unfathomable bottom existed.
'Let's go down first. Only then can we find a solution.'
Fwoooosh!
Ranya's magic enveloped them all.
Kwad.
As they entered the lake, a noise like striking coarse steel, rather than water, echoed.
[Christian, this energy is?]
[Yes, it's the evil energy of Gehenna.]
From the bottom of the lake, a hideous energy was rising.
As if it were connected to Gehenna by a gate.
'Faintly, the celestial energy of the Celestial Realm is also mixed in.'
It was a sign that the boundaries of the three realms were collapsing.
'We have to hurry.'
He grit his teeth and headed down.
10 meters, 20 meters, 30 meters.
The deeper they went, the more intense pressure crushed them.
Ranya's magic was protecting them, but they were starting to feel the strain.
[My magic won't last long from here on out. We need to find a way to resolve this situation as quickly as possible.]
Ranya said with a slightly pale complexion at a point past 40 meters.
It was a point known to be difficult even for those at the absolute peak of 8-Star to endure.
'Both of them have high enlightenment, but their vessels themselves are only at the level of a low 8-Star, so it's tough to go down any further from here.'
It was when Chris was making a troubled face.
Suddenly, a voice filled with an eerie killing intent was heard.
[Ah. What a pleasant surprise.]
[!!]
It was Sherad!
Chris's eyes widened in surprise.
'Why is this bastard here? Don't tell me? He became a fiend of the Mystic Demonic House?'
He knew that Sherad was alive.
But for him to become a fiend of the Mystic Demonic House?
And he wasn't just an ordinary fiend. Judging from the energy he was exuding, he was a priest, and an apostle-class one at that.
[How did you become an apostle of the Mystic Demonic House?]
[Huhu, it's all thanks to you.]
Sherad licked his lips.
[After our last fight, I realized that I could no longer reach you with my own power. Ah, the despair I felt then.]
Sherad sent a shimmering gaze towards Chris.
[But I didn't give up. I wanted to tear you to pieces and kill you with my own hands, to hear your screams.]
[......]
[So I used my authority of gluttony on the demon I had a contract with. Huhu, it was a gamble, but perhaps because my feelings for you were so deep? In the end, I succeeded, I became a demon, and an apostle of the Mystic Demonic House.]
It was a crazy story.
To have devoured the demon he had a contract with to achieve demonization.
[Ah. You have no idea how much I've missed you. Seeing you approach from afar, I just couldn't contain my excitement.]
Chris frowned.
[Shut your disgusting mouth. In any case, it seems the gate hasn't opened yet.]
Sherad did not deny it.
[That's right. It's not something that can be finished in one go. Above all, although I offered two Holy Masters, the sacrifices are still insufficient.]
Sherad gave Chris an eerie smile.
[Christian, you'll be more than enough as a sacrifice to mark the grand finale.]
Chris realized the Mystic Demonic House's scheme.
'So they lured me to the gate with this plan from the beginning.'
Since it had become impossible to make him a 'vessel', they were trying to make him a sacrifice to open the gate.
[Well, there's nothing to worry about. If I kill you here, everything will be resolved.]
[Kekek, yes, that's my Christian. That's how you should be. Ah, how I have longed for this moment.]
Just then, a rough voice was heard from the side.
[Shut up.]
It was Evan.
He raised his sword in anger.
[How dare that perverted son of a bitch who deserves to be chewed to death say such things to Christian! I'll kill you.]
Sherad looked at Evan with cold eyes.
[I'm having a moving reunion, and a mere stray dares to interrupt.]
Originally, in his past life, the object of Sherad's obsession had been Evan, but his gaze showed no interest.
[Get lost.]
Fwoooosh!!
An intense evil energy raged towards Evan.
However.
Flash. Slice.
The moment Evan's sword flashed, a miracle occurred.
The evil energy split into two, and a flash of sword light struck Sherad.
[!!]
Sherad flinched.
[No, how?]
Sherad's current power was at a low 9-Star.
It was the same level as the priest Chris had fought not long ago, but they were by no means on the same level.
If the priests were a general low 9-Star, the apostles were at a level that had reached the wall within the low 9-Star.
Just as there was a significant difference between a high 8-Star who had reached the wall and one who had not, the same was true for a low 9-Star.
And yet, Evan's sword, which had not even reached 9-Star, had neutralized Sherad's attack.
That was how deep the meaning imbued in Evan's sword was.
[I'm here, too. Die, you pervert!!]
Fwoooosh!!
A shining domain unfolded around Ranya.
Coordinator of Phases.
It was the Domain of Dominion that Ranya had obtained.
The authority to freely manipulate the phases that are the source of white magic.
With this power, she could not only use high-level white magic, which was difficult to cast, as easily as her own limbs, but she could also amplify its power far more than the original magic.
[Take this, you pervert!! This is the power of this genius mage!!]
High-level white magic of water, lightning, and space was manifested and flew at once.
Evan moved along with her.
Master of the Sword.
Union of Sword Principles.
Sword intents were simultaneously overlapped.
Light, fast, and at the same time, heavy.
While being able to sever anything and destroy anything, the meaning was imbued in a single sword strike.
Sherad defended against the attack with his evil energy, but he was not completely unharmed.
His neat hair was disheveled.
He let out a chuckle and licked his lips grotesquely with his tongue.
[Huhu, this is an unexpected pleasure. To think that worms would try so hard. Of course, it's all for naught.]
Srrrrk.
An even more intense evil energy stretched out.
[What a shame. You two would make a tasty meal if you ripened a little more. But not yet.]
Evan and Ranya frowned.
It was as he said.
Of course, their enlightenment was high enough to be a threat even to a 9-Star.
The problem was their vessels.
Unlike their lofty enlightenment, they were still at the level of a low 8-Star.
Their vessels could not keep up with their enlightenment, so they could not fully manifest their power.
Just then, Christian stepped forward.
[Well now? It's a different story when I'm here.]
He stretched out his hand.
Darkness spread around him.
It was the Advent of Creation, the Throne.
[Are you trying to strengthen them with your authority? Even so, there's a limit...]
Sherad's sneering face hardened.
It was not a simple Advent of Creation.
Chris held out an artifact.
[At my level, I can utilize the abilities of an artifact to their fullest.]
It was the Vampiric Ring!
A top-grade artifact that could absorb the surrounding energy and use it as its own.
'The water of this Glass Lake is a mass of energy.'
It was water that contained enough energy to pressure even an absolute peak 8-Star.
Absorbing even a part of it would be an enormous amount.
'Of course, it's not the kind of water that can be easily absorbed.'
But Chris had the Throne.
The one that dominated everything in the world under his feet.
The authority of the Throne dominated the water of the Glass Lake, and the Vampiric Ring absorbed the energy and transferred it to Evan and Ranya.
[!!]
Evan and Ranya's eyes widened at the surging energy.
[Leave it to me. That pervert's neck is mine!]
[I hate perverts, too, so I'll join in and beat him up!!]
Fwoooosh!!!
As if the reins had been released, a fierce storm of sword and magic raged.
Sherad showed signs of being pushed back for a moment, then burst into a loud, mad laugh.
[Ahaha!! Good!! Ah. This is more fun than I thought. How long has it been since my heart pounded like this!!]
Srrrrk.
The evil energy encroached on the surroundings, recreating it into an eerie space.
Sherad's Advent of Creation.
It was the 'Hell of the Eaten'.
An authority that reduces all beings within its range to prey.
[!!]
Ranya and Evan's eyes became bloodshot.
The energy that had been filled to the brim began to be sucked into Sherad.
That was not all.
'The movement of my limbs?'
It was as if they were tightly bound, like prey caught in a spider's web.
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                    If it weren't for the authority of Chris's Throne holding on, they wouldn't have been able to move at all.
[Is this all you've got? Try to struggle a little more.]
Sherad let out a dark laugh.
'I have to break free from this restraint, somehow!'
It was the moment the two of them grit their teeth.
[You've held on for a long time. Well done.]
Chris stepped forward.
[Leave the rest to me.]
[Huhu. I'm looking forward to this. Christian, I wonder what kind of pleasure you will give me....]
[Me? I'm just going to beat you to a pulp.]
Chris sneered and drew a single sword.
It was Andrill.
[A club is the answer for a madman.]
Having finally reached 9-Star, he could now use Andrill's various authorities.
Among them, the one Chris was about to use now was 'Amplification'.
It was an authority that could manifest a power proportional to the amount of energy poured into it.
'It's the perfect authority for this situation.'
He focused the energy contained in the lake's water directly into Andrill.
Of course, even with the Vampiric Ring and the authority of the Throne, he could not draw an infinite amount of energy.
The more energy he absorbed, the more of a burden it placed on his core.
However, Chris minimized such a backlash by assimilating the external energy with himself through his innate sensitivity, and soon, a tearing shriek echoed from Andrill.
Goooooooo.
The lake shook as if an earthquake had occurred.
Flash!!
Andrill's energy exploded, and Sherad's Advent of Creation crumbled to pieces.
[Keuk!!]
Freed from their restraints, Evan and Ranya did not miss the opportunity and launched a fierce assault.
[You filthy pervert!]
[Give me your neck, you perverted bastard!]
Whether it was the aftermath of his Advent of Creation being broken, Sherad could not properly respond to their attacks and showed signs of being flustered.
Chris joined in the attack as well.
Along with Ranya's magic and Evan's sword, the Demonic Radiance, which had been transformed into an ultimate skill, flashed.
All of them were attacks that surpassed the limits of their respective levels.
As time passed, Sherad's damage accumulated.
However.
[Kekek! This is so much fun!! As expected, the only one who can make me tremble is you, Christian.]
Fwoooooosh!!!
The evil energy spread around him.
He had once again unfolded his Advent of Creation, the 'Hell of the Eaten'.
However, the situation was different from before.
He focused all his power solely on Chris.
[Christian!!]
[Stop it, you pervert!!!]
Evan and Ranya did their best to save Christian, but it was useless.
He was engulfed in the black evil energy and completely isolated from the outside.
[Ah, what are you going to do now? You won't be able to use the same trick as before.]
As he said, it was impossible to use Andrill again.
Sherad licked his lips as if in anticipation.
[Please don't crumble so easily. So I can enjoy this ecstasy to the fullest.]
Paaat!
The Hell of the Eaten approached Chris.
The Throne stood proudly in its way, but the difference in their absolute levels was too great.
No matter how sublime the authority of the Throne was, if it were to clash head-on like this, it was bound to be pushed back.
Of course, Chris was not just standing by helplessly.
Chwarararak.
Swords of light floated up.
There were more than 10 of them.
The Celestial Radiance Swords.
Each one was a sword that embodied the entire world of the Celestial Radiance.
[Die.]
Fwooooooosh!
The swords of light flew.
Sherad defended, but they broke through in an instant and mercilessly slashed him.
[!!]
Blood spurted, and not only that, the power of light purified Sherad's evil soul.
But Chris's expression was not good.
'It's not working.'
As expected, a mad laugh echoed.
[Ah, good. More. It's not enough.]
Far from being damaged, Sherad laughed with a face full of pleasure.
It seemed he could have blocked the attack just now, but had deliberately allowed it.
'It's still too much for me to handle an apostle-class with my current power.'
Chris thought with a heavy gaze.
He had grown explosively, but the enemy was too strong.
Just then, an unexpected voice was heard.
[I... will help... you.]
[!!]
Chris flinched.
It was Mefina, the 7th-circle demon!
She had not appeared for a long time, but now she had.
[You know... that this is not the time... to be stubborn, don't you? Are you... just going to stand by and watch... the world turn... into hell?]
Chris remained silent.
She was right.
If he could not stop Sherad here, the gate would open. A living hell would unfold.
This was not a situation where he could refuse her power simply because he disliked demons.
[Let me ask you one thing first. Mefina, why are you trying to make a contract with me? No, what is your ultimate goal?]
He had vaguely sensed that Mefina was different from an ordinary demon.
[…I do not wish for ruin.]
[Why not?]
[I already have everything, so why should I have to start all over again?]
Chris noticed several important pieces of information contained in those words.
First, that Mefina had been a demon of a very high rank before her fall.
'Probably the 3rd circle. A high-ranking one at that.'
Second, the true intention of the demons.
A clue as to why the demons wished for ruin was mixed in Mefina's words just now.
As if she, too, had realized her slip, Mefina spoke in a troubled voice.
[…I have said… too much. I will face… the backlash of causality. In any case… if you wish to avoid ruin… join hands with me.]
Chris answered.
[I refuse.]
[…You bastard! Are you being stubborn again for no reason?]
[No, that's not the reason.]
Chris shook his head.
[You are weak. You are not qualified to assist me.]
[!!!]
An absurd story.
But he was serious.
'This isn't the end.'
Of course, if he joined hands with Mefina, he would be able to overcome the current crisis.
But what about the other enemies of the Mystic Demonic House?
The apostle-class was one thing, but what about the Head and Vice-Head, who were called Grand Apostles?
For reference, the Head of the Mystic Demonic House held the position of Pope, and the Vice-Head, the position of High Priest, and they were at the levels of high 9-Star and mid 9-Star, respectively.
And what about the Magus Chancellor and the Demon Emperor of the Center?
The Celestial Realm and Gehenna?
'There is no way I can stand against them by accepting Mefina's power.'
On the contrary, it was highly likely that it would only limit his potential for growth.
Above all.
[I can win against a guy like that on my own.]
That's right.
He had anticipated that an apostle-class being might intervene in this matter.
The reason he had still stepped forward was that he had a way.
Fwoooosh!
An intense energy surged into the Throne.
[Hmm? What kind of trick are you trying to pull? Go on and try your best. I'm not satisfied yet.]
A dark smile formed on Sherad's face.
But that smile soon vanished.
He had sensed that something was amiss.
The form of the Throne began to change.
It was not simply seated in its lofty position; it was as if something colossal were rising from the Throne, casting a shadow.
Advent of Creation.
The Reigning Throne.
If the original Throne had maximized its dominion, the Reigning Throne was an authority that could actually cause a direct phenomenon in reality based on that dominion.
'It's still an authority that's too much for my level.'
He was still an advancing 9-Star, so his vessel was insufficient, and he had to directly twist causality.
'Still, I can do it. I just have to use the energy of the Glass Lake.'
Fwoooosh!
He absorbed the energy of the Glass Lake through the Vampiric Ring to supplement his insufficient energy.
At the same time, he manifested the causality manipulation he had learned through the former Demon King of Silver Snow.
It felt as if not only his core but also his very soul would collapse from the forced manifestation of the authority, but he endured it.
Rumble.
A colossal shadow was cast over Sherad.
Sherad, whose composure from before was long gone, unfolded his own Advent of Creation with all his might.
But it was useless.
Crack, crackle.
The shadow of the Reigning Throne crushed Sherad, and like a giant trampling a trifle, Sherad's Advent of Creation began to crumble to pieces.
[!!!]
Sherad drew up his power with all his might, his face pale.
A fight between 9-Stars was a contest of causality.
Sherad's causality manipulation confronted the Reigning Throne.
Surprisingly, the result was Chris's superiority.
[Keuk!]
Sherad vomited a mouthful of blood.
It was an unbelievable event.
To think he had been pushed back in a contest of causality manipulation when he had reached the end of the low 9-Star?
It meant that Chris's authority was superior, transcending levels.
[This is the end.]
Chris declared coldly.
[Die.]
The shadow of the Reigning Throne crushed Sherad.
Blood flowed from Sherad's entire body.
[Keo, heook....]
Sherad's soul was being crushed to pieces.
At this rate, he would not be able to avoid annihilation.
But then, something completely unexpected happened.
The pressure that had been crushing Sherad's soul vanished as if it had been washed away.
And then.
[Keuk!]
Christian vomited a mouthful of black blood.
He knelt, his body trembling.
The forced use of power had finally caused a disaster.
[Ha... ha. This is a shame. I was thrilled.]
Sherad brushed back his blood-soaked hair.
[It seems you can't even lift a finger anymore.]
Sherad licked his lips as if in regret, looking at the completely helpless Chris.
[You are my muse. I don't want to kill you like this, but I have no other choice. How tragic.]
Sherad trudged towards Chris.
But Chris, as if completely drained of strength, could not offer any resistance and only sent a fierce glare.
[Get lost.]
[Huhu. Don't be so sad. You will now become one with me.]
He placed a chilling hand on Chris's neck.
He was about to use his unique authority, Gluttony, which absorbed the power of his opponent.
[Originally, I was supposed to offer you as a sacrifice to open the gate... but I just can't resist. And as it happens, other substitute sacrifices have appeared.]
Sherad glanced over at Evan and Ranya.
The two of them also possessed souls loftier than any mortal, so they would be sufficient as sacrifices.
[Ah, to think this moment has come. Do you know my feelings for you? It was a feeling of wanting to enjoy a feast, yet wanting to postpone it forever.]
Sherad's eyes were colored with a fanatical ecstasy.
[You will live and breathe within me for all eternity.]
Swaaaaaa.
The authority of Gluttony was manifested.
At this rate, Chris would have everything absorbed by Sherad and meet his death.
But Chris showed an incomprehensible reaction.
He suddenly smiled.
A smile that did not fit the situation.
[You fell for it.]
[...What?]
[Evan, Ranya!]
Crash!!
The energy that had been blocking the outside and the surroundings shattered to pieces, and Evan and Ranya appeared and attacked.
[Ha, you insects.]
Sherad raised his hand with a displeased face.
With Chris incapacitated, there was no possibility of Evan and Ranya defeating Sherad.
[I'll enjoy you two separately, so wait your turn.]
Perhaps out of annoyance at having his feast interrupted, Sherad drew up his power more strongly than usual.
However.
Thud.
Sherad's movements stopped.
As if something had forcibly bound him.
When he turned his gaze, Christian was raising the corners of his mouth.
Christian had pulled a trick!
The appearance of not being able to lift a finger from before was gone.
[...You?]
[Of course, it was a trick. For someone who thinks of me in such a disgusting way, you know nothing about me.]
Yes, it was true that he had overexerted himself, but pretending to be completely drained of strength had all been an act.
[This is the end.]
Chris stretched his hand towards Sherad.
Neither demonic energy nor mana, but the pure power of his soul flickered and headed for Sherad.
[D-don't tell me, that's?!]
Sherad's pupils trembled.
An uncharacteristic look of panic.
[Yes, that's right.]
Chris gave a dark smile.
[It's your authority of Gluttony.]
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                    [!!]
It was the ability of the Throne.
Within his domain, he could partially imitate the authority unfolded by his opponent.
'The activation condition for the authority of Gluttony is to bind the opponent.'
He deliberately induced carelessness, then created an opening through Evan and Ranya to bind him with the Reigning Throne.
Especially since the bastard had practiced Gluttony his entire life, he himself was vulnerable to it.
'Of course, it's difficult to perfectly replicate a high-level authority like Gluttony.'
But a vague imitation was enough.
He could just modify it in his own way.
'Because I have to get stronger as fast as possible.'
From this day forward, he would begin to seriously confront transcendent powerhouses. He planned to use Sherad as a sacrifice to become one step stronger.
[You bastard...!]
[It's useless. Stay still.]
As Sherad tried to break free, he unfolded the Reigning Throne once more.
Evan and Ranya also joined in to tie the fiend down.
Finally, Chris unleashed Gluttony.
Swaaaaaaaaaa.
Sherad's soul and the energy he held began to flow into Chris.
However, he soon hit a snag.
With an imperfect Gluttony, it was impossible to absorb everything from a fiend who had already become a demon.
[Kekek, even for you, that was a reckless ambition.]
[Not really.]
Chris said in a relaxed tone.
[My goal was never to absorb your energy in the first place.]
Absorbing a demon's energy would only cause problems.
[You will be used as material to temper me.]
Chris unleashed his power again.
[Kraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaak!!!!]
Sherad let out a desperate scream.
It was not a proper Gluttony.
As if he had no intention of absorbing anything, he shattered Sherad's spirit and flesh into pieces, grinding them into dust.
As Chris absorbed those fragments internally, a terrible backlash occurred.
'I must use these fragments to temper my vessel.'
There are two ways to strengthen one's vessel.
One is to train conventionally and expand its size.
The other is to forcibly give it trials to strengthen it.
'The fragments of a demonized soul are more than enough of a trial to strengthen my vessel.'
Here, the vessel does not simply mean the core.
It refers to everything of the spirit and flesh.
Since Sherad was a being who had become a demon as a human, he possessed the properties of both matter and spirit, so he could be used as a tool to simultaneously strengthen both spirit and flesh.
[K-keuk. Do you think I will fall like this?]
Sherad, his face flushed red, struggled to break free from Chris's scheme.
Crack.
A crack formed in the Reigning Throne that was binding Sherad.
However.
[Stay quiet, you pervert.]
Slice.
Evan's sword sent Sherad's head flying.
Ranya also stepped forward.
She manifested several high-level spells at Sherad, who was still alive even with his head cut off.
All were types of magic that neutralized the opponent, and Sherad was rendered completely unable to resist.
[N-no.]
Did he finally feel fear?
Sherad's voice was filled with terror.
[You will pay the price, just as you have sinned until now.]
Kwad득득득득득.
Kraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaak!!!
With a monstrous scream as if he were being ground to pieces, Sherad was completely turned into fragments.
Chris accepted those fragments into himself through the authority of Gluttony.
'Originally, I'm supposed to absorb them.'
But Chris operated the authority in a completely different way.
He drenched his spirit and flesh in those fragments.
His soul, body, and core screamed in rejection.
A terrible pain surged, but he did not stop.
The fragmented soul of a demon is, in itself, like a soul's ordeal by fire.
Like tempering steel in hot flames.
He tempered his spirit and flesh.
Of course, it was a crazy act.
No one in history would have ever tempered their vessel in such a way.
But it was possible.
'I just have to apply the authority of Gluttony.'
The authority of Gluttony is the power to absorb everything from an opponent.
Therefore, if used well, he could precisely control the degree of the backlash.
Just enough to be helpful for tempering.
An act possible only for Chris.
'Little by little, I have to increase the degree of the backlash.'
In a moment that felt like an eternity, Chris's spirit and flesh were repeatedly wounded and overcame it.
Each time, his spirit and flesh grew stronger, and Chris strengthened the backlash to match.
And finally, the last moment.
'It's over.'
Chris's eyes flashed open.
An intense darkness erupted from his spirit and flesh.
Hwaaaaaaaaaaaat!!
Kraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaak!!
The energy of darkness burned the demon's fragments, and with a terrible scream, the demon's fragments disappeared without a trace.
He had been completely annihilated.
[Christian, you.]
Evan and Ranya swallowed hard as they looked at Chris.
[Yes.]
Chris nodded.
[I succeeded.]
He had finally reached low 9-Star!!
Not a Lesser Demon King, but a perfect Demon King.
It was a historic moment, but there was no time to rejoice.
[We have to close the gate.]
Although they had dealt with Sherad, it was not over.
They had to deal with the gate that fiend had been opening.
[I will go down from here alone.]
Evan and Ranya kept their mouths shut.
They did not seem to want to send Chris alone, but it was impossible for Evan and Ranya, who were still 8-Stars, to go any further down.
[Instead, take my energy.]
Evan took Chris's hand.
He was trying to transfer his remaining energy.
Ranya also sighed and took his other hand.
[I will give you mine, too. The mana of this genius mage is top-grade! It will be a great help.]
Evan looked at Chris.
[You must return safely.]
Chris let out a smirk.
[Who are you worried about?]
[I know you do all sorts of reckless things without taking care of yourself for the sake of the world. This time, too, you're probably thinking of stopping the world's crisis even if it means throwing away your life. You must come back alive.]
[That's right. That habit of yours of shouldering everything by yourself is really annoying.]
[...It's not like that. What kind of misunderstanding is this.... Anyway, I understand.]
Chris, with a look of disgust, shot downwards.
[I'll be back soon, so have some drinks ready.]
He had suffered so much this time that he had to have a drink, no matter how weak he was to alcohol.
...Though he would probably pass out after just one glass.
'Let's hurry.'
45 meters, 50 meters.
As he descended, the pressure crushed his spirit and flesh.
After 55 meters, the pressure became so strong that it was difficult for even Chris's current vessel to withstand.
'I have to endure it. It shouldn't be far from here.'
Finally, 60 meters.
Amidst a pressure that made it difficult to lift a single finger and even breathe, he found his target.
'A magic circle. It's the trace of that bastard Sherad opening the gate!'
This was not the bottom of the lake.
An even deeper abyss stretched below.
However, it seemed Sherad had tried to open the gate from here.
No matter how much of an apostle-class Sherad was, it was impossible for him to go down any further than this.
'I have to dismantle this magic circle. Is it possible?'
Chris swallowed hard.
'This isn't a magic circle Sherad created. Sherad only assisted in its activation; the demons and constellations must have created it themselves.'
It was a magic circle so sturdy that even Chris, who had reached low 9-Star, felt daunted.
At that moment, an eerie fear shot down his spine.
When he looked down, a single eye was staring at him from the deep, deep abyss of the lake, whose end could not be seen.
'Crazy.'
Chris's fingertips trembled.
'It's a Great One.'
It looked to be a Great Demon of the 4th circle.
If he did not dismantle the magic circle, beings like that would descend upon the surface.
'I have to do it, no matter what.'
Chris grit his teeth.
Fwooooooosh!!
He had already used the Vampiric Ring beyond its limit, so he could no longer use it.
He poured all his remaining power into Andrill.
The power of his ultimate skill, the Demonic Radiance, was endlessly amplified within the domain of the Reigning Throne.
'Any more than this is too much.'
He was overloaded.
But he did not stop.
This much was not enough to destroy the magic circle.
Drip. Blood trickled from his mouth.
His mind grew hazy from the forced manifestation of power.
-Don't you always try to save the world, even if it means throwing away your life?
Evan's words flashed past his mind, but this time, it could not be helped.
'The reason I'm doing this is all for the wealth and glory I'll enjoy later!'
And finally.
After manifesting a power that went beyond all that was possible, beyond his limits.
A miracle occurred.
Crack, crackle, crack.
He had succeeded in destroying the magic circle!
But there was a problem.
'...I have no energy left to move.'
Chris blinked.
He could not lift a single fingertip.
'Damn it.'
The pressure began to close in.
At this rate, he would meet his death without being able to do a thing.
'No! My wealth and glory!!'
As he screamed, a single figure miraculously appeared in his vision.
It was Evan!
Ranya was there, too.
'...How are they here? Am I seeing things?'
It was not.
Both of them had complexions like corpses. As if they would collapse at any moment.
Thinking of Chris, they had followed him, prepared for death.
Evan let out a deep sigh and looked at Chris as if he were a troublemaker who had caused an accident.
Ranya's gaze was similar.
[No, I...]
[That's enough. It's not like we didn't know you'd be like this.]
[That's right. You're a real handful.]
Evan held onto Chris.
[Let's go back.]
He tried to argue, but he had no energy.
His consciousness gradually faded.
***
How long had he been unconscious?
Chris had a long, long dream.
It was a dream of the world ending.
He had often dreamed of the end of the world since the beginning of this life.
Because the Ragnarok he had experienced in his previous life was strongly etched in his mind.
The sight of everything in the world perishing with the darkness was vivid in his eyes.
However, this dream was different.
After the destruction, a light descended.
[The end is not the end.]
[The new world will be decided by your choice.]
"!!"
With that voice echoing clearly in his soul, Chris's eyes shot open.
'How much time has passed?'
He turned his gaze and saw a simple room. It was Ruina's royal castle.
"You're awake?!"
It was Ruina.
"Sob. My heart sank, thinking the Grand Prince was going to die!"
...At her usual fuss, Chris frowned.
"Stop with the empty words you don't even mean."
"Empty words! My feelings for the Grand Prince are always sincere! No, you're a Demon King now. Long live Demon King Christian, long live, long live!!"
"...I'm getting angry."
"Yes, sir."
Ruina shut her mouth.
"How long was I unconscious?"
"A week."
"...A week?"
It was much longer than he had thought.
"Anyway, bring me some alcohol. I've worked hard, so I'm going to have some fun this time."
He was worried he would pass out for a few more days if he drank, but he really wanted a drink this time.
"Well... it's not exactly a situation for drinking...."
"Why? Is something wrong? Where's Evan?"
"He went to fight the demons."
"...Demons?"
Chris tilted his head.
"What demons?"
He had closed the gate, so what did she mean by demons?
"Is there still a problem at the Glass Lake?"
"No, the Glass Lake has calmed down again."
"Then?"
Someone else answered.
It was Ranya.
"A problem has occurred elsewhere."
"!!"
Chris flinched.
"What do you mean?"
"Encroachment phenomena have occurred in a total of seven locations across the continent."
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                    "...What? Where did the encroachment phenomenon occur?"
Hearing the locations, Chris swallowed a groan.
'They're near the other gates! They've been up to something besides the Glass Lake!'
The Glass Lake was not the only gate on the continent.
But Chris did not understand.
'I didn't sense any signs of the Mystic Demonic House messing with the other gates. What's going on?'
Most of the gates were in places Chris could monitor.
Whether it was the Alliance or the Magus Empire, most places on the continent were now under Chris's influence.
Hadn't he asked those nearby to watch for any suspicious movements?
'And opening a gate isn't easy.'
As they had learned from the incident at the Glass Lake, it required a massive sacrifice.
"Were there any strange occurrences at the nearby ruins?"
"No, there were no such signs. Just the encroachment phenomenon."
As he frowned, unable to understand, a strange voice was heard.
"It is the work of the Mystic Demonic House."
"!!"
Everyone flinched.
A mysterious person in a robe had entered the room.
And not just one, but two.
"Who are you?"
Chris asked in a wary voice.
Even though Chris's energy was not at its peak right now, he had reached the level of a Demon King, yet they had entered the room without him sensing them.
They were no ordinary individuals.
"We have come on an errand for you, the Demon King of Dark Radiance. Please have the others leave."
"Reveal your identities first."
The two looked at each other for a moment.
Their faces could not be seen under their robes, but they were individuals of completely different builds.
One was slender and tall, and the other was short like a dwarf and wide.
"Very well."
The two removed their robes, and Chris flinched.
'A Dark Elf?'
The tall figure was a Dark Elf!
And that was not all.
The identity of the short figure was also surprising.
'A Dwarf.'
They were not beings one could see easily.
'Don't the Dark Elves and Dwarves rarely leave their base in the Northern Magus Nation?'
The Dark Elf Demonic House.
The Smithing Demonic House.
They were the houses of the Dark Elves and Dwarves.
They were so reclusive that they were rarely seen even in the Magus Empire.
'And they're not just ordinary Dark Elves and Dwarves.'
Chris observed the two.
They were suppressing their presence, but they could not fool Chris's eyes.
'Both of them are at the 8-Star level.'
In particular, the power of the tall male Dark Elf was astonishing.
'A level nearly approaching 9-Star.'
In other words, he was a super-powerhouse on the same level as the Vengeful Spirit and Drenne, whom he had fought not long ago at the Four Kings' Castle.
Chris realized their identities.
"What business do the Dark Elf King and the Dwarf King have with me?"
They were the heads of the Dark Elf Demonic House and the Smithing Demonic House!
The leaders of the two houses, shrouded in mystery even in the Magus Empire, had suddenly appeared.
"We have come to speak with the Demon King of Dark Radiance."
"You have something to say to me?"
"Yes, that is correct."
Chris let out a smirk.
"And not to play some trick on me?"
"!!"
"I know that you Dark Elves and Dwarves fell into the hands of the Mystic Demonic House long ago, so what kind of game are you trying to play?"
Swaaaaaa.
The presence extending from Chris pressed down on the two.
Their faces turned pale.
Though both were renowned super-powerhouses in the Magus Empire, they could not withstand the presence of Chris, who had become a perfect Demon King.
"Th-this is no trick, we have come to ask you to stop the Mystic Demonic House! The Mystic Demonic House is trying to commit a terrible act using us Dark Elves and Dwarves as a sacrifice!"
Chris crossed his arms.
"What do you mean? Speak precisely."
As the presence was withdrawn, the Dark Elf King and the Dwarf King let out sighs of relief.
"I will explain. First, let me introduce myself. I am the head of the Smithing Demonic House, who carries on the lineage of the Great Smith."
"I know. Skip the useless introductions and just explain."
Chris said coldly.
The reason he was showing such an attitude was that he could not trust the two.
'Both of them were on the side of the Mystic Demonic House during the Age of Ruin in my past life.'
However, it seemed worth hearing them out.
"Our Smithing Demonic House has been nothing more than slaves to the Mystic Demonic House for a long time now."
It was a fact he already knew.
The items the Mystic Demonic House used when performing rituals related to demons were all made by the Smithing Demonic House.
'The Smithing Demonic House is not just a house of blacksmiths, but the continent's best experts in crafting magical tools.'
For reference, the weapons and armor used by the fiends who had ravaged the Alliance during the Age of Ruin in his past life were also mostly made by the Smithing Demonic House.
"But recently, the bastards of the Mystic Demonic House have made a different demand of us."
"What is it?"
"The completion of a giant altar."
Chris's eyebrow twitched.
He had a guess.
"Don't tell me?"
"Yes, that's right. It is the altar that is causing the encroachment phenomenon that has been occurring across the continent recently."
Chris let out a groan.
'So they were up to something else besides the Glass Lake.'
No, it was not a separate scheme.
'Their intention must have been to have all the gates across the continent open in response once the Glass Lake, the starting point, was opened.'
It was only because Chris had blocked the gate at the Glass Lake that the situation had ended at this level.
"But if the bastards of the Mystic Demonic House were to pull something like this, they would need a sacrifice, wouldn't they? Where did they get the sacrifice?"
"...It is us, the Dark Elves."
The Dark Elf King stepped forward, biting his lip hard.
"Those fiends are offering us Dark Elves as sacrifices to the altars. Already, nearly thirty percent of the Dark Elves have been sacrificed."
He could not help but be shocked at those words.
'Thirty percent is a number close to five thousand, isn't it?'
The Dark Elf Demonic House was different in nature from the other demonic houses.
It was a confederation of Dark Elves who were ostracized on the continent.
Their approximate number was known to be around 15,000.
The Dark Elf King's voice trembled as he spoke with a devastated face.
"Those fiends are still offering our Dark Elves as sacrifices even now! At this rate, our Dark Elves will be annihilated."
"It is the same for us Dwarves. They have not touched us yet because the altars are not yet complete, but it is clear that the bastards of the Mystic Demonic House will offer us as sacrifices after the Dark Elves."
"Please, save us!!"
Both of them knelt before Chris.
Chris remained silent.
'Can I trust these two?'
It did not seem like they were lying.
"...Is the Demon Dragon King just standing by and watching?"
He was the Demon King of the Northern Magus Nation.
At the level of a mid 9-Star, he was the most powerful Demon King along with the Demon King of Silver Snow, excluding the Demon Kings of the Center.
"We have pleaded with him, but there is no response. No, we cannot even contact him."
Chris crossed his arms.
'Strange.'
The Demon Dragon King, Ashtart.
Unlike other ordinary Demon Kings, he was a being with close ties to the Center.
However, that did not mean he was completely in league with the Center.
'Judging from the Demon Dragon King's actions in my past life, he did not obediently follow the Center.'
The Demon Dragon King had shown little presence throughout the Age of Ruin.
However, just once.
When the end of the world was at hand, the Demon Dragon King had stood against the Demon King of Dead Blood.
[If I had known this was your true purpose, I would never have followed you!]
At that time, it seemed the Demon Dragon King had belatedly learned of the true intentions of the Mystic Demonic House and the Center.
'He saved us and was killed by the Demon King of Dead Blood.'
In any case, for such a Demon Dragon King, it seemed strange that he would just stand by and watch such a terrible thing happen, no matter what orders he had received from the Center.
'Don't tell me?'
A single guess came to mind.
"You said you can't contact the Demon Dragon King?"
"Yes, that's right. For some reason, the guardians who were protecting the Dragon Lair have also disappeared, and we have no idea where he is."
Chris swallowed hard at that answer.
'Did the Mystic Demonic House use the Demon Dragon King as a sacrifice?'
It was a sudden, wild guess.
But it seemed possible.
'No matter how many thousands or tens of thousands of Dark Elves are offered as sacrifices, it's impossible to pull something like this off.'
They had caused an encroachment phenomenon across the entire continent.
A sacrifice of a corresponding level was needed.
'The Center has thrown the Demon King of Silver Snow to the Four Kings' Castle as a sacrifice before, so it's possible for them to give the Demon Dragon King to the Mystic Demonic House as a sacrifice.'
Chris wore a troubled expression.
'If it's true that they offered the Demon Dragon King as a sacrifice, this encroachment phenomenon won't stop here.'
It would worsen.
'If left alone, the surface will become no different from hell.'
And that was not all.
'The Pope and the High Priest of the Mystic Demonic House have surely regained their full power.'
They were the Head and Vice-Head of the Mystic Demonic House.
They possessed the power of a high 9-Star and a mid 9-Star, respectively.
Originally, the two of them could not exert their proper power until the boundaries of the three realms had collapsed.
But if they had offered the Demon Dragon King as a sacrifice, it had to be assumed that the two of them had also regained their power.
'It's impossible for me to stop them with my current power.'
Moreover, it was not just the two of them in the Mystic Demonic House.
There were other 9-Star apostles and priests.
And below them, the 8-Star cardinals and bishops.
'The ordinary fiends are all demon worshipers, so every single one of them is comparable to a decent high-ranking fiend.'
It was not for nothing that the Mystic Demonic House was considered a force of Gehenna, not the surface, and was subject to the restrictions of causality.
'Until now, I was able to deal with them somehow because they couldn't use their full power, but if they're free from those restrictions, I can't possibly face them. Dammit.'
The absolute difference in power was too great.
Just then, the Dark Elf King and the Dwarf King bowed their heads again.
"Please, save us!!"
"We beg of you!!"
Chris frowned.
'And there's the problem that I can't trust these bastards.'
No matter how much their own people were being killed, what he had seen in his past life made it difficult to trust them.
'In my past life, these bastards were the ones who offered their own people as sacrifices to demons. So why are they suddenly acting like this?'
There was a high possibility that it was a trap.
'They must have received orders from the Mystic Demonic House. To lure me.'
His suspicion was gradually turning into conviction.
'Should I just kill them here? They're better off dead anyway.'
But it was in that moment.
Chris paused.
'Wait, a trap?'
A single method flashed through his mind.
If their request was indeed a trap set by the Mystic Demonic House.
Then there was a way to turn it against them.
'Is it possible?'
No, possible or not, he had to try.
There was no other way.
"Alright. I will save you."
"Really?"
"Yes, return to your houses and wait. I will contact you."
"Thank you!!"
The two disappeared like the wind, just as they had appeared.
After a moment of silence, a familiar voice was heard.
"They are not to be trusted."
It was Evan!
He was frowning, having appeared at some point.
"When I looked with my Mind's Eye, those fiends were full of evil intentions. What they said to you must be a trap. I will go and catch them right now."
"I know. It's fine."
"Yes, right now... what did you say?"
"I said I know it's a trap."
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                    Evan wore an expression of incomprehension.
Then, his eyes met Chris's calm, sunken ones, and they widened.
"You bastard, don't tell me? What are you thinking?"
Evan's voice trembled.
"Don't tell me you're planning to sacrifice yourself?"
"What? It's not like that."
"Don't lie!"
Evan raised his voice in a shout.
"...Hey, why are you raising your voice?"
"Aren't you prepared to die right now?! Absolutely not. I will not allow it."
"No, what's with the overreaction?"
Chris looked dumbfounded, but Evan was adamant.
'Of course, it was true that it was dangerous.'
Not that anything Chris had attempted so far had been safe, but this time was on a different level.
It was not a matter of a high probability of death.
If a miracle did not happen, he would die.
'Because if I just stand by, I'll die anyway.'
The crack had already begun to form.
If he failed to stop it, he would die.
'And it's not like there's no possibility at all.'
The meaning of 'dying if a miracle doesn't happen' was that he just had to make a miracle happen.
'A miracle. So what, I just have to make one.'
Realizing that Chris had made up his mind, Evan grit his teeth.
"I will go with you."
"Hmm?"
"I don't know what kind of crazy stunt you're planning to pull, but I will not let you take the risk alone."
Chris shook his head.
He appreciated the sentiment, but.
"I'm sorry, but you won't be of any help in this matter."
"!!"
Chris was planning to pull a 'crazy stunt' in the heart of the Mystic Demonic House.
It was too much for Evan, who had not even reached 9-Star yet.
"Don't be too down. There's something I need you and Ranya to do."
"...What is it?"
"Protect the Alliance."
"!!"
'The encroachment will only get worse.'
Especially if he were to carry out the plan that Chris had just come up with, the situation on the continent would worsen beyond control.
"Evan, Ranya, I need the two of you to lead the Alliance and stand against the calamity."
One fortunate thing was that they were already prepared.
It was all thanks to the various hardships Chris had endured as the Hero until now.
Whether it was the Three Empires, the Round Table, or the Magic Tower, he had gotten rid of all the rotten ones and had them prepare for the coming age of ruin, so the Alliance's current strength was at its peak.
They should be able to hold out sufficiently.
'...Come to think of it, aren't I the de facto king who rules the continent from the shadows?'
Chris clenched his fists tightly.
'I've already finished preparing to enjoy a life of wealth and glory, there's no way I can die!'
After making a firm resolve, Chris continued.
"And Evan, Ranya, you two must reach 9-Star while fending off the demons."
"!!"
"Because only then will you be of help to me in the final battle."
To reach 9-Star when it had not even been that long since they had reached 8-Star?
It was an absurd demand.
But Chris believed the two could do it.
'In the first place, 9-Star isn't a matter of time. Those who can't will never reach it, and those who can will be able to overcome the wall whenever an opportunity arises.'
It was just that the opportunity was as narrow as a needle's eye, but it was not impossible to reach 9-Star in a short period of time.
Especially for talents on the level of Evan and Ranya.
Befitting their status as heroes, the two had experience of reaching 9-Star abnormally quickly in their past lives as well.
'The fight against the demons will be of great help to their growth. Perhaps they'll even be able to reach 9-Star much faster than in their past lives.'
This time, they had established a lofty worldview that could not be compared to the past, so it would be somewhat easier for them to reach 9-Star.
'In any case, it would be troublesome if the two of them can't do it. They won't even be able to lend a hand in the final battle at the Center.'
If he succeeded in stopping the Mystic Demonic House as planned this time.
Then, the Center would make its move.
Recalling the illogical power of the Magus Chancellor, Chris's eyes grew heavy for a moment.
'The Magus Chancellor must be a 10-Star.'
I still can't bring myself to face the Magus Chancellor.
He felt like an absolute, unopposable disaster.
'Even for me, it's impossible to build up the strength to surpass the Magus Chancellor through normal means.'
-Normal.
It was a statement with a peculiar nuance.
'To surpass the Magus Chancellor, I have to take a gamble.'
That was the reason Chris was planning to pull a crazy stunt at the Mystic Demonic House this time.
Though the probability was slim.
Though he would die a dog's death unless a miracle occurred.
If he succeeded, he would gain a sliver of a chance to stand against the Magus Chancellor.
"...I understand. I will be sure to reach 9-Star."
Evan said with blazing eyes.
"Instead, you, too, must swear that you will survive."
At those words filled with worry, Chris let out a smirk.
"Trust me."
***
He immediately returned to the Dark Demonic House.
The Dark Demonic House was also in an uproar.
"The encroachment in the territory of the Destruction Demonic House is gradually expanding!!"
"There is news that signs of a new encroachment have been seen in the territory of the Extreme Poison Demonic House as well!!"
"Demons in the territory of the Four Kings' Castle...!!"
"A request for support from the Triangular Alliance...!!"
The Dark Demonic House was the leader of the Dark Alliance.
At this point in time, they had conquered most of the territories, excluding the Northern Magus Nation where the Center and the Mystic Demonic House were located.
Due to the demons appearing here and there, requests for support were coming in from all over the place.
'...Come to think of it, the Dark Demonic House becoming like this is all thanks to me. I'm practically an emperor who has almost seized control of the continent. There's no way I can die!'
After a moment of digression, Chris opened the door to the head's office and entered.
"Grand Prince?!"
The vassals looked at Chris in surprise.
"Don't tell me, Grand Prince?"
"Above a Demon King?"
The vassals were astonished upon recognizing Chris's achievement.
"Waaaaah!!!"
"Long live the Grand Prince!!!"
"Long live the Demon King of Contempt!!!"
Chris raised his hand to calm them.
Normally, he would have leisurely celebrated, but this was not the time for that.
'Dammit, what's the use of becoming a Demon King. Things are only getting tougher.'
"I have something to discuss with the Head and Vice-Head. Please leave us."
"Yes, sir."
Only Nordian and Count Khazar remained in the room.
"...You've come. To think you've ascended to the throne of a Demon King. What kind of crazy stunt have you pulled this time?"
Nordian shook his head.
"In any case, it's good that you're here. The situation is not good."
Both Nordian and Count Khazar had faces full of fatigue.
"Is the situation that serious?"
"Why do you ask? Is this the work of the bastards from the Mystic Demonic House?"
"Yes, it is. That's why I have a plan, and there is a favor I must ask of you two."
"No."
"...Pardon?"
It was Nordian, who was opposing him before even hearing him out.
"Aren't you planning to do something crazy again, plain as day? Not this time. To think you would do something crazy against the Mystic Demonic House."
"That's right, Father. Christian, I can't take it anymore either."
Count Khazar said with eyes that held a lot of pent-up feelings.
How anxious had he been when he had said he would go to the Four Kings' Castle alone? And now he was saying he would do something crazy against the Mystic Demonic House again.
'No, what did I do that they're not even listening to me? Of course, it's true that I'm about to do something reckless, but.'
"...Father, I am a Demon King now."
"Demon King or whatever, you are my son."
"And my grandson."
At their firm opposition, Chris scratched his head.
It was troublesome, but he could feel their concern for him, so honestly, it was not a bad feeling.
He felt even more strongly that he could not die.
"Please hear me out first. If you two do as I say, I will be safe."
"...Speak."
"First, I would like the two of you to deal with the demons appearing in the territory of the Dark Alliance as much as possible."
"You whelp. In the end, aren't you just trying to get rid of us?"
Nordian became angry.
To tell them to leisurely deal with demons while Christian was doing something dangerous against the Mystic Demonic House. It was something he could never agree to.
However.
"Grandfather, you must become stronger to be able to help me."
"!!"
"Please ascend to low 9-Star using the demons as a sacrifice."
Nordian had not yet reached low 9-Star.
He was in a state where his cup was about to overflow but could not, but if he were to deal with the demons, he would be able to obtain an achievement.
"Father, there is something you must do besides catching the demons."
"What is it?"
"While pretending to catch the demons, please secretly prepare a suicide squad. With fiends of at least 7-Star or higher."
The two flinched.
"A suicide squad?"
"Yes, a suicide squad to launch a surprise attack on the Mystic Demonic House."
That's right.
What Chris was about to do now was a gamble.
And one with a slim chance of success at that.
Therefore, he had to take various measures to increase the possibility as much as possible.
The more hands that helped him, the higher the probability of success would be.
"Do not worry. I will not die until the flag of the Dark Demonic House flutters over the entire continent."
'I will definitely enjoy wealth and glory at the pinnacle of the continent!'
In the end, the two had no choice but to nod.
When he came out, an unexpected person was waiting for him.
"I don't like you."
An appearance like a doll.
It was Jupien!
'She's gotten really strong.'
Christian wore a surprised expression.
Jupien, surprisingly, had set foot into the 7-Star state.
'I heard she activated her potential and crossed the brink of death countless times a day.'
That tenacious effort had finally brought about a miracle.
"I said I don't like you."
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
Jupien seemed resentful that despite her desperate efforts, Chris had only gotten further away.
"It's because you want to be of help to me, but you can't, so you're upset, right?"
"...No, it's not."
"Yes, it is."
Jupien frowned.
"It's just that you're my younger brother, and I don't like that I have to leave everything to you."
In other words, she wanted to help.
Chris let out a chuckle.
"Don't worry. You have a job to do, too. A very arduous and dangerous one at that."
"What is it?"
Jupien's eyes sparkled.
She seemed happy at the news that she had a role to play. It seemed she didn't even hear the part about it being arduous and dangerous.
"Break through the Desert Labyrinth."
"The Desert Labyrinth?"
It was a famously notorious ruin.
Located in the Triangular Alliance.
"Why all of a sudden?"
"Because that's the only way to make the Demon King of Sorrow my sucker."
"!!"
He was the Demon King of the Western Magus Nation, where the Triangular Alliance was located.
He secretly opposed the Center.
'But he's being held by a leash.'
The key to his liberation was in the desert ruins.
It was knowledge he had gained after the fall of the Curse Demonic House not long ago. Because the Demon King of Sorrow was originally from the Curse Demonic House.
'Originally, I knew about it but didn't dare to try.'
It was because of the nature of the Desert Labyrinth.
An enormous trial had to be overcome.
The problem was that it wasn't simply a matter of defeating a powerful guardian, but a form of physical disaster, so it required extreme self-discipline.
'Of course, it's not that I couldn't do it myself, but it would take too much time. Given the situation, I don't have the luxury to go.'
Jupien should be able to do it.
Because she possessed a stronger self-discipline than anyone else in this world.
Now that she had reached 7-Star, her level was not lacking either.
"Still, it will be difficult to deal with the various trials alone, so go with Sister Yulian and Alros."
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                    He pointed them out because the other 7-Star and higher powerhouses had to face the demons and could not be pulled away, and because they were Chris's kin.
If they borrowed his authority, they could endure the trials of the Desert Labyrinth to some extent.
If Jupien overcame the trials from the front, and the others provided various support from behind, they should be able to break through.
"I don't think Alros will be of much help."
"No, Alros is the key. I'll lend you this. I don't need it for now."
It was the Insignia of the Constellation.
He was telling them to use it as bait in a crisis!
It was Alros, who suffered until the very end even amidst the crisis of the world's destruction.
"Alright. Leave it to me. As your older sister, I won't lose to you either."
"...By the way, you keep saying that, but who's the older sister?"
"I am your older sister. You detestable younger brother."
Jupien huffed and disappeared, and Chris shook his head.
He had much to prepare, so he had to leave the Dark Demonic House at once.
Before that, he had to take care of the most important matter.
He had to meet Marie.
***
[Ohoho. We are finally reunited. This girl has been spending her nights in tears, missing the young master.]
Marie greeted him with a wide smile.
[My, you've gotten stronger. With this level of achievement, it seems I, too, can maintain a physical form for a long time... It will be more than enough to carry out the grand affair. It seems the time for us to become one has finally come. The thought of carrying out the grand affair we have postponed for so long makes my heart pound as if it will burst.]
Chris quietly looked at the chattering Marie.
She did not seem different from before, but no. She was only pretending to be fine on the outside.
No, in the first place, what was Marie's 'true' form?
'I have to do this well.'
Today's conversation would decide the future of his relationship with Marie.
'If I mess up, Marie might leave me forever.'
Chris deliberated.
What words should he start with?
But he soon shook his head.
It was certainly an important moment.
But he decided not to think too complicatedly.
He decided to leave it to his heart. Because it was him and Marie.
Chris did not think that the relationship he and Marie had built was a mirage.
"Marie, what is your true identity?"
[......]
Marie closed her mouth.
The smile that was always on her face disappeared, and that alone created an eerie atmosphere.
Even though he had become a 9-Star Demon King, his heart skipped a beat.
[Why do you ask such a thing?]
Marie asked in a toneless voice.
It was a voice devoid of emotion, and for that reason, it felt only cold.
[Are you trying to use me? Like 'them'?]
'Them'.
It seemed she was referring to the Center.
Chris remained silent.
She was right.
He wanted Marie's power.
Because he needed Marie's help to stand against the Center.
'To Marie, I probably feel the same as 'them', the Center.'
He did not deny it.
"Yes, that's right. I need your power."
The moment disappointment flashed across Marie's face.
"For you, and for 'us'."
[!!]
Marie flinched.
"Marie, I don't know exactly who you are. But I have a guess."
Chris recalled the scene from when he had gone to the Center before.
The appearance of Mahu, exactly the same as Marie's.
There was surely some kind of connection between Marie and Mahu.
But here, a question arose.
What kind of existence was Mahu?
'Mahu is also an incomprehensible existence.'
Unlike all the other Demon Kings, Mahu's origins were unknown.
His past was a complete blank slate.
For someone of Mahu's stature, it was impossible for his past to be unknown.
As if he were an existence that had not originally existed.
'He has never once appeared in an official capacity after his appearance.'
That was not the only strange thing.
At that time, when he had faced Mahu, he could not feel any presence at all.
It was not simply a matter of hiding his presence.
Even though he was looking at him with his own eyes, it felt as if he did not exist, a feeling of perfect nothingness.
One thing he could tell was,
-If you wish to stop the will of the Demon Emperor, there is only one way. Kill me.
Mahu was a part of the Demon Emperor's plan.
If Mahu was, then what about Marie?
What kind of existence was Marie?
He recalled the clues he had heard so far.
[Someone brought me to the Khazar family's mansion.]
[I don't remember who it was very well. I think it was someone I was familiar with before I became a ghost, but my memory of the past is hazy.]
[When I was wandering in endless pain, that person pulled me out and moved me to that mansion. Saying that it was enough now.]
[Ah, there's something else that person said to me. They told me I was an existence that was 'fake yet real, real yet fake'.]
Chris felt like he could guess who had brought Marie to the Khazar family.
'It was the Magus Chancellor.'
There was no one else who could have done it other than the Magus Chancellor.
But why?
What was Marie? For what reason?
No, fundamentally.
What did the Magus Chancellor desire amidst the end of this world? Was Marie related to his scheme?
Everything was a mystery, but he had a guess.
'My meeting with Marie was no coincidence. It was definitely orchestrated by the Magus Chancellor.'
This was not a wild guess.
An existence on the level of the Magus Chancellor could likely 'foresee' all the events that were currently happening.
'There's a high probability that the Magus Chancellor knows that I have regressed.'
Then why?
Why did he arrange for me to meet Marie?
He had a guess.
'Perhaps the Magus Chancellor wants me to kill Marie.'
Mahu had asked to be killed.
There was no way the Magus Chancellor would not have known that Mahu would make such a request.
In other words, there was a possibility that the Magus Chancellor also shared the same inner thoughts as Mahu.
'In the first place, the Magus Chancellor is an existence whose loyalty to the Demon Emperor is questionable.'
The Magus Chancellor was a being shrouded in suspicion.
He followed the Demon Emperor, but his true intentions were unknown.
'Marie and Mahu are definitely beings with a deep connection. In other words, killing Marie is likely to have the same meaning as killing Mahu.'
If that was the case.
If that could truly stop the will of the Demon Emperor, then killing Marie might be the right thing to do.
However.
'I will not kill Marie.'
Chris slowly opened his mouth.
"You are mine. I'm a greedy man, so I never let go of what's in my hands. I will protect you no matter what."
[......]
Perhaps feeling the sincerity in his voice, Marie fell silent.
"You said you wanted to be happy, right? I will grant your wish. To do that, I need your help."
To protect Marie, he had to eliminate the Magus Chancellor and the Demon Emperor.
He could not do it alone.
They had to join forces.
'Now, what will her answer be?'
Looking at Marie's face, Chris was taken aback.
Marie was shedding tears.
...Though they were fake tears since she was a ghost.
[...Is that, by any chance, a proposal?]
"...Huh?"
[It is, isn't it? That you will be with me and make me happy for the rest of my life. My. I feel like my heart is going to burst.]
"N-no, wait. That's not it."
The words were subtly different!
[Ohohoho. You don't have to be shy. Your feelings, young master, have fully reached me. Ah, I am so happy. Our long-held love has finally borne fruit.]
"I said that's not it!"
Of course, Marie was not listening.
She flew around in the air, excited.
[My answer is, of course, yes. I would like to hold the ceremony at once, but it seems there are many pests getting in our way.]
Marie's eyes flashed.
[This will not do. For the sake of our happy future, I cannot stand by idly either. Please wait. I, too, will go and prepare.]
"W-wait...!"
[Ohoho!! My dear husband, please take care of yourself then. I will be looking forward to our first night.]
Whoosh. Marie disappeared.
Chris wore a dumbfounded expression.
"...This turned out well, right?"
It seemed to have turned out well, but a cold sweat trickled down his back for some reason.
***
Afterward, he headed to the Four Kings' Castle.
He had to meet Idrinne.
'It would be nice if I could go to the North Sea.'
The North Sea.
It referred to the sea that stretched at the northernmost tip of the continent.
Location-wise, it was north of the Northern Magus Nation.
'According to legend, it is the abode where the Divine Beasts reside.'
In truth, he did not know for sure.
He had never been there.
To go to the North Sea, one had to break through the Northern Magus Nation, the headquarters of the Mystic Demonic House, so it was inaccessible.
The North Sea itself was no easy place either.
'It's a place where all sorts of extraordinary monsters appear, so it's inaccessible.'
According to legend, even those at the 8-Star level could not guarantee their safety.
It was the worst of demon realms, where one could only be at ease after becoming a 9-Star.
The reason he had suddenly thought of the North Sea was that there were beings there from whom he could expect help.
But he shook his head.
'Impossible.'
It was difficult to go to the North Sea while under the watch of the Mystic Demonic House, and even if he managed to arrive, there was no guarantee that he would be able to receive help from 'them'.
'Still, if I could receive their help, it would be a great source of strength. What a shame.'
He shook his head and crossed through the portal. As he quickened his steps towards the Four Kings' Castle, he paused.
An intense presence began to press down on him.
'What is this?'
Chris swallowed hard.
It was no ordinary presence.
'It's a level that's not far off from my own right now.'
It meant that the opponent was also a 9-Star powerhouse.
'But I don't feel any clear hostility?'
Rustle.
The wind blew, and seeing the figure that had appeared in the air, Chris wore a surprised expression.
"The Fairy King?"
Translucent silver hair.
Pointed ears characteristic of elves.
An appearance as beautiful as a sculpture.
He was a famous individual.
The master of the Mirror Ice Palace and the king of the White Elves, the Fairy King!
He is known to be one of the Holy Masters, at the level of an advancing 9-Star.
'Did he come to fight?'
Chris thought with cold eyes.
The Fairy King was a member of the Holy Assembly.
The rest of the fiends from the Holy Assembly were all dead, but the Fairy King would surely be hostile to him as well.
"Good. I was planning on eliminating you anyway, and now you've come to me on your own. You've saved me the trouble of looking for you."
Chris flicked his fingers.
"I'm busy, so hurry up and attack."
But the Fairy King's reaction was strange.
He did nothing, simply standing there and looking at him.
He didn't feel any hostility either.
Chris tilted his head.
'What is this? Did he not come to fight?'
In the first place, it was strange that he had come alone.
He should know that he is no match for him.
"I did not come here to fight you."
"What kind of trick are you trying to pull?"
"It's the truth."
The Fairy King descended to the ground and did something surprising.
Thud. He knelt.
"Please help us!"
"...What?"
A sudden plea.
"No, wait. What are you talking about all of a sudden?"
'Not long ago, the Dark Elf King came and did this, and now it's the Fairy King, a White Elf?'
But the feeling was different from when he met the Dark Elf King.
The Fairy King bowed his head with a desperate expression.
"The constellations have betrayed us. At this rate, our Mirror Ice Palace will become nothing more than a sacrifice for the constellations and the demons. Demon King of Dark Radiance, there is no one else to rely on but you. Please, help us!!"
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                    Chris crossed his arms.
'It's certain that the Mirror Ice Palace is also fated to be destroyed soon.'
Chris did not know much about the Mirror Ice Palace.
In his past life, it was destroyed by the Mystic Demonic House right after the Age of Ruin began.
He hadn't thought much of it at the time, but looking back now, it seemed they had been abandoned by the constellations and made into a sacrifice.
"How can I trust you? What if this is a trick by the constellations?"
"I have already severed all connections with the constellations. You can check."
It was true.
The terminal that the other members of the Holy Assembly had was gone.
"If you still can't believe me, then fine. I will offer you my soul, so make me your kin! No, I beg you. Please let me become your kin!"
A voice full of desperation.
'Hmm, this is unexpected.'
There was a problem.
"Do the other High Elves of the Mirror Ice Palace share your sentiment?"
"That, of course..."
"Can you really be sure? The Valkyries, too?"
"!!"
The Fairy King shut his mouth tight.
They were the proxy warriors who represented the power of the Celestial Realm.
'The young palace mistress came to fight me as a Valkyrie before.'
They were all individuals who had made contracts with the Celestial Realm.
There was a high possibility that they would not follow the will of the Fairy King, who was trying to betray the Celestial Realm.
"On the contrary, it seems more likely that they will try to eliminate you under the orders of the Celestial Realm."
"Th-that is..."
The Fairy King could not deny it.
'Even if I accept this guy, it feels like he'll just be a troublesome burden.'
Christian clicked his tongue.
It did not seem like he would be of much help.
But then, a thought suddenly came to him.
'No, there is one thing. A way to make good use of this guy.'
"Do you want to save the people of the Mirror Ice Palace?"
"Y-yes. Most of the people of the Mirror Ice Palace are just ordinary White Elves with no connection to the Celestial Realm."
"Then go to the North Sea."
The Fairy King looked puzzled.
It was because a completely random place had been mentioned.
"You can go to the North Sea, can't you?"
"Well, of course, I can. I have the protection of the Spirit King."
The Divine Beasts and the Spirit King in the North Sea were on friendly terms.
Therefore, the Fairy King, who received the protection of the Spirit King, was the only being in this world who could set foot in the North Sea without being threatened.
"Go there and find the ones I told you about."
Hearing Chris's explanation, the Fairy King's eyes widened as if they would tear.
"W-wait. Are you being serious?"
"Of course, I'm serious. We're not close enough to be joking around, are we?"
"B-but..."
The Fairy King stammered.
He had no choice.
"You want me to find the Mad Dragons!! Are you telling me to go and die?!"
That's right.
The ones Chris was looking for in the North Sea were the Dragonkin, who had now vanished from the world.
"Don't you know why the Dragonkin left for the North Sea? Didn't the Demon Dragon King forcibly seal them in the North Sea because they all lost their reason and were left with only their destructive instincts? No matter how much I am the Fairy King who receives the protection of the Spirit King, there is no way I can be safe in front of them!"
"Well, it can't be helped if it's dangerous. The one who's going to die is you, not me."
"Wh-what?"
"Look. Does this situation feel like a joke to you? Either way, you're going to die if things continue as they are. I've just shown you a path to survival."
That's right.
It was not just the Fairy King.
If they could not stop what was to come, everyone in this world would meet a terrible end in ruin.
'Why else would I be planning a gamble with such a low chance of success against the Mystic Demonic House? I'm already prepared to die, so what are you whining about?'
"I will make you my kin, so if you succeed in encountering the Mad Dragons, contact me through the soul connection. I will descend upon you and persuade the Mad Dragons myself."
If he made him his kin, a temporary possession would be possible, so he planned to borrow his mouth to persuade them.
"...If I fail, I will die."
"Of course, you will. But it's fine. The one who's dying is you, not me, after all."
"You...!!"
"Well, if you don't want to, then don't. Still, wouldn't being torn to shreds by a Mad Dragon be a much more peaceful death than being handed over to the Mystic Demonic House and becoming a sacrifice?"
The Fairy King ground his teeth.
But he was right.
It was better to become food for the Mad Dragons than to become a sacrifice offered to demons.
"You can really persuade the Mad Dragons, right?"
"Honestly, I don't know. I don't know what state the Mad Dragons are in. It's a shot in the dark with nothing to lose."
"...It's not nothing to lose, it's my life... Haa. I understand. I will follow your words. How did I end up in such a situation?"
The Fairy King lamented but accepted his fate.
After making him his kin through a simple ceremony, Chris asked.
"Do you happen to know why the constellations are doing this?"
He did not ask with much expectation.
The members of the Holy Assembly were just tools that were used and thrown away, after all.
However.
"It is because of Ascension."
"...Ascension?"
Chris flinched.
It was a word he had heard before.
-Having overcome the fate of a mortal and obtained the status of a transcendent... this means you have grasped the qualification to challenge 'Ascension'...
It was something Mefina had said to Chris in passing in the past, when he had obtained all three Primal Origins and achieved the soul status of a transcendent.
"Do you know anything about Ascension?"
"No, I do not know either. I only happened to learn of it by chance while eavesdropping on the will of the constellations."
The Fairy King frowned.
"I have not trusted the constellations for a long time. So whenever I had the chance, I tried to read their true intentions. Although I have found out almost nothing... what I have learned is that both the constellations and the demons of Gehenna all desire Ascension."
It was an important piece of information.
'I don't know what Ascension means. But there is a high probability that the Demon Emperor also desires the same goal.'
He recalled another thing Mefina had said in the past.
- 'Elder' refers to those who have obtained the status of a transcendent as a mortal. You are... not the first.
She must have been referring to the Demon Emperor.
However.
- However, you are... special. Having obtained the status of a transcendent solely with your own power... you are the only one who has obtained the legitimate qualification for Ascension.
The Demon Emperor had obtained the status of a transcendent, but he did not have the qualification for Ascension.
So, could it be that he was plotting with the Celestial Realm and Gehenna to aim for Ascension together?
Though it was just a guess without any clear evidence.
"Ah, and I also overheard something like this."
"...What is it?"
The Fairy King continued, as if trying to recall a memory.
"It was a statement that since they had already failed once, they would not fail in this age of ruin. Though I do not know what it means."
Chris swallowed a groan.
He had a guess.
'He's talking about the Ragnarok of my past life.'
Last time, too, the constellations and the demons had aimed for Ascension through the destruction of the world, and it seemed they had failed for some reason.
'Then, was the turning back of time also the work of the Celestial Realm and Gehenna?'
It seemed so.
It was an impossible feat for anyone but them.
However, a single question arose here.
'Why did I alone regress with my memories?'
Although the time of the entire world had been turned back, Chris was the only 'regressor' with his memories.
It could not have been a coincidence.
The problem was who, and for what purpose, had made him a regressor.
'Simply put, there is a high probability that my regressing with my memories was also the work of the Celestial Realm and Gehenna.'
But Chris shook his head.
He could not be certain that was the case.
On the contrary.
'...There is also a possibility that my regressing with my memories was the work of the Magus Chancellor.'
He had a basis for such a suspicion.
If his meeting with Marie was not a coincidence but orchestrated by the Magus Chancellor.
Then his regression would also have been the work of the Magus Chancellor.
It was also suspicious that out of all the numerous families, he had regressed as a person from the Dark Demonic House, the family of the Magus Chancellor.
But why?
Once again, a rare question.
'What does the Magus Chancellor desire?'
If the Demon Emperor desired Ascension, then what about the Magus Chancellor?
It was a natural judgment to assume they shared the same goal.
But why?
Chris had a strong intuition that the Magus Chancellor was hiding another scheme.
'Perhaps the Magus Chancellor is the true mastermind behind all of this.'
Shaking his head, he parted ways with the Fairy King.
The Fairy King left for the North Sea, and he met with Idrinne.
"Christian!! I missed you!"
Idrinne greeted Chris with a wide smile.
'She's gotten stronger.'
Chris was impressed.
It had not been that long since they had parted, yet she had reached high 8-Star.
'No, isn't that too fast?'
In Chris's judgment, Idrinne's talent surpassed that of Evan and Ranya.
Excluding Chris, she was a talent that could be called the greatest genius on the continent.
Still, it was too fast.
"I pushed myself out of a desire to help you. We are friends, after all!"
"...Friends, my foot. If I had two friends like you, I'd bring ruin to my family... Hmph."
Duke Rubinson, the head of the Blood Sword Demonic House and Idrinne's father, who was standing next to her, grumbled under his breath, then lowered his eyes upon receiving a glare from Idrinne.
"Actually, there is a favor I need to ask of you."
"What can I do for you? Just say the word!!"
Chris hesitated for a moment.
'Would Idrinne really follow my words?'
Even if Idrinne was a fool, he was worried about whether she would accept this story.
Because it was that absurd.
'It's a matter of life and death.'
After much thought, he spoke.
"...You, become a sacrifice for the Mystic Demonic House."
Duke Rubinson, who was standing next to him, his eyes shot wide open.
"What nonsense is this?!"
"I understand. I will do so."
"Yes, this will be too much. I understand... what did you say?"
Chris asked again as if he had misheard.
Idrinne had a face as if to say, what's the problem?
"Did you hear me correctly?"
"I did. Didn't you tell me to become a sacrifice for the Mystic Demonic House?"
"And you're saying you'll do it?"
"Didn't you tell me to?"
Idrinne said with a still calm face.
"If it weren't for you, I would have been ruined long ago, so my life is as good as yours."
"......"
"Even if that weren't the case, you are my friend, are you not? I can lay down this one life for a friend at any time!!"
"...Friends, my foot."
Rubinson grumbled again from the side, but he clamped his mouth shut when Idrinne glared at him.
"...I have no intention of letting you die, of course."
"It is fine if I die. For your sake."
"No, I said I don't. I'm just asking you to be bait."
"Well, then I'll be in your care. I'll be trusting only you."
Idrinne replied with a bright smile.
He didn't know if she was really okay with dying for Chris's sake, or if she just trusted him.
'...If she comes at me like that, there's no way I can let her die.'
If his plan failed, Idrinne would die.
The problem was that the probability of success was slim.
"Even if the plan goes wrong, you won't die alone. I won't survive either."
He said it as a form of comfort, but Idrinne's expression turned serious.
"What do you mean by that? I will absolutely not tolerate you dying!"
"...Huh?"
"Promise me! That you will absolutely not die. No, I will never let you die. With the power of friendship!!"
"...Damned friendship."
"Father, you stay quiet!"
"......"
In the end, Chris promised.
That he would definitely succeed and survive.
After the commotion had settled and their conversation was over, Chris looked to the north.
It was time to leave for the Mystic Demonic House.
It was the beginning of the operation that would decide the fate of the world.
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                    At that moment, in the high heavens steeped in darkness.
A figure lay floating on a carpet in mid-air, in the blue sky near the moon.
It was the Magus Chancellor.
"It's inconvenient without Ryongryongie. The ride on Ryongryongie's back is the most comfortable, but... It couldn't be helped. A sacrifice was needed."
It was the nickname the Magus Chancellor used for the Dragon King Ashtarte.
Just as Chris had predicted, the Magus Chancellor was the one who had thrown the Dragon King to the Mystic Demonic House as a sacrifice!
"Still, I had grown quite fond of Ryongryongie. I wonder if he resents me a lot?"
The Magus Chancellor raised a pipe to his lips.
"But Ryongryongie, don't be too sad. It's not all over. Who knows, a miracle might happen? At the hands of Christian."
A meaningful story.
The Magus Chancellor turned his gaze to the side.
"Don't you think so too, Kitty?"
A figure had appeared.
An appearance with a lovely impression.
Nine tails, symbolizing a nine-tailed fox.
It was Chris's previous life's companion, the Dark Chatterbox, Lena!
"No, is it a fox, not a cat? For some reason, it feels like a cat."
"......"
"...Why don't you say something, anything. It's no fun."
The Magus Chancellor grumbled, but Lena simply remained silent with dark, dead eyes.
"Well, I guess it doesn't matter. The time is drawing near."
'The time'.
At those words, Lena's eyes glinted and changed.
She opened her mouth, her voice low and sunken.
"You remember the promise, I trust?"
"Of course. That was our 'contract'."
The Magus Chancellor let out a chuckle.
"A contract that has even leaped through time. How romantic. A single-minded devotion that transcends time and death."
"......"
"Aren't you disappointed? Christian has no idea what sacrifices you have made."
Lena closed her mouth.
"...That kind of thing doesn't matter."
Lena replied shortly.
Her gaze was directed downwards.
Towards the Northern Magus Nation, where Chris would be heading.
"...As long as he can be safe, nothing else matters."
A lie.
She wanted to appear before him right now.
She wanted to tell him how much she had missed him.
But she could not.
Because that was the 'price' she had to pay.
"...Christian."
Words that would never reach him scattered from Lena's lips.
***
He had finally set foot in the Northern Magus Nation.
'So this is the domain of the Mystic Demonic House.'
Chris's eyes were filled with vigilance.
It was a place he had never once been able to come to, even in his previous life.
He could feel the air hanging low and heavy.
'The Obsidian King and the Dwarf King aren't here yet.'
Just then, a low voice was heard.
[You... Are you in your right mind? To set foot in the domain of the Mystic. Why commit... suicide?]
It was Mefina!
'She's finally appeared.'
Chris's eyes shone.
He had been waiting for Mefina all this time.
It wasn't to ask about Ascension.
'She won't tell me even if I ask. Last time, she said it was caught up in the laws of causality.'
He had other business.
Mefina was a being who would become the core of his plan.
[Even now... it is not too late. Turn back at once... The Mystic... is not an opponent you can do anything about.]
"No, it's fine."
[This is... not the time... to be stubborn....]
Mefina raised her voice.
[If you... die, all hope vanishes. Even if all the people of the world were to be engulfed in hellfire and meet their deaths... they are not worth the value of you alone.]
Chris made a strange face for a moment at those words.
He had the thought that, one way or another, Mefina was always concerned about him.
'Well, it's not like I'm happy to be worried about by a demon. Mefina is only acting that way because she has something she wants, anyway.'
In any case, Mefina and Chris's goal was not different.
To prevent the ruin.
"I have one thing to ask. Mefina, do you truly wish to stop the ruin?"
[Yes... I do.]
"Swear it on your True Name."
It was an unreasonable demand, but surprisingly, Mefina obediently followed his words.
[If it will... make you believe me... a mere oath... is something I can do as much as you want. I swear on my great name, I do not wish for the ruin.]
Mefina said in a subtle voice.
[Can you... trust me now? Entrust... your soul to me. Then....]
"Don't try any funny business. Just give it up. I won't do what you want even if the world collapses."
Chris refused flatly.
"Instead, I have a proposal for you. Will you not make a deal with me?"
[...A deal?]
Mefina asked back in a bewildered voice.
'I didn't want to make a deal with a demon in the first place, but it can't be helped.'
Still, it wasn't a matter of offering his soul or borrowing power.
"A deal, literally. There is something I need you to do."
[…What is it…?]
"You were once a great being of Gehenna, weren't you? Though, of course, you're long past your prime now."
Chris deliberately provoked Mefina's pride.
[This brat… I was, am, and will forever be a great being of Gehenna.]
"Then you should be able to handle this with ease. Listen up."
And so.
After hearing Chris's story, Mefina let out a flustered voice.
[…You… Are you in your right mind?]
"What, is it too much for you?"
[It is not. But….]
A surprising story followed.
[To pull a con… against Gehenna?]
That's right.
The operation Chris was planning was a con.
Against the Mystic Demonic House and Gehenna.
[…If you fail… you will meet a terrible end….]
Chris let out a smirk.
"It's not like I'm not already standing on the edge of a cliff. Just tell me if you'll do it or not."
Mefina was silent for a moment.
[Fine… I will do as you say.]
A dark laugh followed.
[It is a hopeless endeavor… but for some reason, I look forward to it. To see… what kind of crazy stunt you will pull.]
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
"Then I'll leave it to you. As for the price of the deal… well, you won't need one. My success is your success, after all."
He was saying he would work a great demon for free. But Mefina could not retort.
[Since the beginning of creation… you are the first one I've met who is so impudent….]
"Shut up and get lost now that we're done talking. You're disgusting."
[…….]
He could feel Mefina disappearing with a growl.
As he shrugged his shoulders, he sensed a presence.
"You have arrived. O great Demon King of Dark Radiance."
It was the Obsidian King and the Dwarf King!
The two knelt before Chris.
"To think you would descend like this to save us. We offer our infinite gratitude for the grace of His Majesty, the Demon King of Dark Radiance."
Chris looked at the two of them and had a different thought for a moment.
'Come to think of it, I don't remember being treated particularly well after becoming a Demon King.'
He had thought he would live in splendor after becoming a Demon King, but the situation had been so chaotic that he had just been rolling around 정신없이.
Now that he was being treated with proper respect like this, he was overwhelmed with emotion, but.
'These guys are also hiding their own dark intentions.'
Well, it was fine.
It was the same for both sides.
"Do you believe in me?"
"What? Of course! Your Majesty is our only hope."
"Then offer your souls to me."
"!!"
The two flinched.
"...Our souls... you say?"
"Yes."
"Th-that is..."
"Is there a problem? Did you not say you believed in me?"
As the two hesitated, Chris's face turned cold.
"I have risked my life to save you, yet you cannot trust me? There is nothing more to say."
As Chris turned his back, the two blurted out in urgent voices.
"N-no! We will offer our souls!!"
"I will offer my soul as well!!"
"Is that so? Do you swear?"
The two nodded their heads.
"I swear."
"I swear."
At that.
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
"Then, I will give you a command now. Entrust the Insignia of Obsidian to me."
The Obsidian King's eyes hardened with a flinch.
It was a treasure that could command all Dark Elves.
"Th-that is..."
"It is all for your own good. Will you not obey? How dare you?"
Chris's eyes turned cold, and the Obsidian King had no choice but to bow his head.
"I-I will obey. Here, the King's Insignia."
Chris snatched the insignia and said to the Dwarf King.
"You, hand over the key."
"...The key?"
"Are you asking because you do not know? I am talking about the key to the Tomb of the Master."
The Dwarf King's face stiffened.
It was a repository where the masterpieces of generations of dwarves were gathered.
The most precious treasure vault in this world.
"Th-that is..."
"Do you not trust me? Surely you do not think that I would covet the treasures of mere likes of you? As I thought, it was an oath of words only."
"N-no. Here is the key."
Having offered their souls, disobedience was not an option.
After receiving the key, Chris smirked and examined the look in their eyes.
They were pretending not to, but deep within both their eyes, a chilling killing intent was flickering.
It was clear what they were thinking.
"Good. Then I have one more command for you."
"...What is it?"
"Die."
"!!"
The two's complexions turned pale.
"Wh-what?!"
"You were going to betray me anyway, weren't you? I don't want to drag this out, so just die here."
"!!"
The two hurriedly raised their auras.
Both were among the most powerful individuals in the Magus Empire, but it was useless.
Paaat!
The Advent of Creation unfolded, and the authority of the Throne crushed their souls.
"Gasp, gurgle."
The two resisted with all their might, but their souls were already bound to Chris.
They could not defy the 'command' of death that Chris had given.
Thud.
Both of them fell to the ground, their lives extinguished.
It was an utterly futile end.
And so.
"Come on out. I know you're watching."
A chilling energy began to fill the area.
It was not inferior to Chris, who had risen to low 9-Star, no, it was even overwhelming.
Moreover, it was not just one person.
They were the Apostle and priests of the Mystic Demonic House.
'Roughly one apostle and three priests. There are archbishops and bishops behind them, too.'
It was an immense force.
They alone could probably take on the entire Dark Alliance.
Chris whistled.
"You've come in grand style. Am I that scary?"
[You are to be a great sacrifice, so it is only right to show you the proper courtesy.]
The one presumed to be the Apostle stepped forward with a faint smile.
[To be honest, I did not think you would actually come. You must have known it was a trap.]
"Of course, I knew."
[Hmm? I do not know what you are plotting. No matter how great you are, surely you are not confident that you can set foot in our domain of the Mystic and return alive.]
A voice of genuine bewilderment.
It was only natural.
As the man had said, it was no different from coming to die of his own accord.
However.
Chris brought up a story that no one could have imagined.
"You're misunderstanding something. I did not come here to fight you. I came to devote myself to your order."
[…What did you say?]
"Are you deaf? I said that this great one will convert to your order."
[!!]
Bewilderment flashed among the priests of the Mystic Demonic House.
[Wh-what nonsense is this?]
"Why is it nonsense? The world is as good as ruined already, isn't it?"
[…….]
"It is better to stand on your side than to wait for ruin. In truth, all I desire is wealth and glory."
Chris gave a wide grin.
"Consider it an honor, for this great one has personally come to join your side on his own two feet."
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                    The priests, naturally, did not believe Chris's words.
But they could not lay a hand on him either, and there was a reason for that.
'To cast out one who wishes to convert to the order is against their doctrine.'
It was something he had learned when he absorbed Sherad through Gluttony.
The Mystic Demonic House, being a religious group, had a tendency to obsess over their doctrine.
'Of course, they're probably just watching for now because they think they can subdue me at any time.'
In any case, the Mystic Demonic House probably would not have tried to kill him right away.
They would have intended to use him as a sacrifice or for some other purpose.
The high priests stood guard around him sternly, to prevent Chris from trying any funny business.
"Aren't you all being too stiff? We'll soon be brothers, you know."
[…Shut your mouth.]
"How about you watch your impudent mouth? I'll soon be your superior, after all."
Chris wagged his finger in an obnoxious way.
"If I convert to your order, I will at least become a Grand Apostle. I will be second to one and above all others."
At Chris's reaction, everyone from the Mystic Demonic House looked dumbfounded.
[…I have no idea what you are thinking. To act like this in our domain of the Mystic. Well, it matters not.]
The Apostle looked at Chris with a chilling gaze.
[Because once you have an audience with His Holiness, your little tricks will come to an end.]
He was referring to the Pope, the head of the Mystic Demonic House.
In the Mystic Demonic House, the Pope's word was above the doctrine.
Therefore, if the Pope gave the command, it would be the end for Chris.
[Enter.]
It was a portal.
A creepy, evil energy, as if it were leading to Gehenna, was undulating.
Once he crossed this, there would be no turning back, but.
'To catch a dragon, you must enter the dragon's lair.'
Chris steeled his heart and threw himself in.
Unlike other portals, which were merely for passing through subspace, a chilling scene flashed by.
Large eyeballs, presumed to be a demon's, looked down on Chris as he passed through the portal, as if looking at a coveted prey.
A madness that would have twisted the sanity of any ordinary person immediately infiltrated his mind, and.
'Get lost!'
He passed through the portal at the same time as he drove out the madness.
Simultaneously, desperate sounds were heard.
[Guaaaaaah….]
[Please… please… I'd rather die….]
[Aah….]
Frowning, he looked around to see a gruesome scene unfolding.
It was a garden.
The problem was, the sculptures decorating the garden were 'humans'.
No, to be precise, things that were 'once' human were displayed as sculptures.
He used the expression 'once' because they did not have the proper form of a human.
The facial features, hands and feet, and so on, nothing was in its proper place.
As if clay had been kneaded at will, an arm was attached to the head, having left the shoulder, and the eyes, nose, and mouth were also out of place.
A large skewer pierced the center of their bodies from below and rose above their heads, yet they were caught in a curse of immortality, unable to meet death and suffering in pain.
'A terrible, twisted hobby.'
It was the moment Chris frowned.
[Is it not a beautiful sight?]
"!!"
Thud, thud, the sound of soft footsteps was heard.
A chill ran down Chris's spine.
He did not feel any overwhelming presence, but he felt an indescribable fear.
Slowly turning his head, a figure he had seen in his previous life had appeared.
An extreme beauty that made it difficult to distinguish their gender.
Abyss-like, jet-black eyes that seemed to personify evil energy.
It was the head of the Mystic Demonic House, the Pope.
"I greet the great His Holiness."
As Chris bowed his head slightly to show his respects, the Pope showed a strange look in his eyes.
[I have wanted to see you for a long time, but to think you would come here on your own two feet. I do not know what you are plotting.]
"Have you not already been informed? I wish to convert to your esteemed order."
Chris shrugged his shoulders.
"The situation is hopeless no matter how much I struggle, and since it has come to this, shouldn't I at least try to survive?"
[You speak a joke that is not even funny. Do you think I would believe that story?]
"I swear by the great demons, it is the truth."
He had no qualms about making a false oath in the names of the demons he would chew up and kill.
The Pope was silent for a moment.
He seemed to be trying to see through Chris's inner thoughts with the authority of mind-reading, but it was impossible for even the Pope to see through the mind of Chris, who had reached the 9-Star state.
[Rather than be swayed by your silver tongue, it seems it would be better to break you so that you can neither live nor die, and then use you as a sacrifice for the great cause.]
"Well, that will be difficult."
Chris gave a faint smile.
"Because if you try to harm me, I intend to extinguish my own soul on the spot."
[!!]
"No matter how great the Mystic is, you will not be able to stop me from extinguishing myself."
Yes.
This was what Chris was counting on.
'They cannot give up on me.'
Although they had caused the encroachment by offering the Dragon King as a sacrifice, their great cause was not yet complete.
To completely break down the boundaries of the three realms as they wished, they needed a sacrifice that surpassed the Dragon King.
A sacrifice like him or Idrinne.
"Ah, and I'm telling you just in case, but I will not die alone. I will extinguish Idrinne's soul along with mine. You know that Idrinne has become my kin, don't you?"
[…….]
"If both Idrinne and I were to be extinguished, I think your esteemed order would be in a very difficult position."
The Pope's eyes sank coldly.
[What on earth are you plotting?]
"Did I not tell you? Since it seems I will lose, I am switching to the winning side. Ah, and if you accept me, I will bring Idrinne as well. A sacrifice of Idrinne's level should be sufficient to achieve the great cause."
[…….]
The Pope only stared at Chris without a word.
It was not a look of belief at all.
In the first place, Chris did not expect the Mystic Demonic House to believe him.
Since those guys were not fools.
He spoke of his true aim.
"If you cannot trust me, how about this? I will undergo the baptism ceremony."
[…What did you say?]
The Pope's gaze wavered for a moment.
He could not help it.
The baptism ceremony.
Because that was a ritual of offering one's soul to a demon.
"I will prove my heart through the baptism ceremony."
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
***
The Pope accepted Chris's proposal.
'Because he will think there is no possibility of me surviving the baptism ceremony anyway.'
In the first place, the reason the Mystic Demonic House had targeted Chris was to offer his soul to a demon, so there was no reason to object.
He was obediently guided to the altar.
Just by setting foot on it, he found himself standing before a chilling magic circle.
[Are you the great vessel?]
A beautiful woman appeared behind the altar.
Although it was the first time he had seen her, he could guess her identity.
'The High Priestess. The second-in-command of the Mystic Demonic House.'
At the mid 9-Star state, she was the second-in-command of the Mystic Demonic House.
[I do not know what intentions you harbor, but it matters not. As of today, you will become a part of the great evil.]
"Wait."
Chris raised his hand.
[Are you regretting it now? It is too late. Now that you have set foot in this place, your soul has already been marked by the great ones....]
"No, it's not that."
Chris shook his head.
"I will choose the demon to whom I will offer my soul."
[!!]
"I think it is my natural right to at least choose the demon I will serve, don't you?"
The High Priestess closed her mouth.
Chris was right.
Because the other priests of the Mystic Demonic House also offered their souls to the demons of their choosing.
[…Which one do you intend to choose?]
"It is the 'One Who Swallows the Light'."
A great being of the 4th realm.
"We have communicated before. If I were to offer my soul to a demon, I had decided to offer it to him."
[…Is that so.]
"Yes, so if you do not wish to incur the wrath of a great one, do not object."
The High Priestess swallowed a groan.
Something felt amiss, but there was no justification to object.
And the 'One Who Swallows the Light' that Chris had pointed out was not a renegade who opposed the ruin.
[…Very well. It matters not. Whoever you become the property of, you will ultimately become the vessel for the great cause.]
Swaaaaaa.
A wicked, evil energy began to flow from the altar.
[Ascend.]
Chris took a step forward with a thud.
Without any hesitation.
In truth, even someone like Chris could not help but feel fear before what was to come, but he shook it off.
'As long as I don't fail, it's fine. I will never die before I've enjoyed wealth and glory.'
He said with resolve.
"Let us begin."
Paaaaaaaat!!
A wicked darkness enveloped him, and his consciousness faded into the distance.
In an instant, when he came to his senses again, his soul was in a different place.
A terrifying evil energy, of a concentration on a different level from any he had ever experienced before.
Gehenna.
It was the throne of a great demon.
***
[Are you… Christian?]
A spirituality that shook the soul echoed.
It was merely conveying a meaning, yet it felt as if his soul was being turned inside out.
A being of the 4th realm was before him.
He tried to lift his eyes to see his opponent, but an immense pressure crushed him, and he could not even lift a finger.
'This is the power of a being of the 4th realm. It's horrifying.'
It was not his first time seeing a being of the 4th realm.
But a being of the 4th realm that had descended to the mortal world could only manifest limited authority, and this was the first time he was experiencing one manifesting its perfect power from its own throne.
It felt as if he had become a worthless insect.
[I have heard the story from Lady Mefina… but you are pathetic. A mortal like you… can become our hope? It seems Lady Mefina's eyes have grown dim after falling from her throne.]
At those words, Chris clenched his teeth.
'This is no time to be dazed.'
The great demon before him, the 'One Who Swallows the Light', was a subordinate who had been under Mefina back when she was a being of the 3rd realm.
In other words, offering his soul now was a deal that had been pre-arranged with Mefina, a setup, but he could not be complacent.
He could change his mind at any time.
Because that was the kind of race demons were.
'I can't let him look down on me.'
He took a breath and drew up his power.
Paaat!
The power of the Throne pushed away the authority of the great being.
For Chris was no longer a being to be called a mere insect.
No matter how great a being it was, it was possible for him to resist to some extent.
[Hmm? So you are not a completely worthless bug, after all. But.]
"!!"
Kwaak!
A pressure incomparable to before came crashing down again.
[What can the likes of you do in the face of a great destiny?]
Kwa-deu-deu-deuk.
An immense pressure, as if it would extinguish his soul right then and there.
'I won't lose!'
Paaaaaaaat!!
Chris also clenched his teeth and resisted.
Simply unfolding the Advent of Creation was not enough, so he also drew upon the power of Starlight and intricately crossed the powers of light and darkness.
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                    Thanks to the synergistic effect created by the two opposing powers, he was barely able to push back the pressure.
[Hmm. How curious. The authority I just used was something that even the lords of Gehenna would find hard to withstand.]
Demon lords.
Meaning those of duke and marquis rank.
[The power you possess seems insignificant, yet you have a curious talent. An interesting bug. Very well. I shall hear you out.]
Chris took a breath.
“I believe you have heard the general story from Lady Mefina. Please form a sham contract with me.”
[A sham contract?]
“Yes, the plan is to deceive the Mystic Demonic House with a sham contract, then set a trap to annihilate them. If we can just annihilate the Mystic Demonic House, Gehenna's great cause will fail.”
The 4th-realm being before him was a renegade who opposed the ruin, just like Mefina.
However, she had said that he was hiding his true intentions to avoid conflict with the other demons.
‘She did say there were quite a few demons and constellations like this. Not everyone would think the same, after all.’
The demon spoke with a sneer.
[Hmm. Annihilating the Mystic, you say. It does not seem possible with your abilities.]
“No, it is possible.”
Chris raised his gaze and looked straight up at the 4th-realm being.
Without a clearly materialized form, only a massive eyeball shrouded in thick darkness could be seen.
As he met its gaze, an instinctive fear once again surged in his soul, but he shook it off.
He forced the corners of his mouth up.
“How disappointing. Lady Mefina recognized my true worth at a single glance.”
[!!]
A provocation, implying, 'Your status is so low you can't even recognize me'.
[You brat….]
An enraged aura surged towards him, but Chris did not avert his stiffly raised gaze.
As if to say 'try me if you dare', he raised his own aura to meet it.
A storm-like energy raged, but he unfolded his power and held his ground without retreating.
And then.
[Keke… You truly are no ordinary being. Very well, I admit I misjudged you. With you, it might just be possible to annihilate the Mystic.]
He had passed the test!
But it was not time to be relieved.
On the contrary, Chris wore an even more guarded expression than before.
Indeed.
[How covetous. If I were to make you mine, Ascension would no longer be an empty dream.]
Greed flickered and surfaced in the eyes of the 4th-realm being.
“Weren't you opposed to the ruin?”
[Kekeke, if there is a possibility of Ascension, there is no reason to refuse the ruin.]
He had heard from Mefina that there were two types of demons or constellations who refused the ruin.
First, those who were already in a supreme position and had no interest in Ascension.
Beings like Mefina.
The second were those whose status was too low and thus had no chance of Ascension.
‘According to what Mefina said a while ago, this one's status is low even among the 4th-realm beings, so he has no chance of succeeding in Ascension. That's why he opposes the ruin.’
Conversely, it meant that if a chance arose, he could change his stance at any time.
“Didn't you already receive an order from Lady Mefina? Not to harm me.”
[I did. But what does that matter?]
“Are you not afraid of the backlash from the law of causality?”
The demon let out a dark laugh.
[Of course, since I would be breaking the oath of a subordinate, I would take no small amount of damage, but it is fine. It is nothing compared to the benefit of making you mine.]
Hwaaaaaaaat.
The demon's power surged towards Chris.
It was a power incomparable to when it had threatened him earlier.
However.
Chris showed an incomprehensible reaction.
He gave a wide grin.
“You're caught. You fool.”
At the same time as those words.
Thud.
The aura of the 4th-realm being suddenly stopped.
[…What?]
“Did I not just ask you? If you weren't afraid of the backlash from the law of causality.”
Chris said crookedly.
“Since you broke the oath of a subordinate, it is only natural to be restricted by the law of causality.”
That's right.
From the very beginning, Chris had known that the being would not follow Mefina's command.
Chris was a prey that was far too tempting, and Mefina was a master with no teeth.
[Do not speak nonsense. With Lady Mefina’s authority, it would be impossible to cause such a backlash from the law of causality, would it not?]
“Of course, it would be impossible for Mefina alone.”
Chris wagged his finger.
“But the story changes if this genius steps in.”
The demon's darkness-shrouded eyes trembled.
[You, don't tell me…?]
“That's right, I have received the right to the law of causality from Mefina.”
[!!]
As the being had said, the authority of Mefina, who had fallen from her throne, was insufficient to subjugate him.
But what if Chris were to use that authority?
'It is enough.'
The being shouted in bewilderment.
[How dare a mere mortal handle the authority of a great throne? How arrogant. There is no way such a thing is possible….]
“But it is for me.”
Kwa-deuk.
As Chris clenched his fist, the being's true form was shaken with the sound of something breaking.
It had taken a hit.
“Because I am originally confident in this kind of thing.”
Chris could handle any kind of power more efficiently than anyone else in this world.
The law of causality was no exception.
‘It is not the first time I have handled the law of causality. As I rose to low 9-Star, I have already grasped how to handle the law of causality.’
Of course, there was a difference like that between a stream and the ocean between the law of causality handled by a mere 9-Star and the law of causality wielded by a great being.
‘But the essence is not different.’
Yes.
Whether it was the ocean or a stream, it was the same in that it was water.
If one could see through the essence, the scale was not important.
[Guuuaaaargh!!!!]
The being's true form vibrated.
He, too, tried to resist by drawing up his own authority, but it was useless.
‘In the first place, the justification for this law of causality lies with me.’
The law of causality was a power that dealt with the laws of the world.
By forsaking the oath of a subordinate, the being had handed the justification over to him.
Therefore, he had no choice but to be helplessly beaten.
‘Originally, he would have intended to ignore the backlash of the law of causality with his own mighty power, but as long as I am here, he doesn't stand a chance.’
Kwa-deu-deuk.
The being's true form was hit again.
[You brat… how dare you!! Do you think you can extinguish me just because you have borrowed Lady Mefina's authority?]
“Well, extinguishing you may be too much, but it is more than possible to inflict a fatal wound.”
Chris said with a smile.
“If you end up in such a state, the other great demons will be delighted. For an opportunity to devour a 4th-realm being has come.”
The demons of Gehenna were not beings who coexisted with each other. They were enemies who fought each other for eternity.
Therefore, to be fatally wounded here was no different from receiving a death sentence.
The numerous great demons who had fought with him until now would flock to him and tear him to shreds.
[You…!]
“If you're scared, how about being a little more polite?”
Chris let out a sneer.
“Who knows? I might see your wretched state and bestow mercy upon you.”
[!!]
“Try begging. I'll think about it.”
Paaaaaaaat!!
The Throne unfolded.
The Throne was an authority that dominated everything in the world.
The law of causality held in Chris's hand was amplified like crazy, empowered by the protection of the Throne.
[Ah….]
He could feel the being was terrified.
He, too, had an intuition.
That at this rate, he would not be able to avoid a fatal wound.
“You don't seem to be that scared. Yes, it would not look good for a great demon to bow his head to a worthless insect like me. Fine. Then here I go.”
Kwaaaaaaaaaa!!
The law of causality raged.
The law of the world, intending to punish the one who had broken the oath of a subordinate, was sharply honed.
It was just before the being was about to be fatally wounded.
[Wait…! Stop!]
“Hmm? Why? Why not accept your fate like a great demon?”
A fear was present in the demon's voice.
A great demon, afraid?
It might seem strange, but it was understandable if one knew what the demon would face if it were to be fatally wounded at Chris's hands.
'It will not be able to die peacefully.'
Who would be the opponent that the great demons would most wish to toy with?
Humans?
From the perspective of the great demons, that was merely playing with bugs.
The plaything that the great demons desired most was a being of the same status.
A great demon, like a giant star of the Celestial Realm.
So what would happen if the demon were to fall into the hands of the other great demons?
It would be torn into thousands, tens of thousands of pieces, unable to live or die, and would suffer for all eternity.
[Stop… Stop it.]
"Stop what? Why should I?"
Chris continued in a mocking tone.
"All I have to do is inflict a fatal wound on you and escape to the surface. You've inflicted plenty of pain on other humans until now, haven't you? Try being on the receiving end."
[You… you….]
Paaat!
The tip of the law of causality began to dig deeper into the demon's core.
The demon's true form trembled, and.
[Stop…! If you stop, I will grant you whatever you wish.]
Chris stared intently at the demon.
[It is the truth. I will do whatever I can.]
A desperate voice.
Chris was still for a moment, then said casually.
"Swear what you just said on your True Name."
[That is….]
"So it was a lie, after all. What a trickster. Just prepare yourself to become the plaything of other great demons for all eternity."
Paat!
As the tip of the law of causality dug into the demon's core again, the demon said urgently.
[I understand. I will swear. As long as it is not... something like becoming your slave, I will obey anything.]
'Alright!'
Chris cheered inwardly.
'My goal was never to extinguish this one in the first place.'
What would he gain from defeating this one?
Even if he got rid of this one, there were still plenty of other 4th-realm demons.
Above all, if he got rid of this one, he would attract the attention of Gehenna, and the work he was about to do in the Mystic Demonic House would end in failure.
"Then, you will follow my instructions completely until I annihilate the Mystic Demonic House."
[…What kind of instructions are you talking about?]
"First, as I said before, form a sham contract with me."
Chris planned to use this one as a puppet for the con he was about to pull.
'In any case, the other great demons cannot peek into what happened here just now.'
"There is something else you must do besides this."
He then gave additional instructions, and the demon reacted with bewilderment.
[Wh-what… Are you mad? You want me to do such a thing?]
"Shut up. You just do as you're told."
[You brat… how dare you.]
Although the demon showed a displeased reaction, Chris just snorted.
He had been forced to use a demon, but he could not help the feeling of disgust that welled up.
'In any case, this one will not be safe once this is over.'
Chris thought with low, sunken eyes.
He had no intention of letting the demon go from the start. He planned to plant a hidden dagger of sorts in advance and dispose of him once the job was done.
"And there's more. Hand over a part of your origin to me."
[…What?]
"I am sparing your life, so shouldn't I get something out of it?"
He had no intention of sparing him, and he had already gained enough, but he spoke shamelessly.
[You brat…!]
"If you don't like it, then the deal is off. It would be fun to watch you get torn to shreds and suffer eternally at the hands of other great demons."
Chris wagged his finger.
"Well, I'm not asking you to hand over a lot. My vessel has its limits, after all. You just have to hand over as much as I can handle."
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                    Compared to the demon's entirety, it would be but a minuscule part.
Still, the demon exuded an air of anger, then suddenly changed his attitude as if a thought had struck him.
[Very well. I shall hand over a part of my origin to you.]
A voice tinged with dark, hidden intentions.
'It seems he's aiming for me to be devoured.'
Chris let out a smirk.
It was certainly a dangerous affair.
Even if it was just a part, he was swallowing the origin of a 4th-realm being.
It was not something he could handle.
The origin of a demon was no elixir.
The moment he took it in, a terrible reaction would occur instead. In other words, it was no different from swallowing a blazing bomb.
An even greater problem was the evil that dwelled within it.
He had to remove the evil residing in the origin.
Otherwise, he would be tainted by evil in an instant.
'Even for me, it is impossible to remove the evil dwelling in the origin of a great demon.'
Beyond recklessness, it was something that should never be done.
However.
'It's all part of the plan.'
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
Sreureureureuk.
The demon's origin settled into his core, and his vision was dyed in darkness.
A miracle began to stir.
***
[...]
While Chris was away in Gehenna.
The Mystic Demonic House was submerged in silence.
The Pope, looking at the altar, furrowed his brows deeply.
[Do not worry too much. No matter who he is, he is nothing more than a worthless insect compared to the great demons.]
[…That is true.]
At the High Priestess's words, the Pope nodded his head.
But why?
He had a bad feeling.
It felt as if he had made a mistake.
'It is an overthought.'
The Pope shook his head.
Once the man's soul was handed over to a great demon, he would not be able to escape becoming a sacrifice for the great cause.
'If we offer him as a sacrifice along with Idrinne, the great cause will be perfectly completed.'
Just then, the magic circle of the altar spewed out a black darkness.
The man was returning.
'It seems to have gone well.'
Even though the man had not yet appeared, seeing the suffocating evil energy spewing out, it seemed the ritual had been successfully completed.
However.
"Ah, I have returned."
[!!]
Seeing the man's appearance, the Pope and the High Priestess's eyes shot open.
Something was strange.
It was true that he was tainted by evil.
An evil energy that had not been felt from him before was flowing out like crazy.
But his sanity seemed intact.
To be precise, he was firmly maintaining his previous self.
'How?'
The baptism ceremony was a new birth.
Everyone in the Mystic Demonic House lost their original selves through the baptism ceremony and were reborn as servants of demons.
'Seeing that he is tainted by evil, the baptism ceremony did not go wrong, did it?'
[…Did you offer your soul to the great one?]
"Yes, can't you tell by looking?"
Chris twisted the corners of his mouth.
Unlike before, where he simply looked obnoxious, a fiendish evil now emanated from him.
[But how do you still have your ego?]
"That's because I am special. Unlike you inferior beings."
[!!]
"If you don't believe me, then listen to the revelation of the One Who Swallows the Light, who has become my master."
As if pre-arranged, a revelation descended.
-I speak in the name of the One Who Swallows the Light, Christian has become my servant.
-You shall serve him as you serve me.
The Pope and the High Priestess faltered.
Now that the revelation had been heard, they could not doubt the man.
'Each of the great demons has their own way of achieving the great cause.'
Gehenna had not presented a clear method to the Mystic Demonic House.
It had only given the grand goal of the 'great cause'.
There were several reasons why a specific method had not been pointed out, but it was because the great demons who desired the great cause each had their own different thoughts.
[In that case….]
"Ah, there is something else the One Who Swallows the Light has commanded me to do."
Chris twisted his lips.
"For the sake of the great cause, he told me to become the High Priest."
[!!]
"Honestly, is there anyone more suited for the position of High Priest than I am? More so than the current High Priestess, who could not even make her name known to the world before offering her soul to a demon."
The Pope and the High Priestess looked dumbfounded.
[No matter how great a 4th-realm demon he may be, he cannot do as he pleases with the position of High Priest of the main house.]
This Mystic Demonic House was a Pandemonium.
It did not worship a single demon, but each of the magi served a different demon.
Therefore, no single great demon could control the Mystic Demonic House as he wished.
"Of course, that is so. But is it not possible if it follows the doctrine?"
[…What?]
“If one can prove they possess a deeper evil heart through a duel, they can claim a higher position, or so I understand?”
The Mystic Demonic House was also a house of the Magus Empire.
The law of the strong existed.
In other words, this was a challenge.
Chris beckoned to the High Priestess with his finger.
“Let’s have a go. I’ll show you who the true demon worshipper is.”
***
The Mystic Demonic House was in an uproar.
Not only was his ego intact despite having completed the baptism ceremony, but he had even challenged the High Priestess to a duel.
This was no ordinary matter.
Because the High Priestess was the second-in-command of the Mystic Demonic House.
9-Star (mid).
It was a state on a different level from the 9-Star (low) below it.
Among the numerous priests and apostles of the Mystic Demonic House, only the High Priestess and the Pope had reached 9-Star (mid).
Even looking across the entire continent, they were few and far between.
[You are as fearless as they say. Very well. I accept your challenge.]
The High Priestess gave a faint smile.
She thought it was for the best.
‘Although there was a revelation from a great demon, I cannot trust him.’
There were many suspicious points in many ways, and now an opportunity to deal with him as she wished had arisen.
Her plan was to completely break his body and ego, then leave him barely breathing and use him as a sacrifice for the great cause.
Since it was a duel according to the doctrine, even the great demon who had made a contract with him would not be able to complain if she were to completely break him here.
[Today, you will be reborn as a sublime sacrifice. It will be extremely painful, but please consider it a glorious pain.]
The High Priestess licked her lips.
Unlike the high priests whose forms were mutated, those of apostle-rank and above were of human form, but in reality, they were no different from demons.
She possessed the disposition of a demon who enjoyed the ruin and suffering of others.
“I told you. I am too precious to be a mere sacrifice. Someone of my stature should be the protagonist of the ruin.”
Chris let out a smirk.
“You, on the other hand, don’t seem usable even as a sacrifice, so you’ll have to die for my amusement. It will be painful, but know that it is an honor to be used for the amusement of this great one.”
The High Priestess’s eyebrows twitched.
[I wonder if you will be able to speak such nonsense even in the agony of your ego collapsing. Prepare yourself.]
Paaaaaaaat!
With a light gesture of her hand, an evil energy raged.
A powerful aura, like a storm.
The problem was not simply the size of the aura.
It contained an authority that twisted the law of causality.
This was the difference between a 9-Star (low) and a 9-Star (mid).
If a 9-Star (low) merely interfered with the law of causality, from 9-Star (mid) onwards, one could wield the law of causality freely according to their will.
This was the reason why 9-Star (mid) was considered a state on a different level.
[First, it will be a nuisance if you run around, so I will cut off your ankle first. Let’s start with the right foot. Please let me hear a cute scream.]
The evil energy materialized into a circular saw blade and flew towards Chris’s ankle.
The problem was the law of causality contained within the energy.
It contained the law of causality of ‘cutting’.
The causality of the world moved according to the newly established law.
Now, according to the laws of the world, that saw blade cutting his ankle was something that could neither be dodged nor blocked.
The moment the High Priestess gave a dark smile, imagining the scene of the saw blade cruelly severing his ankle.
“Is this all you’ve got?”
Kwagagagak!
With a gruesome sound, blood spurted.
The problem was, it was not Chris’s blood.
[Aaaaaaaargh!!]
The High Priestess’s ankle was torn to shreds and severed.
The attack she had thrown at Chris had returned to her, exactly as it was.
[What?]
The High Priestess, who had hastily healed her ankle with evil energy, wore an expression of incomprehension.
“Ah, what are you surprised about?”
Chris wagged his finger.
“It is because I am that great.”
At that, a fierce evil energy raged.
A gruesome and wicked feeling, as if a demon had descended in person.
The important thing was not the size of the energy.
The law of causality was imbued in it.
Just like what the High Priestess had done just now.
In other words, it was the power of a 9-Star (mid).
[What? No matter how great a demon's subordinate one becomes, it is impossible to reach 9-Star (mid) at once?]
The High Priestess shouted as if she could not accept it.
When one makes a contract with a demon, their power increases rapidly in a short period.
However, from 9-Star (mid) onwards, the story was somewhat different.
Up to 9-Star (low), it was somehow possible to reach that state with the blessing bestowed by a demon.
But 9-Star (mid) was a state where one could handle the law of causality according to their own will, so simply receiving an authority was not enough. One had to break through the wall themselves.
This was the reason why, although the Mystic Demonic House was teeming with those of 9-Star (advancing) and 9-Star (low), there were only two individuals of 9-Star (mid) or higher.
“Don’t be so surprised. Didn’t you know I was great? You knew. Anyway, shall we get started for real?”
Chris smiled.
It was a cruel smile, different from his usual one.
“Please struggle as much as you can. For my enjoyment.”
[!!]
“Now, I'll go for your wrist this time. Try and block it well.”
Paat!
A sword materialized from evil flashed, and the High Priestess clenched her teeth and unfolded the law of causality.
She had been caught off guard before, but there was no way she would be caught in the same way again.
Confirming that his law of causality was flying towards her wrist, she countered by dispelling his law of causality, but.
Slice.
[!!]
Her ankle was severed.
Chris gave a faint smile.
“It was a lie. Fun, isn’t it?”
The arena fell into a deathly silence.
***
Everyone from the Mystic Demonic House watching the duel was in shock.
They could not comprehend the scene unfolding before their eyes.
[No matter how great a vessel he is, how?]
Of course, with Chris’s ability, it would not be strange for him to reach 9-Star (mid) at some point.
But to reach 9-Star (mid) in an instant?
As mentioned before, no matter how great a demon’s blessing he had received, his current state should have, at most, been at the peak of 9-Star (low).
‘He has not reached 9-Star (mid).’
The Pope thought with low, sunken eyes.
‘Something is different.’
A correct observation.
In truth, Chris had not reached 9-Star (mid).
Then what about the ability he was currently displaying?
‘It's the power of an item.’
Chris thought to himself with a smirk.
‘Because I am using the great demon's origin like an item.’
He had received the great demon's origin after the sham contract.
Normally, it would not be of any help, and the moment one accepted it, it would only bring terrible harm.
‘Because it is impossible even for me to melt down and absorb the origin of a great demon.’
So the choice Chris made was simple.
He only took it inside, he did not accept it.
To be more precise.
‘I only let it reside within me, and let it be a separate object, detached from me.’
In other words, he was just storing it.
So that it could not have any influence on him.
The authority of the Throne made this miracle possible.
Thanks to that, Chris was in fact not influenced by the evil energy in the slightest, and could make it seem as if he were only tainted by evil on the outside.
‘This is not the end of it.’
There was a more important effect.
He had become able to utilize the power dwelling in the origin like an item by using the authority of the Throne.
‘I have not yet reached 9-Star (mid).’
But he could brandish the given authority as much as he wanted.
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                    The authority dwelling in the origin of a great devil, no matter how small a part, was not something a mortal's could compare to.
It was only natural that he would overwhelm the High Priestess, who was a mere mortal.
Slice.
[Guuuhhh!]
Blood spurted, and Chris spoke mockingly.
“How pathetic. Try to struggle a little more.”
A different side of him than usual.
Normally, although he was obnoxious, he did not inflict pain on his opponents for fun.
But now, it was as if a cat were playing with a mouse.
As if he had truly been tainted by evil.
[…Is it alright to just watch like this?]
An archbishop discreetly asked the Pope.
[If not watch? It is a duel decided by the doctrine. If we interfere, do you think the great devil who made a contract with him will let us be?]
The Pope frowned.
He could not understand the man's intentions at all.
The fact that the man had made a contract with a great devil added to the confusion.
It would be impossible for him to pull a trick on a great devil, so it must be true that he had offered his soul to evil.
But why?
Truly to convert to the order as he was spouting?
He could absolutely not believe it.
But if it were a lie, then why did the 4th-realm great devil make a contract with him?
‘It would be right to eliminate a variable that cannot be understood.’
Whatever trick the man was hiding, simply breaking him and making him a sacrifice for the great cause was the clearest solution.
‘To do that, I must not miss the opportunity of this duel.’
Whatever the man was hiding inside, he was now a subordinate under the protection of a great devil.
Even the Mystic Demonic House could not strike him without justification.
‘Should I just interfere, even if it’s unreasonable?’
Just then, the Pope’s eyes lit up.
He had seen a turning point occur in the duel.
‘As I thought, he did not become a 9-Star (mid). His limit has come.’
Chris’s momentum, which had been pushing the High Priestess back, had clearly dropped.
The power Chris was currently manifesting was him brandishing the authority dwelling in the great devil’s origin, and its limit was beginning to show.
No matter how great the Throne was, handling the origin of a great devil was no easy task, so it was only natural.
[Kekek, how dare you. You have run rampant until now. Prepare yourself. I will break you completely.]
The High Priestess muttered chillingly with a blood-soaked face.
Paaaat.
The Advent of Creation unfolded.
The Eight Hells.
It was the materialization of eight types of hell into reality to maximize the energy of evil.
Chris also unfolded his Advent of Creation to face her.
The noble Throne pushed back the hell.
But it was only precarious, as if it would be extinguished at any moment.
[Look forward to it. I will let you experience all the pain that exists in the world.]
Hwarereureuk.
Eight types of flames rose up by the High Priestess’s side.
Each one was a flame imbued with the law of causality.
An ultimate skill that made the opponent writhe in the agony of a terrible hell.
The law of causality of immortality was at work, so they could not even meet death unless she allowed it.
Kwaaaaaak!!
The flames rushed towards the Throne.
Chris’s darkness stood against the flames of Gehenna.
The Throne shook precariously, but he barely managed to block it.
[Hoh?]
The High Priestess licked her lips.
[Not bad. Good. It would be no fun if you were to collapse too easily. Please, entertain me more.]
Hwaaaaaaaat!!
The flames of hell rose up again.
An even more intense momentum.
It held a distant energy, as if it were the karma flame that would destroy the world.
Before that terrifying karma flame, Chris’s Throne looked only unstable.
[Now, I look forward to seeing how you will struggle in the flames of hell.]
The karma flame covered the Throne again.
Just like before, the darkness stood in the way of the karma flame, but it was only shabby.
The moment the High Priestess was eagerly smiling in anticipation of Chris’s screams, this time for sure.
Suddenly, an incomprehensible event occurred.
The karma flame split apart.
The light of darkness flashed for an instant, and.
[!!]
The High Priestess, feeling a sense of crisis, instinctively twisted her body.
But it was useless.
Slice!
Her arm was severed and flew into the air.
[What?!]
Those who were watching the duel cried out in surprise.
Sareureureu.
The karma flame lost its momentum and died down, and Chris’s figure appeared.
His atmosphere, his momentum, was somehow different from before.
The Pope let out a groan as if he could not believe it.
[Don’t tell me, 9-Star (mid)…?]
A faint distortion of the law of causality was flickering around the man.
It was a characteristic unique to the 9-Star (mid) that could not be seen in the lower states.
[Impossible? How?]
“What do you mean, how? It’s thanks to my diligent practice.”
A dumbfounding answer.
But it was the truth.
‘In the first place, the reason I was toying with her was to practice handling the law of causality.’
The way a 9-Star (low) and a 9-Star (mid) handle the law of causality is completely different.
A 9-Star (low) twists the law of causality within a given ‘justification’.
A while ago, when he was pushing back the 4th-realm great devil, he was able to handle the law of causality because he had the ‘justification’ that the devil had broken the oath of a subordinate.
On the other hand, a 9-Star (mid) can manipulate the law of causality according to their own will, without such a justification.
A state that Chris had not yet reached.
‘So I used the great devil’s origin to practice to my heart’s content.’
A great being, beyond merely handling the law of causality, is an existence whose very being is a part of the world’s law of causality.
Therefore, if he handled the authority contained in its origin, he could handle the law of causality as he wished, and Chris, while pretending to persecute the High Priestess throughout the duel, had practiced handling the law of causality and had finally succeeded in getting a clue.
‘If I had to grasp it from a blank slate, I wouldn’t have been able to master it so quickly either, but I had an excellent experiential tool.’
The High Priestess ground her teeth.
[Do not be so triumphant. You have only just set foot in this realm.]
Yes, Chris had only just set foot in the 9-Star (mid) state.
On the other hand, the High Priestess was in a state of mastery of 9-Star (mid).
If one were to consider their objective power, the High Priestess would have the upper hand, but.
“Sorry, but I’ve never lost to an opponent of a similar state.”
Paaaat!
The karma flame of hell and Chris’s darkness clashed in mid-air.
It was not a simple battle of momentum.
The law of causality dwelling within them engaged in a fierce struggle for dominance.
On the surface, the High Priestess had the upper hand.
Chris only seemed to be barely holding on.
However.
In the midst of the fierce struggle, the moment a faint gap appeared in the High Priestess’s law of causality.
Slice.
[Guaaaargh!]
Blood spurted from the High Priestess’s body again.
He had not missed the faint opening and had delivered a blow.
Similar events continued to occur.
Chris’s energy, seemingly on the verge of being pushed back, held on against the High Priestess’s energy, and he did not miss the openings that were revealed in between.
Moreover, as time went on, the frequency of his counterattacks gradually increased.
His ability to handle the law of causality was improving in real time.
Slowly, but surely, the damage accumulated.
[How can this be.]
[Impossible?]
The high priests of the Mystic Demonic House were agitated.
Just then, a chilling voice was heard in the Pope’s ear.
[What… are you doing? Are you just going to stand by and watch?]
It was the voice of a 4th-realm great devil!
The one who had made a contract with the High Priestess.
[Are you going to be swayed by him… like this? Step in… at once and dispose of him.]
But the Pope could not move.
It was not simply because of the doctrine.
The doctrine was merely a tool for serving the devils. It was only natural that the will of the great devils took precedence.
However, the problem was that it was not just one great devil who had conveyed their will.
[Christian is my subordinate. It is my will to make him the High Priest, so if you interfere, you will receive my wrath.]
It was not just the great devil who had made a contract with him.
Other great devils also began to voice their support for Christian, one by one.
[Christian is a great vessel. It is only right that he becomes the protagonist of the ruin, not a sacrifice for the great cause.]
They were the great devils who had joined hands with the ‘One Who Swallows the Light’.
All were those who did not wish for the ruin.
Chris had told the ‘One Who Swallows the Light’ to secretly persuade the great devils who were hiding similar intentions, and thanks to that, no small number of great devils had voiced their support for Chris.
In the grand scheme of the 4th realm, it was not a large percentage, but it was a number that could not be ignored.
‘For the wills of the great devils to be divided.’
The Pope wore a troubled expression.
In truth, this was not the first time such a thing had happened.
The great devils were incarnations of evil, more selfish than anyone. There were often times when their opinions were divided.
At times like these, they had to wait until the great devils reached a consensus and unified their opinions, but the problem now was that the duel was in full swing.
He had to make a decision right away.
‘If a 3rd-realm being were to step in, their opinions would be sorted out.’
But such a lofty being rarely revealed their will.
In the end, there was only one choice the Pope could make now.
Following the doctrine.
In other words, abiding by the result of the duel.
‘Surely the High Priestess will not be defeated….’
It was the moment he thought that.
Paaaaaaaat!!!
The power of hell intensified as if it would explode.
The High Priestess, feeling a sense of crisis, had drawn up all her power to end it at once.
The energy of the Throne, which had been barely holding on, was pushed back pathetically.
[The pleasantries end here.]
Along with the intense evil energy, the law of causality raged.
It was a law of causality that destroyed everything.
Crack.
Unable to hold on, the Throne began to crumble. Chris’s complexion also turned pale.
A moment of desperation. Suddenly, Chris twisted the corners of his mouth.
“You fell for it.”
[…What did you say?]
Yes.
Chris had been waiting for this very moment.
When the opponent’s energy was at its most intense.
And therefore, when the opening, conversely, became largest.
‘Because I have a powerful weapon that others do not possess.’
It was the power of light.
His state still did not reach the High Priestess’s.
But he possessed an outstanding ability to find the opponent’s openings, more so than anyone else in this world, and that was the same even if the power the opponent was handling was the law of causality.
‘The law of causality of ‘destruction’ that the High Priestess is currently putting forth. Because it is intense enough to destroy everything, the discrepancy is, conversely, also severe.’
Chris raised Andrill.
Until now, he had not been able to handle Andrill properly, but now that he had reached 9-Star (mid), it was different.
Perfection.
An absolute authority that did not forgive any falsehood in the world dug into the discrepancy of the law of causality.
Pajijijijik!!
A frictional sound was heard, as if the world were shaking.
No matter how great Andrill’s authority was, the High Priestess was a 9-Star (mid). She blocked Andrill’s authority.
But it was inevitable that the discrepancy would grow larger due to the distortion of the law of causality colliding with perfection.
Of course, it was a faint difference.
One that would normally be impossible to penetrate.
However, it was different if it was the power of light.
‘The source of her authority is the power of evil. Therefore, the power of light is the antithesis of her authority.’
No matter how intense the momentum of evil was, if it touched light, the part that touched it was bound to be damaged.
Even if it was an insignificant loss compared to the overall momentum, what if that was the core that formed the center of the law of causality?
Everything could come crashing down.
Just like now.
Crash.
[Gurgk?!]
As the law of causality crumbled, she vomited a mouthful of blood. She had received the backlash of the law of causality head-on.
It was a fatal wound.
[Y-you… the power of light?]
“Ah, because I am so great, I even dominate the power of light. An evil that has subjugated light, isn’t that cool? The great devil who made a contract with me was also pleased.”
Chris jeered.
“Now, let’s end this.”
The tables had turned.
At this rate, the result was obvious.
She took a step back, but there was nowhere to retreat.
In the end, she bit her lip hard and used her final method.
[O great one! Bestow mercy upon this servant, and let your majesty descend!!]
It was a devil summoning!
Her master was also a 4th-realm being.
If he were to manifest, it would be the end.
However.
“You, I think you’re forgetting something?”
The summoning ritual came to a halt.
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                    "Am I not part of your order right now?"
Everyone had been regarding Chris only as an enemy, so they had overlooked it, but this fight was not a simple duel.
It was a ritual to compete over whose evil was deeper, as fellow devil worshippers.
If a great devil were to interfere, it would become a fight between great devils, so interference was impossible.
On the contrary, the action she had just taken had only given Chris a 'justification'.
The justification of the law of causality to 'punish' the one who had tried to use the power of a great devil for a wrongful reason.
"I will show you why I am more suited for the position of High Priest than you."
Paaaaaaaat!!!
The dueling ground where they had been fighting was the same place as the altar of the baptism ceremony that Chris had undergone.
The altar beneath his feet spewed out darkness.
"I will offer you as a sacrifice to Gehenna."
[!!]
Her face turned pale, and she drew up her power, but it was useless.
She had no way of withstanding the law of causality of Christian, who had even obtained the 'justification' of punishment.
Her law of causality was neutralized, and the darkness that rose from the altar swallowed her.
It was not difficult at all.
She possessed a soul of a high enough status to become a High Priestess, one of the best among mortals.
Therefore, the devils of Gehenna who wished to receive her as a sacrifice were more than abundant.
Just by opening the altar, devils reached out their hands to devour her soul.
Her eyes were filled with fear, and.
[N-no. Pl-please…!! Aaaaaaaaargh!!!!]
With a terrible scream, she was dragged into Gehenna.
Now, she would become the plaything of devils and suffer for all eternity.
At the shocking scene, the arena fell silent, and Chris said nonchalantly.
"With this, I believe my devotion to evil has been proven."
[...]
The Pope sent a chilling gaze, but Christian only shrugged his shoulders.
'What are you going to do, just stare?'
The initiative had already passed into his hands.
"Then, I will take on the position of High Priest from now on. I trust there are no objections, as this is in accordance with the doctrine."
Chris shouted at the high priests, such as the cardinals and archbishops.
"What are you all doing? Can you not pay your respects to the new High Priest?"
The high priests hesitated for a moment, then bowed their heads.
[…We pay our respects to the new High Priest.]
A dumbfounding scene.
But this was not the end.
"As the High Priest, I will make a proposal for the sake of the great cause."
[…What is it?]
"We will capture Idrinne as a sacrifice, but there is something lacking. I believe more sacrifices are needed for the perfect great cause."
That was true.
That was why the Mystic Demonic House was trying to offer Christian as a sacrifice.
If they did not offer Christian as a sacrifice, they would have to offer countless lives as sacrifices, just as the Demon King of Bloodshed had done in his previous life.
"How about offering the high priests of the order as sacrifices?"
[!!]
"If we offer the high priests as sacrifices, it should be enough to achieve the great cause. It would also be a joyous occasion for the high priests, as they can achieve the glory of martyrdom."
At Chris's jeering words, the arena grew quiet.
It was a ridiculous story.
But the problem was that it was not entirely without merit.
The high priests of the Mystic Demonic House were all beings who had been reborn as devils. As such, the status of their souls was also high, and they held great value as sacrifices.
The justification, in particular, was vicious.
He had cunningly presented the justification as martyrdom for the great cause.
Because if they were truly genuine fanatics, it would be only natural for them to offer even their own souls for the great cause.
But no one readily stepped forward.
'Of course. They can sacrifice others as much as they want, but no one would wish to sacrifice themselves. Especially if they have the disposition of devils like these ones.'
As he had learned when he absorbed the fragments of Sherad, the reason they followed the devils in the first place was for the 'reward' they would receive after the great cause was achieved.
"How disappointing. To think that no one is willing to step forward for martyrdom. You all talk about the great cause, the great cause, but it seems you are only interested in the spoils."
[...]
"This is why the great devils intend to make me the protagonist of the ruin. Because they cannot trust you, the Mystic Demonic House."
The high priests could not find any words to retort.
In the end, the Pope stepped forward.
[There is much to be done for the sake of the ruin. If we offer them all as sacrifices, we will be unable to fulfill our duties.]
At those words, Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
It was the excuse he had expected.
“Then it would be alright to offer some of them.”
[…What?]
“Even if all of them is difficult, wouldn’t it be alright to offer about half?”
Chris looked at the high priests.
“Most of them seem useless anyway.”
[…What…!]
The high priests flared up, but Chris retorted with a sneer.
“Half of you combined probably can’t even match me alone. Am I wrong?”
This was not wrong either.
He was not simply talking about power.
With Chris’s ability, he could likely play a role that would overwhelmingly surpass half of the high priests combined.
“Now that I have converted to the order, there is no need to worry about the hands and feet to carry out your duties. How about offering half of the high priests as sacrifices?”
[…That is difficult.]
“Why is that? It is for the great cause. Or is it that Your Holiness, too, only speaks of the great cause, but is actually only interested in other spoils?”
[You brat…! How dare you!!]
The Pope was furious, but he could not strike Chris.
There were those who were watching this place.
The great devils.
[That… has a point.]
[Offering the high priests… as sacrifices… would be of great help….]
It was the ‘One Who Swallows the Light’ and the other great devils who had decided to cooperate with Chris!
It was not just them.
Other great devils who did not know of Chris’s scheme also showed considerable signs of agreement.
From the great devils’ perspective, the magi of the Mystic Demonic House were like servants to be worked like tools anyway.
For their own purposes, they could sacrifice any number of them at any time.
[…Half is too many.]
The Pope hastily tried to extinguish the fire.
He meant that he would offer some of them as sacrifices!
At this rate, it seemed they would really have to offer up to half of the high priests as sacrifices, so it was an unavoidable choice.
‘Alright.’
Chris cheered inwardly.
“We will have to decide whom to offer as a sacrifice.”
[…That is for me, the Pope, to decide. You will no longer open your mouth….]
“Is this not a matter that even Your Holiness cannot decide on your own?”
The Pope looked dumbfounded.
What kind of crazy talk was that brat spouting now?
“We must uphold the will of the great ones.”
He was saying they should listen to the opinions of the great devils.
It was a reasonable story, but.
‘…There is no way it will turn out like that.’
The Pope swallowed a groan.
The high priests each served a different great devil as their master.
There was no way the great devils would offer up their own servants as sacrifices.
There was no way their opinions would be unified.
Indeed, the voices of numerous great devils pierced the Pope’s ears.
[My servant… has much to do for the ruin. I will absolutely… not allow it. Offer… another as a sacrifice.]
They were all of this content.
What was more troublesome was that the great devils did not oppose offering other priests, who were not their own servants, as sacrifices.
On the contrary, they welcomed it.
Because it would certainly be of help to the great cause.
Their attitude was that as long as it was not their own servant who became the sacrifice, they were all for it.
Christian shrugged his shoulders.
“If it is difficult for the great devils to make a decision, then we will have no choice but to follow the doctrine.”
[…What do you mean?]
“It is to have them prove their hearts through a duel. To offer those whose devotion is lacking as sacrifices.”
[!!]
Everyone began to murmur.
In other words, he was proposing that the high priests duel among themselves, and the loser would be offered as a sacrifice.
It was a vicious proposal, but there was no justification to refuse it.
Chris gave a faint smile.
“Since it is for the great cause, I believe everyone will gladly agree.”
The Pope looked at Christian with a fed-up expression.
‘This brat, just what is he.’
The brat was accurately grasping and wielding the nature of the great devils.
Damnably, they had no choice but to follow the justification he was putting forth.
“For each rank of bishop, archbishop, cardinal, and apostle, we can just pick the one whose devotion to evil is the most lacking out of every five.”
One out of five.
Suddenly, 25% of the high priests were to be offered as sacrifices.
All because of that brat’s silver tongue.
And that, too, through a duel to the death between brothers.
But there was no way to undo it.
[For the ruin… I agree to this duel.]
[I, too… agree.]
[It will be… of great help to the great cause.]
It was the great devils.
The ones who had first shown their agreement were the faction that had joined hands with Chris, but most of the others did not oppose it either.
Because it would actually be of help to the great cause.
‘Above all, there is no way those devil bastards would miss out on such an entertaining spectacle.’
Did the devils care for the priests of the Mystic Demonic House, their own servants? Absolutely not.
If they were to oppose such an amusement, they would not be devils.
“For each rank, the two with the least devotion can decide it through a duel.”
It was a proposal to have the two weakest members of each rank duel.
The Pope frowned and nodded.
He did not want to follow Christian's words, but this was the best way to reduce unnecessary bloodshed.
He didn't know what kind of damage would occur if all the high priests were to brawl.
In the worst case, they could all be annihilated.
Because if they were of the same rank, the difference in their strength was only paper-thin.
In the end, a laughable duel began.
It started with the cardinals.
High priests who usually possessed the power of the 8-Star state.
[…Let us begin.]
[…May the blessings of evil be with you.]
Those who stepped into the dueling ground did not have pleasant expressions.
Because if they lost, they would become sacrifices.
‘I desire the great cause, but I am not a person who will become a mere sacrifice like this. I must play a more important role.’
That was the thought of those who had stepped into the dueling ground.
It was a selfish thought, unbecoming of a fanatic, but one had to consider that they were the servants of devils.
They, too, were as greedy and selfish as their masters.
As such, the duel was fierce, without a single inch of compromise.
‘This is hilarious. Is there any popcorn?’
Chris hummed inwardly.
In any case, everyone in the Mystic Demonic House was a bastard who deserved to die, unforgivable.
Killing each other was probably the only good thing those bastards could do for the world.
The Mystic Demonic House would suffer a huge blow from this incident. As one out of every five high priests would be offered as a sacrifice.
‘Of course, I have no intention of being satisfied with just that.’
A meaningful story.
It meant that he was plotting something more here.
‘I have to inflict as much damage as possible. Only then will the probability of achieving my plan increase.’
Chris glanced at the Pope, who was glaring at him as if to kill him.
A state of high 9-Star.
Even though he had become a 9-Star (mid), he did not dare to think of confronting him.
Even if all the high priests in this place were to combine their strength, they would not be a match for the Pope alone.
Because that was the state of a high 9-Star.
A state beyond handling the law of causality at will, a state of ‘dominating’ it.
Only by pulling as many tricks as possible in advance would a possibility of bringing down that Pope arise.
‘Now.’
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                    It was when the outcome of the duel was tilting to one side and coming to a close.
Chris secretly spoke to the one who was losing among those engaged in the duel.
-Are you going to become a sacrifice like this? I will help you.
[!!]
A sense of bewilderment could be felt.
-Do not show it, and just listen.
'There is no possibility of being caught.'
Because he had used the authority of the Throne to conceal it, even the Pope could not notice that Chris was pulling a trick right now.
Even though Chris’s state was lacking compared to the Pope’s, he was second to none in this kind of cunning.
-I think it is a waste for you to become a sacrifice. I will help you.
[...]
-However, you will have to follow one of my commands in the future.
Because two individuals of a similar state had fought, both were in a state of ruin. If Chris were to give just a little bit of help, the outcome could be overturned at any time.
However, the cardinal who had heard the proposal did not answer.
It was because he could not trust Chris.
-It is all for the great cause. You will have more to do for the great cause than just becoming a mere sacrifice. I will swear that I will only give you commands solely for the great cause.
[...]
-If you do not wish it, then it is a pity, but it cannot be helped. I pay my respects to your heart that wishes to achieve the great cause through martyrdom as a sacrifice.
Those words moved the opponent’s heart.
‘…As he said, I am not one to become a mere sacrifice. It is all for the great cause.’
As the man showed his assent, Chris let out a smirk inwardly.
-The contract has been established. You will have to listen to one of my commands in the future.
'Alright!'
The man would never be able to imagine.
What kind of command Chris would give.
‘He might as well entrust a fish to a cat. To think he would trust me when there is no one else to trust.’
It was no different from handing over his own life.
In any case, that was for a little later.
Chris intervened in the duel.
It was not difficult at all.
-Move your evil energy as I say.
Directly transferring power was, of course, out of the question. The Pope would notice at once.
Instead, Chris gave ‘advice’.
So that he could turn the tide of battle.
‘In any case, their skills were almost like a blank sheet of paper to each other. If I just give a little bit of a trigger, I can easily turn the situation around.’
Because he had watched them fight to his heart’s content, he had thoroughly grasped each of their strengths and weaknesses.
Thanks to Chris’s advice, a dramatic reversal was achieved, and the opponent was reduced to a sacrifice.
[Th-this… How can this be?!]
The defeated opponent screamed as if he could not accept it, but Chris muttered coldly.
“It is because your heart for evil was lacking. Offer your soul and become a sacrifice for the great cause.”
Paaaat!!
As he flicked his fingers, evil energy shot out from the altar and덮쳤다 the defeated opponent.
He had activated the altar through the authority of the Throne and sealed his soul.
'Good. One down.'
Chris hummed inwardly.
No, if he included the one he had just made a contract with, it was two.
‘This is only the beginning.’
“Continue with the duels.”
The other high priests hesitantly came up to the altar, and Chris repeated the same thing.
At the last moment of the duel, he would lure the loser into making a fraudulent contract.
Those who went out for the duel were two out of every five of the high priests of the Mystic Demonic House.
In other words, a whopping 40% of them fell into Chris’s trap and were eliminated.
***
The plan did not end here.
“Now, I will go and bring Idrinne.”
[...]
The Pope closed his mouth.
[You will personally go and bring Idrinne?]
“Yes. Idrinne is my kin, so if I go, she will not be able to put up much of a resistance and will follow me.”
But the Pope did not nod his head.
[No, I cannot entrust it to you.]
Chris frowned.
“Are you still doubting me? Did you not hear for yourself the great devils acknowledging me?”
[But I still cannot trust you.]
Chris let out a smirk.
It was the reaction he had expected.
‘Just as planned.’
But he did not show it and put on a feigned fierce expression.
“I cannot accept this. I am only striving for the great cause. Has there been even a speck of my actions so far that was not for the great cause?”
The Pope could not offer a proper rebuttal.
Because no matter how suspicious Chris was, it was all just circumstantial evidence.
There was no objective evidence to find fault with.
In fact, all the actions Chris was currently taking were indeed for the sake of the great cause.
[…Still, Idrinne is one of the most important keys to the great cause. I can absolutely not entrust her to you.]
Chris crossed his arms.
“If you insist, then very well. Instead, I will prepare the grand altar for the ritual.”
It was the altar for offering the sacrifices prepared so far to Gehenna for the great cause.
[That is….]
“It seems you have forgotten. I am the High Priest, decided in accordance with the doctrine. The great devils have also acknowledged my position. Preparing the altar is naturally my duty.”
Chris let out a sneer.
“Or, is Your Holiness saying that you are above the doctrine and the authority of the great devils?”
[…You brat.]
The Pope’s eyes flickered with a chilling energy as if in anger, but as expected, he could not rebut.
[…Fine. However, I will not entrust the preparation of the grand altar to you alone. I will personally check everything.]
'Alright!'
Chris cheered inwardly.
In the first place, his goal was not to go and capture Idrinne, but the altar.
Of course, since the Pope would be watching with fire in his eyes, it would be difficult to pull any big tricks openly.
But it was fine. He had a plan.
“And I will also help in capturing Idrinne.”
[Not needed.]
“Are you sure you will be fine? If things go wrong, a direct confrontation with the Dark Alliance will occur, and no matter how great the high priests are, no small amount of damage will occur, will it not?”
[...]
The Pope could not help but hesitate.
The power of the Dark Alliance was certainly not something to be ignored.
Of course, if they were to fight head-on, the Mystic Demonic House would naturally win, but there was nothing to be gained from shedding unnecessary blood before the great cause.
“If I were to just go myself, I could easily bring her by suppressing her mind with the authority of domination, but you do not wish for that, do you?”
[Absolutely not.]
“Then I will just tell you Idrinne’s whereabouts. Because of our master-servant relationship, I can roughly tell her whereabouts even from a distance. If you aim for an opening and launch a surprise attack, you should be able to bring her without much damage.”
It was not a bad proposal.
That is, if it had not been Christian who had brought it up.
Towards the Pope, who was still looking at him with suspicious eyes, Christian shrugged his shoulders.
“Aren’t you being too timid? Even when I try to help, you just tremble in fear. It’s not like you don’t have eyes, so if you’re worried about a trap, you can just check it yourself, can’t you? I’m trying to spoon-feed you, yet you’re too scared to even eat.”
At the jeering, the Pope frowned.
Christian’s words were right.
Above all, the high priests of the Mystic Demonic House were not beings who could be stopped by a mere trap.
[Fine. However, if even the slightest suspicious event occurs, you will absolutely not be safe.]
“I’m asking you to understand my heart, you know? Shall I cheer for Your Holiness, long live, long live, long, long live?”
[…Shut up.]
Time passed after that.
Christian began the construction of the grand altar, and the Mystic Demonic House dispatched a group of high priests to bring Idrinne.
Their number was close to ten, including priests and an apostle.
The high priests who arrived at the place Chris had pointed out wore expressions full of vigilance.
[There does not seem to be anything particularly suspicious.]
[I think we were worrying too much.]
With this number of high priests, it was a force that could wage an all-out war with the Dark Alliance.
Even if there was a trap, there was no need to worry.
[…Still, with the great cause ahead of us, there is no need to cause an unnecessary clash. Let us handle this quietly.]
[Understood, Apostle.]
Idrinne, who had been wandering around the Four Kings' Castle alone, was instantly suppressed and dragged away.
A silence descended as if nothing had happened, but after some time, unexpected figures appeared.
“…The stigma seems to have been properly engraved.”
“Yes, Your Holiness, the Pontiff.”
It was Olivia, the head of the Gold Cross!
Chris's younger sister from his previous life, and the successor to the Star Blood.
“To think they truly did not notice. Ma-hwi is truly amazing.”
A while ago.
Olivia had received a letter from Chris.
It was a request to use the authority of the Star Blood as he had instructed and engrave a ‘stigma’ on the high priests of the Mystic Demonic House.
He had said that if she followed his words, the high priests of the Mystic Demonic House would absolutely not notice the stigma being engraved.
‘Just how does Ma-hwi know of such a way to operate the Star Blood?’
Of course, it was not a stigma of great power.
No matter how elaborately she operated the Star Blood, if it held great power, there was no way they would not have noticed.
It was a stigma with such a trivial effect that she questioned his intentions.
‘…No, what I’m really curious about are not things like this.’
Olivia let out a sigh.
What she wanted to know was Ma-hwi’s true identity.
‘…Brother.’
She suspected that Ma-hwi might be her older brother, Chris.
Of course, it was a story without any basis.
But the thought kept coming to her. It was an intuition.
‘If I could just meet him in person, I would know.’
The opportunity had not arisen until now.
Because he was a magus, and she was one of the representatives of the Alliance.
No, to be precise, it was because Chris had been avoiding her.
‘…I must meet him.’
Olivia bit her lip hard.
“…Will Ma-hwi be alright?”
“What do you mean?”
“Ma-hwi is scheduled to fight the monsters that just appeared, isn’t he? If something were to go wrong….”
If Ma-hwi was indeed Chris.
But what if something were to go wrong?
Olivia’s mind went blank.
‘No!’
Just then, a crooked voice was heard.
“Worrying is your fate. No matter how strong the bastards of the Mystic Demonic House are, there is no way they can be a match for my King Emperor Majesty hyung-nim.”
“…Sir Teren.”
Olivia frowned.
Teren had been sent by Chris as a helper for this matter.
With the help of Teren, a curse-wielder, they had been able to deceive those bastards perfectly.
“…You are Ma-hwi’s younger brother?”
“Yes, I am the great hyung-nim’s only younger brother.”
It was a voice dripping with pride for Christian.
Olivia’s expression crumpled even more.
The expression ‘only’ had bothered her.
If Ma-hwi was truly her older brother, ‘Chris’.
Then his only younger sister had to be her.
“…You fake.”
“…What did you just say?”
“Never mind. I have nothing more to say to the likes of you.”
“…Are you picking a fight?”
Teren was flustered by her cold attitude, but Olivia did not listen and turned her back.
‘Brother, please be safe.’
Olivia prayed, looking up at the sky.
And so.
Chris’s plans came together, one by one.
And the day of the decisive battle that would determine the fate of the world began to draw near.
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                    A desolate wilderness located in the center of the Northern Magus Nation.
A massive altar showed off its overwhelming majesty.
It was the altar for the ‘great cause’.
‘Once the ritual is over, the boundaries of the three realms will crumble.’
Chris looked at the altar with low, sunken eyes.
It was the moment of destiny.
He could see countless Dark Elves and dwarves gathered on the altar, trembling in fear.
They were the sacrifices to be offered in the ritual.
‘Though the truly important sacrifices are not them.’
At the very center of the altar.
A familiar figure was kneeling, bound in chains.
It was Idrinne.
As if she had accepted her fate, she had her eyes calmly closed, without any sign of resistance.
‘…No matter how much she trusts me. To be so composed.’
He let out a sigh.
Even Chris could not be sure how things would turn out.
He had done his best, but his opponent was the Mystic Demonic House.
‘The Mystic Demonic House must have been confident, too, to have just stood by and watched me run rampant.’
The Pope was no fool.
If he had wanted to, he could have stopped Chris’s tricks at any time, but he had not.
Why?
Because the bastards of the Mystic Demonic House also had a scheme of their own.
‘It will all be decided today.’
If Chris failed, the world would fall into the abyss of ruin today.
Just then, a grand voice echoed.
[The ritual will now begin.]
The Pope rose from his seat.
[Offer the first sacrifices and light the sacred fire.]
He was referring to the Dark Elves and dwarves.
The number of Dark Elves and dwarves gathered in this place was said to be in the tens of thousands, and at this rate, they would all be sacrificed as human offerings.
It was when the Dark Elves and dwarves were trembling in fear.
Christian’s voice suddenly split the air.
“Wait. Stop.”
[…You brat. What trick are you trying to pull?]
“Well, now that we’ve come this far, let’s not pretend with each other. You already know, don’t you? That I intend to ruin your plans.”
Chris let out a sneer.
“You guys had no intention of letting me be, either, did you? You’re planning to offer me as a sacrifice, aren’t you?”
Yes.
The reason the Pope had remained silent despite being suspicious of Chris was that he had intended to make him a sacrifice here.
Because no matter what scheme Chris was harboring, it would be meaningless if he were offered as a sacrifice.
[…Yes, you knew well. In that case, you must also be well aware of the predicament you are in now.]
The Pope gave a chilling smile.
[I was planning to offer you as a sacrifice last, but it would not matter if I changed the order a little. For the sin of blaspheming the great evil, atone in the agony of a billion years.]
Sreureureuk.
As the Pope gestured with his hand, the high priests stepped forward.
All were beings who possessed the power of 8-Star or higher, or close to 9-Star.
No matter how much Chris had reached 9-Star (mid), he had no chance of winning against such a number of high priests.
And there was even the Pope.
‘Even if all those high priests were to combine their strength, they would not be a match for the Pope alone.’
9-Star (high).
A stage beyond manipulating the law of causality, a stage of completely ‘dominating’ it.
The lower states could absolutely not stand against it.
In addition, there were countless ordinary priests, each one comparable to the demonkin.
It was a desperate situation, but Chris twisted the corners of his mouth into a smirk.
“Well, we’ll have to wait and see who will be brought to their knees. The things I have prepared are not to be trifled with, you know?”
It was the moment Chris flicked his fingers.
An anomaly occurred at the altar.
To be precise, it was from the Dark Elves on the altar.
“Guaaaaaaaah!!!”
“Everyone, rise!!!”
Pajijijijijik!!!!
It was a collision phenomenon.
The Dark Elves had been so powerless in accepting their fate because their magi had been sealed by the evil energy of the Mystic Demonic House.
‘It is thanks to the Obsidian King selling his own people to the Mystic Demonic House.’
Chris had been secretly pulling strings to release their seals while preparing the altar.
Normally, it would have been impossible, but it was made possible thanks to the treasures he had obtained from the former Obsidian King and Dwarf King.
‘I secretly communicated with the Dark Elves using the Insignia of Obsidian, then smuggled out the magitool to break the seal from the Tomb of the Master.’
Paaaat!!
Spirits of darkness rose up.
Each and every one of the Dark Elves was a spirit master.
Of course, most of them were of a lower class, and those of a higher state were rare, but their numbers were in the tens of thousands.
It was enough to make them flinch for a moment.
Of course, it was only a ‘flinch’.
Because the Dark Elves alone would have a hard time dealing with even the ordinary low and mid-ranked priests of the Mystic Demonic House.
As expected, the high priests of the Mystic Demonic House, including the Pope, did not even bat an eye.
[What kind of scheme is this? How disappointing. Is this all you have?]
“Of course, this is only the beginning. You’d better prepare yourselves.”
It was that moment.
A thunderous roar began to echo from the high blue sky.
Gooooooooooooo!!!!!
For the first time, the complexions of the high priests changed.
An unusual energy was flying towards them. Moreover, it was not just one.
Massive bodies began to appear in the distance.
[…The Dragonkin?]
Dragons, dyed in a murky, dark red color.
They were the Demonic Dragons that were said to be living in seclusion in the North Sea.
They had been persuaded by Chris.
The dragons that appeared numbered as many as twenty.
Kwaaaaaaaaaaak!!!
An intense energy gathered in the dragons’ mouths and came crashing down below.
It was the breath, the authority of the dragons.
[How dare you. Do you think that mere Dragonkin can stand against the great evil?]
Paaaat!
An evil energy blocked the dragons’ breaths.
Although it was the breaths of nearly twenty dragons, not a single one of the high priests was injured.
The power of the dragons was usually between 7-Star and 8-Star, comparable to the highest-ranking magi, but it could not reach the Mystic Demonic House.
[Excellent. We will make all of those dragons sacrifices for the great cause as well.]
The Pope let out a sneer, but Chris’s preparations did not end there either.
A group of people appeared.
“How dare you try to touch my grandson. I will slaughter you all today.”
It was Nordian!
As the highest-ranking magi of the Dark Alliance revealed themselves, the high priests of the Mystic Demonic House showed a flinch.
The Demonic Dragon corps and the Dark Alliance.
Moreover, Nordian, who stood at the forefront, had reached a perfect low 9-Star.
Including Chris, who was a 9-Star (mid), the high priests of the Mystic Demonic House could not be said to have the upper hand in terms of military strength.
However, in this place, there was one absolute being who made all differences in military strength meaningless.
It was the Pope.
[…You have struggled quite a bit, but you do not know that you have found your own place to die. To be able to gather so many sacrifices, the great ones will also be pleased.]
The moment the Pope rose, the atmosphere of the place changed in an instant.
Everyone felt it.
That no matter how many were in this place, they had no chance of winning against the Pope.
But Chris still did not lose his composure.
He had one last card left.
“Idrinne.”
Idrinne, who had been silently bound in chains, opened her eyes with a flash.
The moment the Pope sent a bewildered gaze, Chris pulled the trick he had prepared.
“You who have made a contract with me, it is time to offer your souls for the great cause.”
[Wait…!]
[Guaaaaaaaargh!!!]
A while ago, when the high priests had dueled with their souls on the line, Chris had lured those who were on the verge of defeat.
He had said he would give a command for the great cause in exchange for his help.
Since it was a content they had already agreed to, they could not refuse.
In an instant, the souls of a significant number of the remaining high priests were offered to the altar.
Besides simply being removed from the battle, there was an even more serious problem.
Suddenly, the altar began to undergo an anomaly.
Paaaaaaaaat!!!!
Using the souls of the high priests as fuel, the altar began to activate.
[You brat?]
The Pope’s expression hardened.
The principle of the ritual that the Mystic Demonic House was trying to perform now was simple.
It was to gather a large number of sacrifices and forcibly break down the boundaries of the three realms.
However, if the altar were to be activated in this way, without sufficient preparation, the ritual would end in failure due to the insufficient amount of sacrifices.
[Do you think I will let that happen?]
The Pope raised his hand to stop the ritual, but his expression soon hardened.
The altar was still flickering with a black light.
There was a reason.
It was because of Idrinne.
“The altar is already under my control.”
Idrinne said from the very center of the altar, her eyes shining with an intense light.
The core of this ritual was, by all means, Idrinne.
All the sacrifices prepared today were scheduled to use Idrinne’s soul as a medium, and Idrinne’s soul was already in a state of being half-encroached by the altar.
To be encroached meant that, conversely, it was also easy to infiltrate from her side.
Idrinne had already secretly finished interfering with the formula of the altar.
[How dare you brats…!]
The Pope tried to act in anger, but he had no choice but to flinch.
When he tried to suppress Idrinne, the altar had shaken violently.
“Remove your filthy hands. If you try to touch me, I will self-destruct along with the altar.”
It was not a bluff.
In fact, Idrinne was planning to self-destruct with the altar if it came down to it, to ruin the great cause.
No matter how powerful the Pope was, he would not be able to stop her.
[You…!]
The Pope ground his teeth and had no choice but to use another method.
Instead of directly suppressing Idrinne, he decided to touch the altar and stop its activation.
A fight to seize control of the altar began between Idrinne and the Pope.
[Reckless. No matter how much of a vessel you are, do you think you can stand against me?]
The Pope’s mighty power tried to snatch the initiative in an instant, but.
“The Pope of the Mystic Demonic House seems to be less of a big deal than I thought. Is this all you’ve got?”
[…What?]
Thud.
The Pope’s energy stopped in the middle.
This was not a simple fight of power against power.
It was a contest of operating the formula.
Idrinne was a genius with the second-greatest talent on the continent, after Chris.
Especially since she had preemptively seized control of the altar’s formula, it was possible for her to resist to some extent, no matter how immense the power the Pope possessed.
“Above all, with the power of my friendship, nothing is impossible!”
Paat!
And so, the energies of Idrinne and the Pope engaged in a fierce struggle over the formula.
Of course, it was a balance that would soon crumble.
Because no matter how great Idrinne’s talent was, there was a limit.
It was clear that she would not be able to hold out against the Pope for long, but the problem was the surrounding situation.
The battle was in full swing.
Chris was not one to miss the opening while the Pope’s hands were tied, even if it was just for a moment.
[Gasp, gurgle.]
The priest who had been fighting Nordian let out a groan, his chest pierced by Andrill.
Chris did not aim for many.
He only aimed for the priests and the apostle.
‘In any case, there are not many priests and apostles. I can take care of them while Idrinne has the Pope’s hands tied.’
Of course, if Chris had been alone, it would have been impossible to take care of the priests and apostles in such a short time, but there was someone who could provide assistance.
[Ahem, I have finally arrived!!]
The Demon King of Silver Snow had managed to appear just in time.
Having finally recovered her 9-Star (mid) power.
When she, one of the most powerful Demon Kings aside from the central ones, joined hands with Chris, the apostles and priests could not hold their ground and fell, spewing blood.
A power as great as her reputation.
‘…But she really has regressed to a child’s form. She has regained her power, but her body is that of a child. If she uses her power, she might be able to return to her adult form, but.’
Chris let out a dry cough.
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                    Nordian, as well as the Demon King of Silver Snow, were both powerful Demon Kings, but the fact that they were in the bodies of children created a strange feeling that was both unbalanced and cute, and somehow fitting.
In any case, it was not only the Demon King of Silver Snow who had become a help.
[O evil. Be tainted by a greater malice.]
A fog of ashen demonic energy descended upon the priests of the Mystic Demonic House.
It was the energy of a curse.
For the priests of the Mystic Demonic House, an ordinary curse would not have affected them in the slightest, but this ashen demonic energy was different.
[Gurgk.]
The priests clutched their heads and knelt.
Surprisingly, among them were high priests.
It was only natural.
Because the master of the curse was the Demon King of Sorrow.
He, a low 9-Star Demon King and the monarch of the Western Magus Nation, had been persuaded by Chris and had joined the battle.
Including Nordian and Chris, a total of four Demon Kings had gathered in one place and launched a joint attack, so their power was hard to imagine.
[Gu-gurgk.]
[H-how can this be…?]
The Mystic Demonic House had no way of holding on against an attack that was, in effect, the combined strength of the entire Magus Empire, excluding the Mystic Demonic House itself.
Especially since Chris had already weakened the strength of the high priests in advance, it was even more difficult for them to hold on.
The priests and apostles fell to the ground one by one, and it was when the tide of victory was turning to Chris’s side.
Suddenly, a loud roar echoed.
Kuuuung!
“Guaaaargh!!!”
Idrinne vomited a mouthful of blood.
The tide of the struggle for control of the altar had turned to the Pope.
“Grandfather, I think we need to take down the Pope.”
“Alright.”
Nordian nodded his head.
If they could not defeat the Pope, this battle was a loss.
Fortunately, a significant number of priests and apostles had been dealt with, so it seemed the rest could be left to others.
“I, too, shall go!! I will show you my greatness!”
[I am here as well.]
The Demon King of Silver Snow and the Demon King of Sorrow also stepped forward.
And so, Chris, along with the other three Demon Kings, came to face the Pope.
Two 9-Star (mid), and two 9-Star (low).
It was an immense force, but Chris swallowed hard.
‘…I don’t feel like we can win.’
It felt as if he were facing an insurmountable cliff.
It was a feeling similar to the despair he had felt when he had seen the Demon King of Bloodshed in his prime in the past.
No matter how much he struggled, he could not reach him.
‘The Pope’s power is not lacking even when compared to the Demon King of Bloodshed at that time.’
Moreover, the current strength of Chris’s party was far lacking compared to the hero’s party when they had faced the Demon King of Bloodshed before his regression.
Because at the very end, Evan had reached high 9-Star, and Ranya had reached 9-Star (mid).
And yet, the hero’s party had been defeated.
‘At this rate, we can absolutely not win.’
In truth, Chris did not want to have such a reckless fight either.
If the situation had not been so urgent, he would have challenged him after building up enough strength.
But it was a situation where he could not back down.
He had to succeed, no matter what.
[You have put on quite a show.]
The Pope said in a relaxed tone.
Even now, numerous priests of the Mystic Demonic House were being killed at the hands of the Dark Alliance, yet he seemed not to care in the slightest.
[Their deaths will all become the foundation for the evil of Gehenna, so it will be a glorious death. As long as the great cause can be achieved, even if only one person remains, it does not matter what happens to this order.]
It was the truth.
The Mystic Demonic House was a slave that served as the hands and feet of Gehenna.
The moment the boundaries of the three realms crumbled and the evil of Gehenna descended directly upon the surface, all their roles would end.
“How ridiculous. Is it not that you are condoning their deaths because you do not wish to share the glory after the world’s destruction with your subordinates?”
The Pope twisted the corners of his mouth into a smirk.
[Yes, your words are not wrong. But what of it? It is only natural for us, the servants of evil, to pursue our own self-interest.]
Chris frowned.
In truth, the Pope could have stopped Chris’s tricks several times.
Even now, if he had gone all out and pushed himself, he could have reduced the damage. But he had deliberately not done so for his own greed.
“Since this is the end, let me ask one thing. What kind of reward was your Mystic Demonic House promised after the world’s destruction?”
[There is no reason to tell you.]
“Is it not that you, too, do not know for sure?”
[!!]
The Pope flinched.
[…Shut up. A new world will unfold, and I will receive a great reward under the great ones.]
“So, what is that new world? Do you know exactly what kind of world it is, what kind of reward you will receive?”
[...]
As the Pope remained silent without answering, Chris nodded inwardly.
‘He, too, does not know what will happen after the world’s destruction.’
He could guess the reason.
‘Because nothing has been decided.’
There were three forces that desired the world’s destruction.
Gehenna, the Celestial Realm.
And the Demon Emperor.
It was not only Gehenna that was using the Mystic Demonic House as a piece on a chessboard; the Celestial Realm and the Demon Emperor’s side were doing the same.
However, they were not friendly collaborators.
‘They all desire Ascension.’
He did not know what Ascension was.
Nor what would happen afterward.
What was certain was that no matter what the hidden truth was, he had to stop the Mystic Demonic House in this place.
[The story has dragged on for too long. This will be the last time you wag that impudent tongue of yours.]
Pajijijijik.
A chilling noise began to rise around the Pope.
The law of causality was raging.
‘Ruler.’
9-Star (high), the state of dominating the law of causality.
And thus, a state as if one had become the master of the world.
Now, they had to face that desperate existence.
His spirit was about to break even before the fight, so he clenched his fists tightly.
It was not a matter of will.
It was an instinctive reaction to facing an irresistible power.
‘I can do it. No, I must do it.’
He had a method in mind.
“Grandfather, and you two Demon King Majesties. Please follow what I have told you before.”
The gazes of Nordian, the Demon King of Silver Snow, and the Demon King of Sorrow were fixed on Chris.
A gaze that asked if it was truly possible.
Chris nodded his head firmly.
“Please trust me.”
“Alright. If I can’t trust my grandson, who can I trust!”
“Do not worry! I, too, will help!”
[…This atmosphere is a little awkward.]
Nordian, the Demon King of Silver Snow, and the Demon King of Sorrow stepped forward before the Pope.
Nordian and the Demon King of Sorrow first unfolded their respective Advents of Creation.
The Hegemon of Darkness.
The Prelude of Sorrow.
The world was completely covered in darkness and curses.
But the Pope only let out a sneer.
[You insect-like bastards. You will kneel before true despair.]
Paat!
As the Pope stretched out his hand, an intangible vibration spread out.
It was not an Advent of Creation.
There was nothing grand about it.
But an unbelievable result occurred.
Crash!!
The Advents of Creation of Nordian and the Demon King of Sorrow shattered to pieces.
‘He shattered the law of causality that constitutes the Advent of Creation!’
Chris swallowed a groan.
An Advent of Creation was the new composition of the law of causality in one’s own world, yet he had shattered the fundamental law of causality in an instant.
[I will not kill you at once, as I must make you sacrifices. For now, I will take one of your arms first.]
The Pope pointed his finger at Nordian and the Demon King of Sorrow.
In an instant, the laws of the world changed.
Cut the arms of the two.
That became the law of the world, and crack, hairlines began to form on their arms.
The complexions of Nordian and the Demon King of Sorrow turned pale.
They tried to resist by drawing up their energy with all their might, but it was useless.
Just then, a clear voice echoed.
“Where do you think you’re going!! Take my sword!!”
Paaaat!
The surrounding world changed.
Countless swords bloomed.
It was the Demon King of Silver Snow’s Advent of Creation, the Sword Mountain, Sword Forest.
Within the world of swords, the Demon King of Silver Snow’s sword flashed.
The Pope’s law of causality was severed.
It did not stop there; the Demon King of Silver Snow’s sword cut through the air once more.
Slice!
Across the distance, the space in front of the Pope was severed.
The Pope, who had blocked the attack with his finger, let out a voice of admiration.
[Hoh. It was known that Silver Snow was second to the Dragon King, but seeing you now, it is different. You are a cut above the Dragon King.]
But the Demon King of Silver Snow’s expression was not good.
Through the exchange just now, she had clearly come to know the gap between them.
They could absolutely not surpass the Pope.
[I shall treat you a little more seriously.]
As he flicked his finger, the surrounding scenery changed.
The sight of a gruesome hell appeared.
He had manifested the scenery of Gehenna, based on his perfect domination of the law of causality.
Hwarereureuk.
The karma flame of hell rose up in the Pope’s hand.
If until now he had merely been moving the law of causality simply, this time, he was planning to launch a full-scale attack based on the twisted law of causality.
Based on a perfect law of causality, it was a flawless ultimate skill with no openings to be exploited.
“I will not go down so easily!”
The Demon King of Silver Snow swung her sword towards the karma flame.
But the karma flame did not even flinch.
Unless one was of the same high 9-Star state, they would not be able to extinguish that karma flame.
[It would be good to experience the pain of hellfire in advance. Scream your hearts out.]
Hwaaaaaaaat!
The karma flame rushed in, as if a tsunami were crashing down.
A moment of desperation.
However, the Demon King of Silver Snow and the others showed an incomprehensible reaction.
They did not show any fear.
‘What is this?’
It was the moment the Pope wore a bewildered expression.
An impossible anomaly occurred.
Crack.
The sound of something breaking was heard.
A little later, a sharp pain grazed the nape of his neck.
‘…What is this?’
In that moment.
Paaaaaaaat!!!
Blood spurted from the Pope’s neck like a fountain.
[!!!]
The Pope was surprised and manipulated the law of causality to heal his wound.
Beyond the karma flame, which had been extinguished at some point, he could see Christian aiming Andrill at him.
[You brat… how?]
The Pope wore an expression of incomprehension.
Christian had only just become a 9-Star (mid).
Even among 9-Star (mid), his state was several levels lower than the Demon King of Silver Snow’s.
So how had he cut the law of causality of him, a 9-Star (high)?
“What are you so surprised about? Didn’t you know I was great?”
Andrill cut through the air again.
It was a sword that severed the law of causality.
The Pope also moved the law of causality to counter him.
A 9-Star (mid) could only move the law of causality.
Therefore, he should have been absolutely no match for the Pope, who dominated the law of causality itself, but.
Slice.
[!!]
The Pope’s law of causality was severed.
It was not a coincidence.
The Pope’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
From Chris’s attack, he had realized a single fact.
[What? How can you have the authority of a Ruler?]
It was an authority unique to a 9-Star (high), who dominated the law of causality.
‘Has that brat reached 9-Star (high)?’
That was absolutely not the case.
The brat’s state was still the same.
The Pope belatedly realized the reason.
[…Is it your ability, the authority of the Throne? You are stealing and using the power of others.]
The Throne was an authority that dominated everything in the world. The law of causality was no exception.
However, since he could not perfectly dominate the law of causality like the authority of a 9-Star (high) Ruler, he had used a trick.
First, he had placed Nordian, the Demon King of Sorrow, and the Demon King of Silver Snow under his domination, and had made their power to handle the law of causality his own.
Thanks to that, Chris, despite being a 9-Star (mid), could handle an authority similar to a Ruler’s.
[How foolish. Do you think such a petty trick will work?]
The Pope unfolded his power with a sneer.
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                    Kwaaaaaaak!
The law of causality raged.
The laws that constituted the world turned into blades aimed at Chris, and a terrifying spiritual voice dug into his ears.
Ggiaaaaaaaak.
His mind went dizzy.
He could feel his soul being dyed black in real time.
‘Is he trying to encroach upon my soul with the evil energy of Gehenna?’
It was different from simply exposing one’s soul to evil energy.
His soul was being synchronized with the evil energy, and it was on the verge of being fundamentally twisted.
It was something that should be impossible by common sense, but dominating the law of causality was an authority that made any impossibility possible.
‘I won’t just take this.’
Paaat!
The authority of the Throne pushed away the law of causality that had been encroaching upon his soul.
Although he had used a trick, Chris’s current ability to manipulate the law of causality was comparable to a 9-Star (high). He defended against the Pope’s scheme without difficulty.
However, the Pope still maintained a relaxed attitude.
[Let us see how far you can go with your petty tricks.]
Paaat.
His authority unfolded once again.
“Be careful!!”
This time, it was a physical attack.
Along with the law of causality, the empty air raged, and tens of thousands of invisible blades flew at Christian.
Each one was an attack imbued with the law of causality.
“!!”
He succeeded in defending by raising his own authority to counter it, but Chris’s complexion turned faintly pale.
A similar scene continued to unfold.
The Pope launched his attacks as if toying with him one-sidedly.
Although he was barely defending, it was visible that his strength was gradually waning.
The way Chris had raised his ability was, in the end, just a trick. As time went on, his limits became clearly apparent.
[Let us end this now.]
Gooooo.
As the Pope drew up his power with all his might, the arena grew quiet.
Everyone watching swallowed their saliva.
This time, it was absolutely unstoppable.
It was a formidable energy, to the point that everyone could feel it intuitively.
However, Chris suddenly twisted the corners of his mouth.
“Well now? We’ll have to see who it is that’s finished.”
Paaaaaaaaat!!!
The surroundings were covered in darkness.
He had unfolded the Throne with all his might.
However, the form of the Throne was different from before.
A serene voice rang out.
The softly spreading voice echoed as if piercing the ears of everyone in this place.
Within the hearts of everyone, even the priests of the Mystic Demonic House, a sense of awe began to well up.
It was not simply dominating all things as an ‘authority’.
It was as if the entire world were paying homage.
It was the effect of the authority of the Throne perfectly dominating the law of causality.
Despite having used a trick, he had manifested the Throne at the level of a perfect 9-Star (high) Ruler.
It was thanks to his continuous preparations while defending.
Thanks to that.
[How dare you.]
The Pope’s expression hardened, sensing that something was amiss.
Kurururung.
The Pope’s power and the power of the Throne clashed, and the world shook as if heaven and earth were being overturned.
The source of the Pope’s power was the evil energy of Gehenna.
The evil energy encroached as if to devour the surface, and Chris’s Throne attempted to subjugate that evil energy.
A battle to determine who was the true ruler of the law of causality.
In the midst of the tense confrontation, the balance wavered.
Chris’s Throne suddenly pushed back the Pope’s power.
“Waaaah!! All hail the Demon King of Contempt!!”
Those who were watching let out cheers.
The other fights had fallen into a lull, and everyone was looking at Chris with desperate eyes.
However, the Pope let out a dark laugh.
[Foolish. This is the end.]
“!!”
Goooooooo.
The nature of the Advent of Creation that the Pope had unfolded changed.
A crushing pressure, as if a giant were pressing down, bore down on all four directions.
It was a pressure that overwhelmed the soul.
Simultaneously, countless eyeballs revealed themselves within the space of Gehenna that had encroached upon the surface.
Ghastly and gruesome gazes, that seemed as if one’s mind would crumble just by meeting them.
‘Great Beings!’
He had twisted the law of causality to manifest the great devils, who originally could not affect the surface.
Although it was not their true bodies, but only a part of their authority that had been manifested, it was absolutely unbearable.
‘He used the collapse of the law of causality, created by the clash of my Throne’s authority and his own authority, to his advantage.’
As expected of the Pope. His capabilities surpassed imagination.
However.
In the face of that desperate situation, Chris showed an incomprehensible reaction.
“I don’t know who’s the foolish one here.”
[…What?]
“Do you think that I, the great one, would not have calculated that you would pull such a trick?”
Yes, Chris had anticipated that the Pope would use a method like this.
Because he had witnessed it in his previous life.
‘I was waiting for him to summon the authority of the great devils.’
Chris turned his gaze.
“Now, Idrinne!”
Idrinne, who had been silent without any reaction until now, opened her eyes with a flash.
“Can you do it?”
“Of course. With the power of my friendship, nothing is impossible.”
It was not simply to interfere with the ritual of the altar that he had called Idrinne.
Idrinne was the joker of this operation.
The outcome of the battle would depend on whether she could do it or not.
Paaat!
The altar raged.
Idrinne had not been idle all this time.
Taking advantage of the opening while the Pope’s hands were tied fighting Chris, she had brought the control of the altar back to herself.
Why?
To use the altar according to her own will.
[You brats… what are you trying to do?]
The Pope frowned.
“You have manifested such an immense power, so it would be foolish to just stand by and watch.”
[…What?]
“I will absorb it all for you.”
As mentioned before, the principle of this altar was simple.
It was to absorb sacrifices and convert them into power.
The total amount of sacrifices that could be absorbed was infinite.
However, there was one thing to note here.
What the altar could absorb was not necessarily just living, breathing sacrifices.
Any sacrifice would do, as long as it could be converted into power.
‘In other words, it is also possible to absorb the energy of those great devils as a sacrifice.’
An unbelievable story.
How could one make the energy of the great devils a sacrifice? It was something impossible according to the laws of the world.
But it was possible.
‘I just have to change the ‘definition’ established in the world’s law of causality.’
If the law of the world was that the energy of the great devils could not be made a sacrifice, then he just had to change that law.
Because that was the authority of a Ruler who dominated the law of causality.
[What…!! How is that possible?!]
The Pope, who had noticed what Chris was trying to do, cried out in astonishment.
“You can’t do it because you’re a moron, but I can.”
Gooooooooooooo!!
The heavens shook as if the great devils were enraged.
But right now, they had not manifested in their complete, true forms. They were merely casting a part of their shadows upon the world. They could not overturn the law of causality that Chris had changed.
‘The problem is Idrinne.’
Changing the energy of the great devils into a sacrifice was not the end.
Idrinne had to absorb that energy into the altar.
For her, who had not yet even perfectly become a 9-Star, it was an unreasonable role.
-I will help.
Chris sent a message, but Idrinne showed an unexpected reaction.
-No, it is alright. I can do it.
-But?
-If you help me, I will suffer great damage, won't I? I will do it.
Chris closed his mouth.
She was right.
Unlike Idrinne, who had assimilated with the altar, Chris would be directly exposed to the energy of the great devils and did not know what kind of fatal adverse effects he might receive.
-Trust me and leave it to me. I have a plan.
-…What?
-Did I not tell you? That I would definitely become your strength.
Soon after, Chris, who had been watching what Idrinne was doing, opened his eyes wide.
She had begun an unbelievable, reckless attempt.
‘She is taking the energy converted into a sacrifice into herself?’
She was trying to achieve a breakthrough at once using the energy of the great devils!
‘That’s impossible!!’
A breakthrough was not something that could be achieved simply by accepting energy.
Especially the state of 9-Star, which Idrinne was on the verge of, was even more so.
No, aside from that, there was no way she could be safe after accepting that much energy.
But there was something Chris had forgotten for a moment.
That she had been the Demon King of Bloodshed in her previous life.
It was not that she had been able to become the Demon King of Bloodshed simply because a devil had descended.
It was because her talent, which had become the vessel, was so outstanding as to be second to none, that she had been able to be reborn as the Demon King of Bloodshed.
Paat!
The energy of the great devils swirled inside Idrinne’s body.
Normally, she should have exploded into pieces, but she used her own body, which had synchronized with the altar, as if it were the altar itself.
She had made it a container to store the energy.
Idrinne calmly contemplated the energy of the great devils raging within her body and thought.
‘The great devils are beings who are the law of causality itself.’
This was what was special about the great beings of the 4th realm and above.
The beings below them manipulated or dominated the law of causality.
On the other hand, the great devils of Gehenna and the giant stars of the Celestial Realm possessed the law of causality within their very existence.
They could be said to be the pillars that constituted the world.
Therefore, their energy also contained the law of causality.
‘If I can handle this energy, I can reach 9-Star.’
She could do it.
Idrinne recalled the past.
The time when the devil had descended and manipulated her body.
It was a terrible memory, but there was something to be gained.
The way the devil had moved her body like a puppet at that time was an act of manipulating the law of causality.
The sensation of the devil moving the law of causality at that time remained vividly in her memory.
‘I have practiced countless times based on the memory of that time. I can do it.’
To be of help to Chris, she had to become a 9-Star.
With that in mind, she had attempted to handle the law of causality numerous times.
Her enlightenment was already in a state of completion.
The reason she had not been able to reach 9-Star despite that was because her vessel had not been completed.
It was a situation where her physical vessel could not keep up with her enlightenment, just as Chris had been before.
But now, using the energy of the great devils that had entered her body, it could be resolved.
She was not trying to absorb it.
She did not know how her body and soul would be contaminated if she were to absorb the energy of the great devils.
Instead.
‘I just have to temper my vessel with this energy.’
Surprisingly, it was the same idea as what Chris had done when he had absorbed Sherad before.
Paaaaaaaaat!!
The energy of the great devils tempered Idrinne’s vessel.
Idrinne did not stop at simply strengthening her vessel; she converted the energy of the great devils used for the tempering into pure power through the altar and transferred it to Chris.
As she handled the energy of the great devils, a massive lump of the law of causality, Idrinne’s achievement rose in real time.
Along with that, an enormous amount of energy was transferred to Christian.
[Wh-what…!!]
“This is the end.”
Chris aimed Andrill at the Pope.
The massive amount of energy sent by Idrinne flickered at the tip of Andrill’s blade.
The amount of energy that Andrill could contain was infinite.
It could handle it as much as it wanted, even if it were the energy of the great devils.
The Pope hastily tried to defend by manipulating the law of causality, but he did not just stand by and watch.
The authority of Chris’s Throne disrupted the Pope’s defense, and the Demon King of Silver Snow, the Demon King of Sorrow, and Nordian also combined their strength with all their remaining energy.
Of course, even with this, it was only a slight scratch, but even a faint opening was fine.
Paaaat!
Andrill flashed.
An energy as if it would split the world.
It shattered the Pope’s defense, which had already revealed an opening, and split the Pope’s body as it was.
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                    [Gasp, gurgle.]
The Pope let out a groan as if he could not believe it.
[H-how can this be…?]
He raised a trembling hand, but that was his last.
The evil energy of Gehenna leaked from his split body and swallowed the Pope as it was.
[Guaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!]
Hwarereureureuk.
The leaked evil energy turned into the karma flame of hell and burned the Pope’s body.
It was the end of a devil contractor.
What was more gruesome was the reaction of the great devils who had been manifested.
They were enjoying it.
The Pope had clearly been their faithful slave, but they did not care and were enjoying the Pope’s suffering.
‘Even after falling into Gehenna, he will suffer a gruesome eternity of pain. What foolish devil worshippers.’
Chris clicked his tongue.
‘…In any case, is this the end of it?’
For some reason, he had an ominous feeling.
As if this was not the end.
The great devils, who still had not returned to Gehenna, were proof of that.
‘Why aren’t they returning?’
Chris furrowed his brows deeply.
Normally, the moment the summoner, the Pope, was extinguished, those great devils should have disappeared as well.
But they were still looking down on the surface with their gruesome eyes.
As if they were waiting for something.
Before long, an unexpected event occurred.
Paaaat.
The sky split apart, and a sacred mist began to spread.
‘…A nebula of the Celestial Realm?’
Chris wore a bewildered expression.
It was the encroachment phenomenon of the Celestial Realm.
Why, all of a sudden?
Within the sublime mist, brilliant stars flashed.
They were the giant stars, beings of a status equivalent to the great devils.
What was even more bizarre was that the great devils were still in a state of manifestation.
For the giant stars of the Celestial Realm and the great devils to gather in one place?
-All conditions have been met.
Was it a giant star, or was it a great devil?
A grand spiritual voice that crushed both body and soul echoed.
-The sacrifice, which has continued from the previous cycle, has been completed, so the time has come.
“!!”
Chris flinched.
The gazes of all the giant stars and great devils were directed at him.
‘What does that mean? A sacrifice that has continued from the previous cycle?’
He intuitively noticed that the previous cycle was referring to his previous life.
“What are you talking about?”
A voice that only Chris could hear echoed.
-It means you are a prepared sacrifice. From the previous cycle. The reason you were made to regress was all for this.
Chris wore a dumbfounded expression.
‘Don’t be ridiculous.’
The boundaries of the three realms had not crumbled.
In any case, even if they were giant stars and great devils, they could not easily harm him.
It was the moment he was about to let out a snort and give them the finger.
His complexion hardened to a deathly white.
He did not move. Not even a finger.
This time, he tried to draw up his energy, but it was the same.
‘…Why?’
It was not that he had been caught in a trick.
He just could not move.
Without knowing any reason why.
-It is useless. The reason you were chosen as a sacrifice was not just from the previous cycle, but from the distant past, when the Star Blood settled in Arhen.
Arhen.
It was the royal family of the Theocracy, Chris’s family in his previous life.
A family of the Star Blood, where the blood of the constellations was passed down, and thanks to that, Chris and Olivia could use a part of the constellations’ authority.
-Have you never thought that your own existence was unnatural?
“…What kind of nonsense are you spouting?”
Though he growled in retort, he had a hunch.
He was excessively talented. Too talented to be considered human.
—The reason we Great Stars shared the Holy Blood with humanity was to bring about the birth of a being who, by reacting to it, would transcend human potential. The probability was slim, but after countless eons, you were finally born.
!!
—We have waited for you for a very long time. For you, the perfect sacrifice.
Chris’s fingertips trembled.
“...Then what about the Demon King of Bloodshed from my past life?”
—The Demon King of Bloodshed was merely a trial for your growth. But in the previous cycle, contrary to our expectations, you failed to become perfect.
“...Then my regression?”
—Yes. It was to make you a perfect sacrifice.
Only then did Chris grasp the full picture.
The chaos in the world, both in his past life and this one, was all a scheme to awaken him.
It was a grand conspiracy involving the Celestial Realm, Gehenna, and even the Demon Emperor.
“...What is your purpose? Ascension?”
—Yes, I suppose I can tell you now. We will open a new world and ascend to the truly great planes: the 1st and 2nd Realms.
The 1st and 2nd Realms.
Beings tantamount to the world itself.
—Now that you have been reborn as a complete sacrifice, all preparations for the world's ruin are finished.
Paaaaaaaaat.
The sky split open, revealing the vistas of the Celestial Realm and Gehenna beyond.
Horrific evil and light merged into one, then shone down upon Chris.
They intended to make him a sacrifice.
‘Damn it! I won’t let them take me!!’
He tried to break free, but it was impossible.
—Your fate as a sacrifice was sealed the moment you were born. You cannot defy it.
It was just as they said.
A desperate situation.
—Resign yourself to your fate.
His consciousness began to fade helplessly.
In the distance, he could faintly hear Nordian, Idrinne, and the others calling his name, but even that soon grew distant.
‘...Is this... the end? Don't make me laugh!’
His eyes shot open.
‘What preordained fate? To hell with that!’
They claimed to have perfected Chris, yet they had overlooked what kind of monster he truly was.
‘I never agreed to become a sacrifice in the first place. No matter how it was engraved in my blood, a contract like this is null and void.’
As long as they were not beings of the 1st and 2nd Realms, they could not be free from the law of causality.
There had to be a loophole in the contract’s flaw that he could exploit.
‘A contract engraved in the Holy Blood since my birth. But the justification is lacking. I, the party concerned, never consented.’
The Great Stars and Great Devils were using their power to forcibly impose the lacking justification.
‘Damn it, but I lack the power to overturn this contract.’
The justification was on his side. Therefore, the world's law of causality would also be on his side.
The problem was that their power was far too overwhelming.
Now a 9-Star (mid), he could barely muster the power of a 9-Star (high), but compared to those Great Devils and Great Stars, he was nothing more than a worthless insect.
‘Overcoming this with power is impossible. Unless I can find something else to weaken the justification of this contract.’
Just then, a low voice was heard.
—*I... will help you. Offer me your soul.*
It was Mefina!
‘...You, even in a situation like this?’
—*No... it is not... because of my greed. Offer me your soul, and with that justification... I will nullify... the contract engraved... in your bloodline.*
Mefina urged him on, a sense of urgency in her voice.
—*Hurry... there is no time. This is not the time... to be stubborn.*
Chris fell silent.
‘Damn it. What do I do?’
He could not trust Mefina.
But right now, there was no other way.
‘Why are you trying to make me your kin?’
—*Because you... are the only... hope to stop the world's ruin.*
‘Enough with the vague talk. What is it you truly desire?’
Mefina was silent for a moment.
—*To escape from this place of exile, the 7th Realm, and reclaim my original... station in the 3rd Realm.*
‘...In that place, the 7th Realm, are there many other great devils in the same situation as you?’
—*There are... not a few. Even Great Stars from the Celestial Realm. They all opposed this plan for the world's ruin... and fell, caught in the schemes of those vile bastards.*
‘Can’t you all just pool your strength to stop the plan for the world’s ruin?’
Chris asked about something that had puzzled him. As he had learned from the case of the 4th-realm being, the ‘One Who Swallows the Light’, whom he had conned, there was a surprising number of great beings who opposed the ruin.
—*Our power... is sealed, so we cannot act.*
‘Is there no way to unseal it?’
—*Not right now. In the future... if you... were to reach 10-Star... it might be possible.*
Chris fell silent. An idea was forming.
‘If I use this information well, I might be able to stop the Celestial Realm and Gehenna.’
But that was a distant prospect. Right now, he had to overcome the immediate crisis of death.
—*Hurry... Offer me your soul. There is... no time!*
It was the moment Chris grit his teeth, about to make his choice.
An unexpected voice was heard.
“Wait. Stop.”
A distant.
And yet, an unforgettable voice.
“I will bear this contract in your place.”
Chris’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
“...Lena?”
When had she appeared?
It was the Dark Chatterbox!
Lena looked at him with misty eyes.
“...It’s been a while. Hehe, have you been well?”
The same voice and way of speaking as in his past life.
He wanted to grab her hand right away, but Chris was currently bound and could not move an inch.
“Lena, how are you here?”
“There’s no time for a long story. I will take on the debt of your unjust contract.”
“...What?”
“Because this is the reason I returned from my past life.”
Lena gave a faint smile.
“You remember my past life, don't you? As the price for using the art of demonization, I fell to Gehenna, and there I learned of your fate. Later, I happened to meet the Magus Chancellor who had come to Gehenna, and I asked him to make a contract so that I could take on the unjust fate you carried. Since it was an unjust contract from the start, it was possible to intervene using the Magus Chancellor’s authority.”
Finally, Lena’s story was revealed.
But it was a story he could never accept.
“What?! I’ll never accept this!”
Lena was saying she would become a sacrifice in Chris’s place.
She would be annihilated, an eternal and irreversible extinction.
“I’m sorry, but all the arrangements are already finished. Not even you can stop it.”
Lena’s hand touched Chris’s face.
“It's such a... shame. I wanted to chat all night like we did in our past life. Still, it was good... to see you again. I’ve missed you so much.”
“Lena!! Stop!!!”
But Lena turned her back to him.
“I have one last thing to warn you about. Be careful of the Magus Chancellor. The true mastermind behind all of this isn’t Gehenna, the Celestial Realm, or the Demon Emperor. It’s the Magus Chancellor.”
A story heavy with meaning.
But there was no time to leisurely ponder it.
Paaaat!!
A light burst forth from Lena’s body.
At the same time, Chris felt his body being released from its bindings.
The contract engraved in his bloodline was weakening.
In return, the backlash was being directed entirely at Lena.
“Gahk!!”
Lena suddenly coughed up a mouthful of blood.
“No!”
Chris caught Lena’s body.
Her body was growing cold.
She would soon be annihilated, soul and all.
‘I won’t let you die! Never!’
But there was absolutely nothing he could do.
Chris’s eyes became bloodshot.
‘Damn it, those bastards from the Celestial Realm and Gehenna. I will never forgive you.’
It was then.
An idea flashed in his mind.
A way to save Lena and also bring down those damned bastards from the Celestial Realm and Gehenna.
It was an impossibly reckless gamble, but that did not matter.
‘Mefina, let's make a deal.’
—*...A deal?*
‘Don't get the wrong idea. I'm not saying I'll become your kin. This is strictly a deal.’
—*...Speak… your mind.*
‘With your authority, stop Lena's annihilation.’
—*That… I cannot do. My power alone is not enough.*
‘I have a way.’
Chris said something completely unexpected.
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                    ‘I will take a share of the price for Lena’s contract.’
Chris was the original subject of this contract. Therefore, he could share the price and lessen the burden of the contract that Lena had to bear.
—*You will... share the price of the contract? Do you know what that means?*
‘I’m not saying I’ll become a sacrifice. Just that I’ll share a part of the price.’
—*Still... you will not be able to escape death.*
Even if he only took a part of the price, he would not be able to keep his life. That was how terrible the contract was.
‘It’s fine.’
—*What...? I... do not wish... for your death.*
‘Even if I die, I just have to come back to life.’
—*...What?*
‘Above all, I have to die anyway for my soul to rightfully go to Gehenna.’
Mefina flinched. She had noticed that Chris was plotting something absurd.
‘As long as I keep the body I will return to safe, there is no need to fear death.’
Death is when the soul leaves the body and heads to the afterlife. It is different from ‘annihilation’, where the soul itself disappears. If one had a body to return to and could return from the afterlife, it was entirely possible to come back to life.
‘Of course, returning from the afterlife is an impossible task.’
If it were possible in the first place, the world would be overflowing with people who had experienced resurrection, but there had been no case of any transcendent being being resurrected after death.
‘It’s fine. I have to accomplish something incomparably more difficult than coming back to life anyway.’
Chris told Mefina his plan.
‘If you agree to my proposal, I will return you to your station in the 3rd Realm.’
—*...What?*
‘Didn’t you say so yourself? That it would be possible if I reach 10-Star. I will go to Gehenna and reach 10-Star.’
—*...You... do you even know what kind of state 10-Star is?*
If 9-Star was becoming a superhuman who had surpassed the limits of humanity and could handle the world’s law of causality, 10-Star was different.
A state of embracing the law of causality itself.
In other words, the meaning of his words was this.
‘Yes, it means I will become a great being as a human.’
—*!!*
It was something he had to achieve anyway. Because both the Demon Emperor and the Magus Chancellor were 10-Star.
‘Becoming a great being is no small feat, so it’s impossible for even me to become 10-Star through normal means. But in Gehenna, there’s a way to try.’
Realizing that Chris was serious, Mefina let out a low laugh.
—*Very well... I will make a contract with you.*
‘Yes. When I die, guide my soul to the 7th Realm.’
Just then, a piercing scream was heard.
“Christian!!!”
It was Idrinne.
Had she intuitively sensed something ominous? Her expression was one of utmost desperation.
It was not just her. Everyone was looking at him with the same expression.
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
“I’ll be back, so everyone wait for just a moment.”
“!!”
At the same time.
Paaaaaaaaat!!!
A white light filled his vision.
Death had claimed him.
***
His consciousness drifted in a colorless space.
‘Is this the afterlife?’
He knew nothing of what one experienced after death. Because in his past life, he had regressed immediately after Ragnarok.
Just then, Mefina’s voice was heard.
—*This is the Path of Emptiness. The path you pass through before reaching the ‘Crossroads’.*
He had heard of the Crossroads before. It was the place where one’s fate in the afterlife was decided between Paradise and Hell, according to the sins of one’s life.
—*Originally, with the karma you’ve accumulated... it would be right for you to go to Paradise, and to the most glorious place among them, but.*
—*Enough. I don't need it. Guide my soul to the 7th Realm.*
Just as Hell, where sinners suffered, belonged to Gehenna, Paradise belonged to the Celestial Realm. If he went to Paradise, it would be like walking into enemy territory on his own two feet.
—*And before we go to the 7th Realm, tell me about it in detail.*
—*…The 7th Realm… was originally a place where fallen devils or fallen angels were confined. It is now being used as a place of sealing for those who opposed the world’s ruin.*
—*How is your power being sealed?*
Mefina was a being of the 3rd Realm, no less. To seal not just one, but a whole group of beings like Mefina, the seal could not have been a simple one.
—*We are sealed in the deepest abyss of the 7th Realm. The 3rd-realm beings of the Dark Heaven take turns guarding the seal.*
If beings of the 3rd Realm were guarding it, then it had to be considered impossible to dismantle. Even if he were to become 10-Star and obtain the station of a great being.
‘Even if I become 10-Star, I’ll at most have the station of a 4th-realm being.’
Mefina continued her explanation.
—*If you become 10-Star, there is a way to avoid the gazes of the 3rd-realm beings. For a brief moment, it would be possible for me to regain my sealed power. Leave the rest to me.*
Chris scoffed inwardly.
‘She plans to abandon me once she regains her power.’
He must not forget. The reason Mefina opposed the ruin and helped him was all for her own greed. What would she do once she achieved her goal? There was no clause in their deal that she would be responsible for him until the end, so she would abandon him once she achieved her goal.
‘Well, it doesn’t matter.’
He had no intention of moving according to Mefina’s will anyway.
Quite the opposite.
He planned to use Mefina. Not just Mefina, but everyone trapped in the 7th Realm.
That was why he had gone as far as to accept death.
—*Now… we will enter the 7th Realm. Be… prepared.*
Prepared.
With that meaningful word, his vision changed.
The deepest, deepest abyss of Gehenna.
It was the 7th Realm.
***
A deep, deep darkness.
It was an endless abyss.
A massive pressure, as if a giant had stomped on it, crushed his soul.
—*This place is… a space of punishment. It will not be easy for you to endure.*
Chris nodded.
Just existing here placed an enormous burden on his soul. If Chris had been a mortal, his soul would have crumbled on the spot. This place was a place of punishment for great beings, after all.
—*I do not know… by what means you plan to reach 10-Star… but you should hurry as much as possible. This is not a place you can endure for long with your station.*
Mefina lowered her voice.
—*And… in this 7th Realm… I am not the only one… so… be careful… of your actions.*
She meant the other great beings and Great Stars.
Even now, he could feel piercing gazes.
—*I will… protect you as much as I can….*
—*No, there’s no need. Get rid of this cumbersome thing.*
Chris pushed away the barrier that Mefina had created for him and stepped forward.
Eerie gazes that felt like they were dicing his soul rained down on him.
As expected of great beings, even in their fallen state.
It was difficult to endure, but Chris forced the corners of his mouth into a twisted smile.
He gave his first greeting as a newcomer.
—*Is this the gathering place of idiots?*
Had they not understood what Chris had said?
For a moment, the surroundings fell silent.
But only for a moment.
—*What… did you just say?*
A storm containing the soul-killing aura of the enraged great beings rushed in.
Chris did not flinch and, instead, raised the level of his remarks even further.
—*Was I wrong? For beings of this caliber to be sealed in an abyss, having fallen for a mere scheme. The word ‘idiots’ is not enough. Moreover, you don’t even recognize the savior who will get you out of this hell.*
For a moment, the killing intent that had been surging towards him stopped.
They had reacted to the word ‘savior’.
—*What… do you mean by that?*
A humanoid figure appeared from within the darkness of the abyss.
Seeing that it was imbued with the brilliant energy of the stars, it seemed to be an avatar of a Great Star.
‘…Is this the representative of the Great Stars sealed in this place?’
Even with most of his power bound, he exuded an immense station.
The 3rd Realm. And among them, he seemed to be of the highest rank.
Normally, he would be a higher being that he would not even dare to face, but Chris did not let go of his arrogant expression.
—You must have been observing the surface world to your heart's content, so you should know who I am.
—…Silence, you insolent human. What do you mean by helping us?
—I will release your seals.
A startling declaration.
This was Chris’s plan.
‘If I release their seals, Gehenna and the Celestial Realm will no longer be able to pay attention to the surface world. They won’t have the capacity to, as they’ll be busy fighting these guys.’
The Great Star’s avatar frowned.
A look that said it was absurd.
—It seems you do not know how our sealed origins are being guarded. If you are going to spout nonsense, I will tear your soul into tens of thousands of pieces and annihilate you right now.
Was she concerned about a conflict? Mefina also intervened.
—Christian… what are you suddenly saying? No matter if you… become 10-Star, it is impossible for you to undo all of our seals.
What Mefina had wanted was merely to regain her own power through a shortcut.
—No, I can do it.
—!!
—You all have been observing me to your heart's content, so you should know, shouldn't you? Something like this, with my abilities, is more than possible.
It was a lie.
It was impossible.
‘But if I can use these guys, the story changes.’
Yes.
The success or failure of his plan depended on whether he could make fools of them or not.
What came next was important.
—Mefina, are you satisfied with merely regaining your power? And you call yourself a Great Devil?
Mefina fell silent.
Of course not.
How could she call herself a Great Devil without taking revenge on the enemies who had thrown her into this gutter with their vile schemes?
—The other guys here are just as pathetic. To think of persecuting me when you're in a situation like maggots that have fallen to the bottom. Truly great Great Stars and Great Devils you are.
The surroundings fell silent.
Even in the face of a grave insult, no one opened their mouths.
After some time had passed?
—What method do you have?
—I cannot tell you the exact method. However, you must promise to cooperate with me completely. Then I will release your origins.
It was an absurd proposition.
To demand cooperation without even explaining the method.
As expected, the great beings who heard the story were enraged, but.
—If you don't like it, then forget it. I can just take my own gains and leave this 7th Realm.
—!!
—Or do you have some other way? When you can do nothing but wait for the coming ruin while sucking your thumbs in this gutter.
Chris crossed his arms in his soul form.
—I think you’re misunderstanding something. Right now, you are not the party in power. You’re not even the subordinate party; you’re in a worthless position that doesn’t even register.
It was a statement that could not be refuted in any way.
Just then, a low voice was heard from a corner.
—I… the ‘Wailing One,’ will accept your proposal.
—!!
The Great Star’s avatar turned his gaze in surprise.
—*Kekek*… Is that brat not right? It is better to grasp at straws than to wait for ruin like this.
Starting with that, one by one, voices of agreement were heard.
In the end, the Great Star’s avatar also nodded his head.
—…Do you really have a way?
—Of course. As long as you follow my words completely, as you promised.
Just then, a sharp voice was heard.
—Everyone… what foolishness is this? You would believe a mere mortal like that?
Turning his gaze, he saw the avatar of a human-like male glaring at Chris.
‘The avatar of a 3rd-realm Great Devil?’
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                    The Great Star’s avatar shook his head.
Originally, Great Devils and Great Stars were beings that could not coexist, but having been confined in the same space for a long time, they seemed to be communicating without any particular hostility.
—It’s not that I trust him, either. But do we have any other choice right now?
—Why… is there no other choice? Can’t we just take that bastard’s soul as our prey?
—!!
The Great Devil’s avatar smiled darkly.
—That bastard is a sacrifice prepared with great care by everyone in the Dark Heaven for the great cause. If we take him as prey, we should be able to recover some of our strength. With that recovered strength, we can defeat the ‘Gatekeeper’ that guards the seal.
He was right.
It might even be a much more certain method.
However, there was a problem.
—…Who will be the one to take this one’s soul?
—Naturally, I am the right one for the job. I, ‘Destruction’, am a more powerful being than anyone else here.
—Ha, how ridiculous. What makes you think we can trust you?
Chris’s soul was singular.
Naturally, only one Great Being could take his soul.
They were only coexisting out of necessity; they did not trust each other in the slightest.
There was no way they would hand over Chris’s soul to another.
—No, I, ‘Pain’, am the right one.
—You disgusting Great Devil bastards should shut up. If anyone is to regain their power, it is the share of us Great Stars.
As the atmosphere worsened, Chris let out a smirk.
‘Heh, their reaction isn’t the least bit different from what I expected.’
This was better, in fact.
It was all going according to plan.
—I think you’re all misunderstanding something. When did I ever say I would offer my soul to you?
—!!
—To be so greedy without knowing your place, even in this situation. That’s enough. I was a fool for trying to help pathetic fools like you. I will be leaving this 7th Realm.
—…You’re leaving?
—That’s right. My soul was originally destined for the highest floor of Paradise, so I suppose I’ll just go there.
—…If you go to Paradise, do you think the Celestial Realm will just leave you be?
—Is that something you bastards should be saying? After I went out of my way to help you, only for you to pant and drool over my soul.
—…
All the Great Beings were left speechless.
—Do you think there’s no way for me to survive even if I go to Paradise? I can just negotiate with the Constellations and secure a share for myself in the new world.
Chris turned his gaze toward Mefina.
—Mefina, the deal is off. I’ll be on my way now. I can see the Constellations of the Celestial Realm craning their necks, waiting for me over there.
It wasn’t a lie.
At the highest point of the 7th Realm’s abyss.
The Great Stars were looking down upon the 7th Realm.
‘This 7th Realm is a space of confinement, so they can’t just enter as they please from the outside and are only watching. But if I just say the word, they’ll get me out of here immediately.’
The Great Beings of the 7th Realm looked flustered.
—W-wait… Hold on a moment.
—What, you have something to say? How pathetic.
—…Don’t misunderstand. It was just some of those disgusting Great Devils who had a foolish thought. Most of us had no intention of harming you.
It was a lie that wouldn’t fool anyone.
—What reason do I have to trust any of you? You, who tried to stab me in the back the moment we joined hands.
—…
—If you want to earn my trust, then show me a gesture of goodwill worthy of it.
—…What must we do?
—Open the ‘Cradle’.
—!!
The Great Beings stirred.
It was because of the word Chris had brought up: ‘Cradle’.
—Do you even know what the Cradle is?
—Of course. Isn’t it a story that appears in the myths?
The Cradle was the place where Great Beings were born from the void.
The highest sky of the Celestial Realm.
It was said to be connected to the deepest abyss of Gehenna.
‘The deepest abyss of Gehenna is right here, the 7th Realm. In other words, this 7th Realm is connected to the Cradle.’
The problem was that the Cradle was a one-way passage.
Meaning, one could only come out from the Cradle into the Celestial Realm or Gehenna; it was impossible to enter it in reverse.
—It shouldn’t be impossible according to the laws of the planes of existence, right? If you inject a massive amount of energy to cause a dimensional fissure, you should be able to open a gap leading to the Cradle.
Theoretically, he was correct.
No matter how strong a wall was, if you could make a crack, you could pass through it.
—…How much power do you think is needed to open a gap to the Cradle? It is realistically impossible.
—No, it’s possible.
Chris smiled faintly.
—You can just offer the souls of about three of the 3rd-realm Great Devils among you as a sacrifice and use them as an energy source. Even if their power is sealed, the quality of their souls remains the same.
—!!
—And it seems we have some perfectly suitable sacrifices right here.
Chris turned his gaze.
He looked toward the Great Devils, including ‘Destruction’, who had been the most eager to claim Chris’s soul as prey.
—What…!! How… dare you!!
The designated Great Devils erupted with furious energy, but Chris just shrugged.
—Well, the choice is yours. Either offer those three as a sacrifice so the rest of you can live, or uphold your loyalty and wait for your doom together in this gutter.
It was a choice that didn’t even need to be asked.
In the first place, they had held extreme animosity for one another and had only been coexisting out of necessity.
If those Great Devils had possessed their full power, the others would have had to suffer immense damage even if they joined forces, but their power was sealed.
If they combined their strength, they could suppress them at any time.
—You…! Are you going to be swayed by a mortal’s petty trick!
—You bastards…!!
Having made their decision, the remaining Great Beings attacked the Great Devils Chris had pointed out in unison.
Since everyone’s power was restricted, there was no world-shattering impact.
Chris calmly waited for the situation to be resolved.
After a considerable amount of time had passed.
—…We have offered them as a sacrifice, just as you said.
The Great Star’s avatar approached, his face clearly showing the damage he had sustained.
As expected, a 3rd-realm Great Devil was still a Great Devil.
It seemed they had sacrificed a fair number of Great Beings, even with their powers sealed.
Of course, the extent of their damage was no concern of Chris’s.
—Are you truly going to enter the Cradle? If a mortal like you enters the Cradle, you will be swallowed by the void and your soul will be annihilated.
—You just have to grant me your blessing.
—…What?
—That is the second condition. Grant me the ‘Blessing of Atonement,’ putting your very existence on the line to protect me.
—!!
It referred to a blessing that would take on damage in his stead.
In other words, he was asking them to bear the damage Chris would suffer after entering the Cradle.
—That is absurd…
—It should be manageable if everyone here shares the damage, wouldn’t it?
He wasn’t wrong.
They were Great Beings.
Although their powers were sealed, the quality of their existence had not vanished, so they could endure that much.
—Or are you saying you don’t want to suffer any damage at all? How truly selfish. I never knew Great Beings were so cowardly and timid.
—…
—If you don’t want to, you don’t have to. However, don’t even think about regaining your original quality. I’m not foolish enough to show favor to those who have offered me no help.
It was a threat.
If they didn’t grant him the blessing, he wouldn’t release their seals either.
In the end, the Great Beings decided to grant him the Blessing of Atonement.
—It will not last long. You must exit the Cradle before the blessing reaches its limit.
Chris nodded.
There was no way for him to hold on once the blessing shattered anyway.
He had to achieve his goal within that time.
—Then I will open the path to the Cradle.
Gooooo.
As the souls of the three Great Devils were offered as a sacrifice, a shock as if the world were collapsing spread, and a fissure was created.
It was the Cradle.
It was time to become a 10-Star.
***
The Cradle.
It was a space famous even among mortals.
For it was the place where Great Beings were born.
It could be said to be a place akin to the origin of the world.
‘Which is why it is connected to both Gehenna and the Celestial Realm at the same time.’
Chris turned his gaze.
There was neither darkness nor light; nothing existed.
Not to mention color, he could not perceive anything, not even the flow of time.
A space of pure void.
He had to ascend to 10-Star in this place.
‘It’s possible. Because this is the place where Great Beings are born.’
Chris recalled the ‘birth’ and ‘definition’ of a Great Being.
‘A Great Being is an existence that is the law of causality itself. In other words, I must obtain my own law of causality here in the Cradle.’
All the Great Beings of the Dark Heaven were born here in the Cradle.
Meaning, the Cradle was a place where one could obtain the law of causality.
‘The problem is, I don’t have the leisure to leisurely obtain the law of causality.’
To newly define oneself, to realize one’s will, and to sublimate that will into the law of causality.
Even for Chris, there was no telling how long it would take.
This was no tranquil training ground.
Even now, the void was trying to swallow him. If not for the blessing cast by the Great Beings of the 7th Realm, he would have been annihilated long ago.
‘I have to use a shortcut.’
Chris turned his gaze.
He had a method in mind.
A space of void where nothing existed.
But it wasn’t that nothing truly existed.
Wriggle, wriggle.
Within the vast void, he felt an alien distortion.
Chris approached it and stretched out his soul’s hand.
‘Summon Andrill.’
After becoming a 9-Star, he had become Andrill’s perfect master, and Andrill had become bound to his soul.
This was why he could summon it even after having fallen into Gehenna.
He thrust Andrill straight into the distortion of the void.
Puuuk!
—*Gooooooooo.*
A great roar echoed, and the distortion, pierced by Andrill, tried to unravel like a skein of thread and disappear into the void space.
Chris reached out with his soul’s hand and grasped the remnants, nodding as if his guess had been correct.
—So this is the seed of a Great Being.
An astonishing story.
It meant that this skein of thread would one day grow into a Great Being.
The meaning of that was this.
Paaaat!
Chris’s hand shone.
It was the authority of Gluttony that he had obtained when he absorbed Sherad.
He absorbed the remnants swirling in his hand, and Chris felt the law of causality filling his soul.
That’s right.
Chris’s plan was to harvest the seeds of Great Beings and forcibly absorb the law of causality to ascend to 10-Star.
‘Of course, the law of causality obtained this way is only a speck of dust.’
It didn’t matter.
Chris expanded his perception.
The vast, vast Cradle.
Within the space of the void, he could feel countless seeds.
Their number reached the tens of thousands.
Not all of them would become Great Beings.
Out of the tens of thousands of seeds, only one or two would actually become a Great Being.
What was important was that all of those seeds, even if only a speck, were quickening with the law of causality.
‘I’ll devour every last one of them.’
Chris raised the corners of his mouth in a grin.
***
Meanwhile, at that time, on the surface.
The Dark Demonic House was submerged in a heavy silence.
It was because of Christian.
“…Is there still no change?”
“…No, my lord.”
Count Khazar answered Nordian’s question grimly.
The battle at the Mystic Demonic House had been a perfect, great victory.
Because they had completely brought about the downfall of the Mystic Demonic House, which had been called the Heaven Beyond the Heavens and was the strongest house in the Magus Empire, without suffering any damage.
It was an unbelievable miracle, considering the Pope’s power and the events that had transpired.
It was all thanks to Christian’s efforts.
‘Damn it. Then what’s the point?’
Count Khazar’s face contorted.
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                    Since that day, Christian had not regained consciousness.
The problem was that he wasn’t just unconscious.
The life functions of his body had stopped.
…In other words, his physical body was in a state of death.
‘It’s not just the body. The soul has also left the body.’
Everyone dared not speak of it, afraid that the moment the words left their lips, it would become a confirmed reality, but Chris was dead.
If it hadn’t been for Chris’s last words, they might have already held a funeral.
—I’ll be back soon, so wait for me.
Believing those words, they were forcefully preventing the decay of the lifeless body.
But could he really return?
It was a matter of course, but it is impossible for the dead to come back to life. There had been countless 9-Star transcendents in history, but not a single one had ever been revived after death.
Just then, Nordian spoke in a heavy voice.
“Do not worry. Christian will surely come back to life and show his annoying face again.”
His voice was trembling faintly.
It was more of a desperate wish than a belief.
“I won’t let him off the hook when he comes back. How dare he make this old man worry like this. This time, I’ll really show him what this old man is made of.”
“…The same goes for me.”
“I’ll use the Advent of Creation to spank his bottom.”
“I’ll lend a hand as well.”
“…Why you? Only I can scold my grandson.”
“…I am also Christian’s fath….”
“So?”
“…Never mind. I’ll stay put.”
Count Kazar flinched at Nordian’s possessiveness(?).
The two looked up at the sky, earnestly wishing for Christian to return soon.
They were not the only ones eagerly awaiting Christian.
Everyone felt the same.
The detached villa of the Dark Demonic House where Christian used to stay.
It was under ironclad security.
The lineup of those on guard was astounding.
Not only the strongest of the Dark Demonic House, like Marquis Shupen and Merian, but also influential figures from all sorts of renowned magus houses were standing guard.
They were all individuals who owed a debt to Christian.
The security was one issue, but it was their desperate desire to wait for Christian that kept them by his side.
It was a matter of course that Kashmir of the Destruction Demonic House, Maris of the Extreme Poison Demonic House, and Teren were present.
But besides them, there were other, out-of-place individuals who should not have been there.
It was Evan and Ranya.
“……”
At this point in time, the Dark Demonic House was the greatest house in the Magus Empire.
So when the figures known as the Hero’s party and called the stars of the Alliance were present, the demons wore uncomfortable expressions.
“…Why are you bastards here?”
“Shut your mouths, you worthless worms who couldn’t even protect Christian. I’m holding back the urge to cut off your heads right now, so if you get on my nerves any further, I’ll kill you all.”
At Evan’s murderous response, all the demons clamped their mouths shut.
It didn’t seem like an empty threat.
Evan looked ready to wipe out everyone in this place at any moment.
‘Should I really just kill them all here?’
During the battle with the Mystic Demonic House, Evan and Ranya had been diligently fighting the demons and raising their states.
Because Christian had instructed them to reach 9-Star.
They had miraculously succeeded in setting foot into the 9-Star realm, but what was the point? In the meantime, Christian had ended up in this state.
Ranya also froze the atmosphere with a chillingly stiff face.
With two 9-Star superhumans acting like this, everyone could only remain silent.
Furthermore, they were not the only two making the atmosphere murderous.
The door to the villa burst open and a figure appeared.
“What is this commotion? How dare you disturb Christian’s sleep. Do you all want to be torn to shreds and die!”
It was Idrinne!
Her aura was completely different from when she was with Chris.
Not a speck of laughter could be found, and the piercing chill made it difficult to even meet her eyes.
Idrinne, too, had reached 9-Star through the recent events, so everyone avoided her gaze without a peep.
“Ugh… Idrinne, I’m so tired.”
The Demon King of Silver Snow came out of the villa, muttering as she watched Idrinne’s expression.
Currently, the ones maintaining Chris’s body were the Demon King of Silver Snow and Idrinne.
Idrinne with her Blood Art of Life, and the Demon King of Silver Snow with her law of causality of Immortality.
“Shut up and go back to Chris’s side and work.”
“…Ugh. I-I’m so tired.”
“Do you wish to rest for eternity?”
“…Ugh. Y-you’re so scary. Don’t bully me.”
Even the Demon King of Silver Snow could not go against Idrinne’s murderous aura.
Of course, Evan was an exception.
“Do your job properly.”
“…What did you say?”
“Since a task like watching over Christian has been entrusted to someone like you, you’d better do it perfectly, no matter what it takes. If even the slightest problem occurs with Christian, I will kill you myself.”
Those standing by gasped in shock.
As expected, Idrinne looked at Evan with cold eyes.
“You’re a barking dog who doesn’t know his place. It seems I’ll have to educate you in Christian’s stead.”
Idrinne had never liked Evan from the start.
How dare he be Christian’s first kin.
If she had her way, she would have eliminated all of Christian’s other kin besides herself, but that was impossible since Christian would dislike it.
Instead, it seemed necessary to firmly crush that upstart Evan who didn’t know his place.
“I will show you mercy and not kill or cripple you.”
Chaang!
Idrinne drew her rapier, and Evan drew his sword in response.
Just as a Demon King and a Saint-rank 9-Star superhuman were about to fight, in a touch-and-go situation where everyone was at a loss,
“!!”
Flinch!
The two of them stopped moving at the same time.
They had felt some unusual premonition.
“This is…?”
“You felt it, too?”
“What is happening?!”
Beside them, Ranya’s complexion also hardened, and the Demon King of Silver Snow came out from the villa.
Only those who had reached 9-Star had felt the change.
It was when the rest of them were tilting their heads in confusion.
Gooooooooooooo!!
With a great roar, an earthquake as if the heavens and the earth were being overturned occurred.
“Why all of a sudden?”
“This isn’t a simple earthquake.”
“Th-there!!! Look to the north!!”
Everyone’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
The far-off north.
A pillar of eerie violet light was soaring up from the sky.
“What is that?”
“If it’s that way… isn’t it toward the central direct jurisdiction?”
“At that distance, it’s the location of the Imperial Capital where the Magus Emperor is.”
Something unusual was happening.
Soon, dire news flew in.
“It’s an attack!! The enemy is crossing the northern border!”
Everyone wore an expression of incomprehension.
The northern border was the one adjacent to the central direct jurisdiction where the Magus Emperor was?
“The Magus Emperor’s central army is heading south, committing indiscriminate slaughter!!”
“!!”
Everyone’s complexion turned pale.
The Magus Emperor had finally begun to move.
“Who is leading the Magus Emperor’s army?”
“It is the Grand Magus General!!!”
It was the Demon King of the Red River.
A transcendent-level Demon King who possessed the same power as the Pope they had fought not long ago, with a state of high 9-Star.
And so.
In Chris’s absence, the worst crisis had befallen the continent.
***
Chris was in the middle of repeating a tedious task.
Paaaat!
Andrill flashed, and the distortion of the void that was the seed of a Great Being shattered into pieces.
He stretched out his hand and absorbed the source of the scattering law of causality.
How many times had it been?
He had repeated it at least several thousand times.
The amount of the law of causality absorbed at once was truly like a speck of dust.
But as the number of repetitions reached the thousands, an amount of the law of causality that could not be ignored had accumulated.
‘But this alone is meaningless. I have to ‘define’ this law of causality as my own.’
The law of causality Chris was currently absorbing was in its raw form.
He had to make this law of causality hold his own meaning.
It was not an easy task.
It was different from simply imbuing his will with meaning.
‘The law of causality is the law of the world. In other words, I have to make the law of causality I hold become a part of the world’s law.’
Chris’s mindscape sank low.
‘First, before I define the law of causality, I have to define my own existence.’
As one could tell from the titles of the Great Beings, the definition that referred to their existence became their law of causality.
He had to be able to define the origin of the existence known as Chris in a single word.
Chris’s thoughts continued.
From his previous life, until now.
Chwareureuk, the past flashed by.
His abused childhood.
His struggle for wealth and glory.
Far from wealth and glory, to the point where he stood in this place after all sorts of hardships.
Countless recollections came to mind, but he shook his head.
These things could not define the existence that was him.
‘What kind of existence am I?’
He could not easily come up with an answer.
How much time had passed like that?
Suddenly, a low voice was heard.
—Give up.
Chris’s eyes widened.
This was the space of the void.
A place where no one existed?
—I am an existence that exists, yet does not exist in reality. I have appeared to tell you this.
Chris swallowed hard.
He had realized what kind of being the owner of the voice was.
‘A 2nd-realm being.’
An unbelievable story.
It was from the 3rd-realm beings that they existed as individual entities.
Those of the 2nd realm and above were merely conceptual existences and did not exist in reality as individuals.
An existence of a distant quality, no different from the world itself, had revealed itself.
—…Give up, what do you mean by that?
Even Chris did not dare to show an arrogant attitude and asked politely.
—The ruin of the world has already been decided. The attempt you are trying to make is but a meaningless endeavor.
—…A determined fate, you say?
—That is right. The coming world ruin is not the fault of the beings of the Dark Heaven. They believe that they are opening a new world, but they are not. It is simply that the natural fate of the world is heading towards ruin, following the flow of creation and destruction.
It was a shocking story.
—…Why are you telling me such a thing?
—Because it is a pity to see an existence like you fall in a futile struggle.
—!!
—If you accept the ruin, ‘we’ will protect you directly. Afterward, you will become the one to lead the new world, acting as a proxy for ‘our’ will.
It was an unexpected proposal.
—If you are saddened by the deaths of those close to you, we will protect them from the ruin as well.
Chris swallowed hard.
‘What should I do?’
In truth, even if he reached 10-Star here, it wouldn’t solve the entire situation.
The situation was still hopelessly bleak.
Especially if the world was truly fated for ruin, would his struggles have any meaning?
Accepting the offer would be the wise choice.
However.
—…I refuse.
—You refuse? You will become a greater being than anyone else in the new world.
—I apologize, but that is not a very tempting offer.
Chris continued with an absurd story.
—My goal is simply to enjoy wealth and glory. I have no interest in being some great being who leads a new world.
Becoming a high-ranking being meant having to suffer just as much. It was an absolute refusal.
Moreover, the opening of a new world meant that everything would return to the beginning.
There was no way he could enjoy wealth and glory.
Most importantly.
‘I don’t think following this proposal is the answer.’
It was a gut feeling.
‘I will stop the ruin according to my own will.’
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                    Who was he?
He did not like the idea of giving up, swayed by the opinions of others.
—How foolish. If you will not submit to fate, then so be it. It is a pity, but it would be best to eliminate this variable. I shall annihilate you here.
Rumble.
The world shook.
A 2nd-realm being was an existence no different from the world itself.
It was as if the world itself was trying to erase him.
—Don’t be ridiculous.
Chris gritted his teeth and moved the law of causality he had accumulated so far to resist.
But it was no match.
The power that moves the world is the law of causality.
Naturally, there was a vast difference between Chris and the 2nd-realm being.
—If you give up even now, I shall give you a chance.
If he refused this offer, his soul would be ground into dust and annihilated.
But for some reason?
He did not want to comply.
To be precise, he felt a confidence that he could overcome it. Absurdly enough.
‘What is this determined fate? I’ll block it all. I can do it. I will do it.’
It was the moment he made that vow.
A change occurred within Chris.
‘The law of causality is?’
‘Meaning’ had begun to be bestowed upon the law of causality he had been accumulating.
Paaaaaaaat!!
The will to sever fate.
It was the same as the will to cleave the world.
Flash!
Chris’s law of causality split apart the world’s distortion that was pushing against him.
He had succeeded in defending!
He could feel the 2nd-realm being fall silent for a moment.
—…How surprising. To embrace such a law of causality without having obtained a complete quality.
The 2nd-realm being continued, as if intrigued.
—One who defies fate, I see.
Chris faltered.
He had somehow miraculously blocked the crisis just now, but if he were attacked again, there would be no way for him to hold on.
Fortunately, the 2nd-realm being did not press Chris any further.
—Very well. With your level, it should be fine to entrust you with the events to come.
—…Were you perhaps testing me?
—I could not entrust the fate of the world to one who cannot even overcome a temptation of this level.
Chris frowned.
If he had made the wrong choice, he would never have escaped unscathed.
—Bear this in mind. In the final moment, the fate of the world will be decided by your choice.
A story heavy with meaning.
He tried to ask its meaning, but the presence of the 2nd-realm being had already vanished.
At the same time, along with an intense pressure, his soul was swept away by a storm-like force.
He was being forcibly ejected from the Cradle.
—!!!
When he came to his senses, he had returned to the 7th Realm.
—You have truly… set foot… into the realm of a Great Being.
Mefina let out a voice filled with surprise.
However, just as the expression ‘set foot’ implied, he was not a complete 10-Star.
‘Am I in a state of progressing to 10-Star?’
He had embraced the law of causality, but he had not perfectly ascended to the level of a Great Being.
‘To perfectly ascend to the level of a Great Being, embracing the law of causality is not enough.’
There had to be the ‘authority’ of an existence corresponding to that quality.
‘Great Devils and Great Stars are probably granted this authority by the world from birth. I must acquire this authority on my own.’
Chris shook his head.
For now, it seemed it would be difficult to resolve immediately.
‘It’s about time I returned to the surface.’
When he was ejected from the Cradle, he had caught a glimpse of the surface, and he had witnessed an unbelievable scene.
‘…The Dark Demonic House was on fire.’
A shocking event.
There was only one likely possibility.
‘The Magus Emperor has moved.’
There was no way those who remained could hold out.
The Demon King of the Red River alone was at the level of a high 9-Star.
He did not know what other powerhouses might be hidden.
There were also the inhuman monsters that the Magus Emperor was secretly cultivating.
—Now… how will you restore our power?
All the beings of the 7th Realm focused their gazes on Chris.
—It’s simple. I will take down the Gatekeeper.
It referred to the 3rd-realm being who guarded their seals.
—It will be over once we defeat the Gatekeeper.
The Great Beings from the outside could not rashly enter the 7th Realm, a place of punishment.
The only one who could exist in the 7th Realm without being restricted by the law of causality was the Gatekeeper.
—…What nonsense are you spouting? You would defeat the Gatekeeper when you haven’t even fully obtained your quality yet?
—Of course, it is impossible with my power alone.
Chris nodded.
—You can just supplement the power I lack, can’t you?
—!!
The Great Beings flinched.
Chris raised the corners of his mouth.
—Offer your power to me.
They could not manifest even a tenth of their power from their prime.
But to put it another way, it meant that not all of their power was bound.
If he could accept all of their power, he should be able to overwhelm even a 3rd-realm being.
That is, if it were ‘possible’ for him to accept their power.
—What… How can you possibly handle that much power?
—Why not?
Chris raised the corners of his mouth and lifted his hand.
Paaaaaaaat!
The authority of the Throne unfolded.
It was different from before.
It embraced the law of causality.
It meant that this Throne itself was a single world.
—I can handle any amount of your power.
—!!
The Great Beings looked at each other.
—Very well. We will… hand over our power.
Paaaat.
The power of the Great Beings was transferred to Chris’s Throne.
Along with an intense sense of omnipotence, Chris directed his gaze downward.
The deep, deep abyss.
He could see a massive something writhing at the bottom.
It was the Gatekeeper.
Normally, it would have been a distant existence he would not have dared to even look at, but it was different now.
He felt that he could do it.
—Everyone, get ready.
Chris raised his hand.
—To overturn the Dark Heaven.
It was time to return to the surface.
***
The Dark Demonic House burned.
The shocking news struck the continent.
The new Heaven Beyond the Heavens.
That was the status of the Dark Demonic House.
At this point in time, they possessed the strongest power on the entire continent, yet an unbelievable event had occurred.
The one silver lining was that only the main house had burned down; the affiliated demons had not been annihilated.
It was thanks to Nordian.
“How is the Lord’s condition?”
“…It is critical. He is still holding on, but at this rate….”
Marquis Shupen answered Count Kazar’s question heavily.
The Magus Emperor’s army that had crossed the border had headed straight for the headquarters of the Dark Demonic House.
Surprisingly, the soldiers of the Magus Emperor’s army were not ordinary humans.
They were humans, but they were inhuman beings that had been modified into monsters.
Possessing power akin to that of demons, they were pushed back helplessly all the way to the main house in an instant, and just as everyone was about to be annihilated, Nordian stepped forward.
—Everyone, fall back!!
The demons of the Dark Demonic House tried to fight back together, but they could not help but flinch at the words that followed.
—We must protect Christian!!
As long as Christian was alive, there was hope, no matter what.
They had no choice but to retreat, and only one person remained by Nordian’s side.
—Nordian, you little brat, I shall show you my majesty.
It was the Demon King of Silver Snow.
—…Little brat?
—Isn’t that right? I seem to recall a time when you were a little brat, calling me big sister and following me around.
—…Must be nice to be old.
—Ah, stop it. I’m already sad enough that I’ve never even been in a relationship.
—…That’s because your personality is like that.
—You… you little brat!!
The Demon King of Silver Snow carefully lowered her voice.
—Hey, Nordian, you little brat. If we survive, can you introduce me to a good partner?
—Christian is absolutely out of the question.
—Why?!
—What do you mean, why? Have some conscience.
—Ugh.
—Now stop talking nonsense and get a grip.
There was no more time to bicker.
The Demon King of the Red River approached, and so, the Demon King of Silver Snow and Nordian combined their strength and blocked the Magus Emperor’s army.
Both of them avoided dying on the spot, but their conditions were serious.
It seemed they would not last for more than a few days.
‘…It’s not just the two of them. At this rate, everyone will end up in the same situation.’
It was not just the Dark Demonic House that was in a predicament.
The Magus Emperor’s army had attacked the entire continent at once.
The Holy Empire, the Karn Empire, and the Golden Cross were engulfed in the flames of war.
If Chris hadn’t reorganized the Alliance’s forces while acting as the Hero, they would have collapsed at once.
But it was not a situation where they could hold out for long.
“…They’re coming.”
“…We’re surrounded.”
Clouds of dust could be seen rising from all directions, north, south, east, and west.
“…It seems this is the end.”
A look of grief appeared on everyone’s faces.
In the distance, a man with fiery red hair could be seen.
It was the Demon King of the Red River.
Despite having fought the Demon King of Silver Snow and Nordian, he looked completely unscathed.
The Demon King of the Red River, who had risen into the air, approached the demons of the Dark Demonic House.
“I will not speak at length. Hand over the corpse of Christian. Then I will show you mercy.”
“Shut up.”
Evan, who had been protecting Christian along with the Dark Demonic House, let out a rough voice and stepped forward.
Ranya and Idrinne joined him.
There were three 9-Stars, but the Demon King of the Red River showed no signs of caution.
“You are all fine vessels as well. Though not as good as Christian.”
“What are you plotting? Is the Magus Emperor also aiming for Ascension?”
Ranya asked with a frown.
She had heard about the goals of the Celestial Realm, Gehenna, and the Magus Emperor from Chris in rough terms.
However, the Demon King of the Red River gave an unexpected answer.
“That is right. His Majesty the Magus Emperor will ascend. However, it is all for the sake of humanity.”
“…What did you say?”
“His Majesty will save mankind.”
What kind of nonsense was this?
“For how long must we humans be bound by the Celestial Realm and Gehenna? His Majesty the Magus Emperor plans to bring about the downfall of the Celestial Realm and Gehenna and open a new world where humans stand at the very top.”
“Wh-what… how absurd? Don’t tell me, then the reason you’re trying to destroy the world right now is?”
“It is a noble sacrifice for the new world. Because it is impossible to bring down the Celestial Realm and Gehenna through ordinary means.”
That’s right.
This was the Magus Emperor’s true goal.
Not just a simple ascension, but to bring about the downfall of Gehenna and the Celestial Realm.
It was a mad story.
“You talk a lot of nonsense. Isn’t it just that the Magus Emperor bastard wants to stand above the Celestial Realm and Gehenna?”
As Evan growled, the Demon King of the Red River shook his head.
“It is only natural that you cannot understand the lofty will of His Majesty the Magus Emperor. By the way, I do not see the Magus Empress.”
Magus Empress.
It meant Marie.
Ever since she had left Chris that day, her whereabouts had been unknown.
“What is the Magus Empress’s true identity?”
Ranya asked.
Chris had relayed all the details to Ranya in case something were to happen to him, and had also informed her that Marie was the Magus Empress.
‘This is important information. It will be a great help when Chris wakes up.’
Was it because he thought this was the end?
The Demon King of the Red River opened his mouth briefly.
“She is an artificial soul (人工魂) created by His Majesty the Magus Emperor to annihilate the Great Beings.”
“…An artificial soul?”
“There is no need for you to know the details. The Magus Empress is the most important key to His Majesty the Magus Emperor’s plan.”
The Demon King of the Red River did not continue the story any further.
“Now, receive this.”
Gooooooooo.
The flames of destruction raged.
Flames that broke down the law of causality of the world.
Evan, Idrinne, and Ranya gritted their teeth.
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                    Evan took the front line and raised his sword, while Idrinne unfolded her Blood Art from behind. Ranya supported the two with her white magic.
Kwaaaaaaaang!!!
The world rang as if an earthquake had struck.
They had barely managed to block it, but all three of them were not in good condition.
“Impressive. Let us see how far you can block.”
The Demon King of the Red River conjured flames once again.
The red flame turned blue, then transformed into a pure white flame (白炎).
It was an Arc Fire, heated to over 100,000 degrees by twisting the law of causality.
That was not the end of it.
Hwareureuk.
Two, three… over ten Arc Fires rose up.
“Try to block this as well.”
“!!”
The faces of the three turned pale.
No matter how strong they were, it was impossible for them to block that.
“…It is fine if we die. We must protect Christian.”
“…That’s what I was about to say, you impudent whelp.”
“Ugh… I don’t want to die yet, though.”
The three of them blocked the path in front of the coffin where Christian lay.
With the determination to not let him lay a single finger on Christian before they died, they glared at the Demon King of the Red River.
“How foolish.”
The white flames swayed and flew toward them.
Evan and Idrinne tried to stop them as they had just done, but it was useless.
Not a single one of the more than ten white flames was extinguished.
In the end, there was only one way.
They had no choice but to offer their lives to prevent Christian from being caught in the explosion of those white flames.
“My life belonged to Christian from the start. I have no regrets.”
“Why do you keep saying what I’m about to say? The one closest to Christian is me.”
“Ah, be quiet, you fools!”
And so.
The white flames flew right before them.
It was when everyone was preparing for the end in the face of the storm of destruction that was about to occur.
Suddenly, a change occurred.
Uddut.
The white flames stopped in mid-air.
As if they were caught by something.
Then, they died down without a trace.
“!!”
The Demon King of the Red River wore a flustered expression.
“No, what? Is this the suppression of the law of causality? This is something impossible unless one is a Great Being? Who?”
It referred to a technique that nullified the opponent’s law of causality with an overwhelming one of your own.
But there were no Constellations or Great Devils in this place right now.
“…Don’t tell me?”
And.
The one everyone had been desperately waiting for.
An annoying voice was heard.
“Ah, I’m a little late.”
“Christian!!!”
Everyone’s eyes widened as if they would tear.
Christian, who had been lying in the coffin, had gotten up.
“H-how?”
The Demon King of the Red River wore an expression of disbelief.
“Why are you so surprised? A genius like me can die and come back to life.”
Of course, it was not as easy as it sounded.
Especially the fight with the Gatekeeper, a 3rd-realm being, had been gruesome.
He had barely managed to win by gathering the power of the other Great Beings of the 7th Realm.
‘The Celestial Realm and Gehenna must be in an uproar right about now.’
The beings of the 7th Realm had all regained their power and their original positions, and had begun a war against those who had tried to confine them.
Since it was a war between Great Beings, the Celestial Realm and Gehenna would not be able to pay attention to the surface for at least several hundred years.
“Christian!!!”
“Has everyone been well?”
“…But you?”
Idrinne, Evan, and Ranya stopped in their tracks as they were running toward Christian.
They had noticed the change in Christian.
A presence more like that of a Great Being than a human.
“Ah. I’ve had some achievements.”
Chris grinned.
“First, shall we talk after we catch that red-headed bug over there?”
“!!”
To call the 4th-ranked Grand General of the Magus Empire a bug.
But the Demon King of the Red River could not utter a single word of anger.
As a high 9-Star Demon King, he could feel what kind of achievement Chris had obtained.
“I-impossible? How did you reach 10-Star?”
“What do you mean, impossible, when you’re seeing it with your own eyes? Die.”
A shocking event occurred.
The moment Chris flicked his finger, the Demon King of the Red River vomited a mouthful of blood.
A shocking sight.
“I broke down your law of causality from the inside, but you didn’t die? Impressive.”
“!!”
The Demon King of the Red River staggered back.
‘I-I have to run.’
No matter how high a 9-Star he was, it was still the realm of a mortal.
Compared to a 10-Star who had reached the level of a Great Being, he was like a bug.
Gritting his teeth, he scattered destruction black magic into the air.
It was an attempt to split space and escape into a subspace.
“Where do you think you’re going? Don’t you think you’re underestimating me?”
The space the Demon King of the Red River had split was sealed in an instant.
“Die.”
“W-wait!!”
The surroundings were instantly submerged in darkness, which then swallowed the Demon King of the Red River as he was.
“Kraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahk!!!!”
A gruesome scream echoed, and a handful of blood rained down from the empty air.
He was dead.
It was an unbelievably empty end.
Christian did not stop there.
“What is this now?”
The Demon King of the Red River had not come alone.
He had brought humans who had been turned into monsters as his demonic soldiers.
Just from what he could see, their numbers reached the thousands.
The demonic soldiers were frozen, overwhelmed by Chris’s presence.
“…Saving them is impossible, I see.”
Chris let out a sigh.
They had not become monsters because they wanted to.
They had been forcibly experimented on because of the Magus Emperor, and after suffering all sorts of pain, they had ended up in such a terrible state.
The screams their souls let out resonated with Chris’s soul.
“…The only thing I can do for you is to grant you rest. Rest in peace.”
Chris raised his hand.
The entire world was filled with darkness.
But it was not a cruel darkness.
A warm darkness, like the peace of the evening, enveloped the demonic soldiers and led their souls to rest.
—*Aaaaaaaah.*
The monsters, freed from their pain, shed tears.
And so, the monsters all melted away into the darkness, and the surroundings fell silent.
“……”
Everyone stared at Christian, who had performed an unbelievable miracle, in astonishment.
Christian shrugged.
“Why are you all staring? Is this the first time you’ve realized how great I am?”
“!!”
At that annoying voice, everyone let out a deflated laugh.
They felt that no matter how lofty a state he had reached, he was still the same Christian.
“Christian!! We’ve been waiting!!”
Idrinne ran forward, and just as Evan, who had been beaten to the punch, was about to scowl fiercely.
Suddenly, a suffocating pressure descended upon the area.
‘This is?’
A pressure that made even Chris, who had reached 10-Star, feel a sense of tension.
Excluding the beings of the Celestial Realm and Gehenna, there were only two beings in this world who possessed such power.
“…The Magus Chancellor.”
Sreureuk.
From the empty air, a handsome, black-haired man in a gentleman’s suit appeared.
A sly smile hung on his lips.
The Magus Chancellor had really appeared.
“A pleasure to meet you. To not only return from the dead but also reach 10-Star. How impressive.”
Clap, clap.
The Magus Chancellor clapped.
“Shut up. Did you come here to die?”
Chris said coldly.
“Hmm, you, kill me? Isn’t that a bit of a stretch?”
“!!”
“It seems you haven’t yet obtained the ‘authority’ corresponding to a Great Being.”
The Magus Chancellor smiled faintly.
He was right.
Chris’s current state was that of a 10-Star (in progress).
He was lacking compared to the Magus Chancellor, who had reached a perfect 10-Star.
But Chris did not back down either.
“It seems you don’t know. My specialty is bringing strong opponents to their knees. Taking down the likes of you is something I can do at any time.”
If one were to compare their strength, the Magus Chancellor certainly had the upper hand.
But it was not an insurmountable gap.
It was a gap that could be overturned depending on the situation.
And Chris had never lost in such a case.
“…Well, you are a monster. I’d only be at a loss if I were to fight a monster, so I shall hold back. In any case, I did not come here to fight you.”
“Then why are you here?”
“I came to make you a proposal.”
“A proposal?”
The Magus Chancellor gave an unreadable smile for a moment, then flicked his finger.
Hwiik, the background changed, and the surrounding people disappeared, leaving only the Magus Chancellor and Chris.
“Ah, do not be alarmed. It is because this is a story that others should not hear, so this is for security.”
Then, the Magus Chancellor brought up an unexpected story.
“I want you to kill the Magus Emperor.”
“!!”
Chris’s eyes shot open.
“What are you talking about all of a sudden?”
“I never wished for the ruin from the start, you see. Take a look at the state of my soul.”
The Magus Chancellor dismantled the boundary of his soul for Chris to see.
A mark of binding was engraved upon it.
“The Magus Emperor forcibly engraved the mark of binding on me back when I was the 9-Star Demon King of Dark Annihilation and made me his slave. I was forced to obey him, but I never agreed with the Magus Emperor’s will.”
“……”
“To make humanity stand above Gehenna and the Celestial Realm? What for? In the first place, it’s just a load of nonsense, isn’t it? Am I wrong? I want to take the Magus Emperor’s head myself, but as you can see, I am bound by the mark of binding, so you do it in my stead.”
Chris’s gaze sank low.
‘What is he plotting?’
He could not believe that story at face value.
He remembered what the Dark Chatterbox had said.
—The true mastermind behind all of this might be the Magus Chancellor.
The Magus Chancellor continued to speak.
“I understand that you cannot trust me. Still, it would be wise to think it over carefully. Without my help, you will not even be able to enter the barrier.”
“The barrier?”
“Yes, you see that unpleasant pillar, don’t you?”
An unidentified pillar of light was soaring up from the Imperial Capital where the Magus Emperor was.
“It is an altar that the Magus Emperor has been preparing for hundreds of years. No matter how strong you are, it will not be easy for you to break through the barrier of that altar, which the Magus Emperor has completed with all his might, will it? However, I personally lent a hand in the creation of that altar, so it is possible for me to create an opening.”
“……”
“Those who were in the Imperial Capital have already begun to be devoured by the altar, and the Magus Emperor is in a state of continuously growing stronger. If you delay any longer, you will not be able to do anything.”
However, Chris frowned.
‘What should I do?’
It certainly seemed difficult to break through that pillar.
He could not trust what kind of backstabbing trick the fiend would pull.
Just then, the Magus Chancellor brought up something that could not be overlooked.
“If you wish to save the Magus Empress… that is, ‘Marie’, it would be best for you to make your choice quickly.”
“…What?”
“Marie tried to become your strength, but in the first place, she is an existence created as the Magus Emperor’s tool. There is no way she could oppose the Magus Emperor. She tried to pull a trick to inflict damage on the Magus Emperor, but was caught and has become a sacrifice instead. If you delay any longer, the existence known as Marie will disappear from the world completely.”
It did not seem like he was lying.
In the end, Chris said.
“…I have a condition. You will swear to offer your soul to me and become my kin.”
It was not a condition he had set with the expectation that he would comply.
If he refused, he had intended to use that as a pretext to bind him with another snare, but the Magus Chancellor gave an unexpected response.
“Very well. I shall become your kin.”
“…What?”
“In that case, does this make you my second master? If you wish to become my one and only master, please get rid of the first one for me.”
Chris wore an incredulous expression.
“Don’t even think about pulling any tricks.”
Paaaat!
He engraved a mark of binding on the Magus Chancellor.
Now, the Magus Chancellor was in a position where he could not be hostile to Chris.
‘Even with this, it’s not like I can trust this fiend.’
Still, it would serve as a means to control him to some extent.
“Lead the way to the Imperial Capital.”
Finally.
The moment of the final battle was approaching.
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                    Evan, Idrinne, and Ranya decided to be the only ones to accompany him to the Imperial Capital.
Many others, including Count Khazar, wished to join, but he shook his head.
‘The others won't be of any help, anyway.’
They had to be at least 9-Star.
Nordian and the Demon King of Silver Snow were unfortunately unable to join due to their severe injuries.
Still, Chris had given them first aid, so they would recover with time.
“Now, let’s get going.”
The Magus Chancellor urged with a faint smile.
Tta-ak.
When the Magus Chancellor flicked his fingers, a subspace opened. It appeared to be a portal leading to the vicinity of the Imperial Capital.
An ominous violet pillar was enveloping the Imperial Capital.
“What in the world is the identity of that pillar?”
“It is the Path to Ascension.”
It was an unexpected name.
“Do you know what ascension is?”
“…Isn’t it when beings of the 3rd and 4th realms become beings of a higher order?”
“Yes, that’s right. The Celestial Realm and Gehenna planned to use you as a sacrifice to bring about the ruin of the world and ascend in the new world. But with that method, we humans would only be side characters.”
The Magus Chancellor continued his explanation.
“So, the Magus Emperor plans to bring about the ruin of the world himself and become the protagonist of the ascension. Thanks to you, the schemes of Gehenna and the Celestial Realm have been shattered, so the Magus Emperor has all but achieved his goal.”
Chris frowned.
He had realized a single fact from the Magus Chancellor’s words.
“Was the Magus Emperor using me from the very beginning?”
“Rather than using you, it would be more accurate to say he bet on you. He judged that you would ultimately be victorious against the schemes of Gehenna and the Celestial Realm.”
The reason the Celestial Realm and Gehenna had made Chris regress was to make him the perfect sacrifice.
The Magus Emperor had seemed to be moving with the same goal as the Celestial Realm and Gehenna, but in truth, he had been hoping for Chris’s victory for his own ambitions.
“Of course, it wouldn’t have mattered if you had failed. Because the Magus Emperor’s true aim was not you.”
“…What does that mean?”
“You’ll know once you go inside.”
The Magus Chancellor gave a playful, yet somehow ominous smile.
“Now, go on in. True Hero.”
Paaaat!
A part of the pillar faded, and a passage was created.
Chris frowned, then stepped inside.
Evan, Idrinne, and Ranya followed behind him.
“What is this?”
Those who had entered wore bewildered expressions.
It had originally been a large city with a population of over a million, but there was not a single person walking around.
Upon closer inspection of the streets, they saw people who had lost consciousness lying collapsed inside the buildings.
“There is no physical damage; only their souls have left their bodies. It seems they have been captured as sacrifices for the Path to Ascension, just as the Magus Chancellor said.”
Chris clenched his fists tightly.
To offer the souls of a million humans as a sacrifice was a gruesome act.
Since his intention was to destroy this entire world from the start, he probably wouldn’t have hesitated in the slightest to sacrifice a million people.
‘I will not let him get away with this.’
Chris clenched his fists tightly.
“It will take time to digest this many souls as a sacrifice, so if we hurry, there might be some souls we can save.”
Everyone nodded at Ranya’s words.
“Let’s go to the Imperial Palace.”
They headed for the Imperial Palace that rose from the very center of the Imperial Capital.
[St…op.]
In the middle of their path, monsters blocked their way.
They were all monsters with power comparable to the highest-ranking demons. Some were monsters with power nearing that of a devil, but they were no match for Chris’s party.
“…Something feels unsettling.”
“Christian, I think you should be careful. I have a bad feeling about this.”
Chris agreed with Evan and Idrinne’s words.
The closer they got to the Imperial Palace, the more the ominous feeling intensified.
And so.
It was the moment they had crossed the walls of the Imperial Palace and arrived at the widely spread garden.
“!!”
The entire party came to a halt.
Silent.
In a stillness where even the air seemed to be holding its breath, a boy was sitting leisurely in the garden.
Emerald-green hair and sapphire eyes.
It was a familiar face.
‘How can this be?’
Chris swallowed hard.
It was a face he had seen countless times in his past life.
As if sensing the party’s presence, the boy turned his head.
His gaze was fixed squarely on Chris.
[So you are Christian? This is the first time I’ve seen you in person.]
Gooooo.
He had only uttered a single sentence, but an immense pressure crushed down on the party.
The complexions of the others, besides Chris, turned white.
An existence capable of pressuring even a party of 9-Stars.
“…Magus Emperor.”
The boy smiled faintly, as if in affirmation.
The strongest in the mortal realm.
He had finally met the existence that could be called the one who stood at the pinnacle of all humanity.
“…Why do you have that face?”
Chris growled in a low voice.
‘Why does the Magus Emperor have the same face as I did in my past life?’
It was identical to his face from his time as ‘Chris’, the prince of the Holy Nation, not ‘Christian’ of the Dark Demonic House.
The boy, the Magus Emperor, tilted his head.
[Why do I resemble you? It’s nothing special. You inherited my bloodline. My original name is Werner Argent. Have you heard of it?]
It was the name of the founder of the Holy Nation, Chris’s house from his past life.
[You heard that the Holy Nation was created due to the schemes of the Constellations and Gehenna, right? I provided my seed at that time, so you are, in a sense, my descendant. Though I never thought a being who resembled me this much would be born.]
It was an unexpected hidden story.
It wasn’t important now, but there was one thing that bothered him.
“You’re saying I resemble you?”
[Yes, not just in appearance, but especially in talent and potential. Watching you grow, I thought I was seeing my former self. It didn’t even take me 10 years to reach 9-Star at first, either.]
“!!”
If the Magus Emperor’s words were true, then there was no chance of victory.
Because he was a terrible monster who had lived for an eternity with the same talent as Chris.
That was not all.
Something even more despairing occurred.
[I’ll let you see a familiar face. Now, come out.]
Sreureuk.
The figure of a girl appeared from the empty air.
A familiar appearance. It was the Magus Empress.
‘Don’t tell me?’
Chris clenched his fists tightly.
She was different from when he had met her in the Imperial Capital before.
At that time, the Magus Empress had felt a sense of emptiness, as if her soul were vacant.
But now, there was no such empty feeling, and she was exuding an intense pressure.
A feeling of having been reborn as a perfect being.
“…What happened to Marie?”
“Are you referring to the ‘soul’ of the Magus Empress? As you can see, she has returned to her original place and become one. The existence you know as ‘Marie’ is no more.”
Chris gritted his teeth.
It meant that Marie had been annihilated as she assimilated with the Magus Empress.
‘Don’t be ridiculous.’
But there was no time to be consumed by anger.
“The Magus Empress is a weapon I have prepared over an eternity to slay the Great Beings. It would be good to test its performance today.”
As the Magus Emperor gestured, the Magus Empress stepped forward.
“Christian, be careful!!”
“Stand back!!”
Evan and Idrinne urgently stepped forward.
They mobilized their 9-Star power and took a defensive stance, but a shocking event occurred.
Wajangchang.
The moment the Magus Empress raised her hand, Evan and Idrinne’s energy shattered to pieces.
“What?!”
Evan and Idrinne wore expressions of incomprehension.
The power they had just manifested had contained the law of causality, yet it had collapsed without holding on for a moment.
It wasn’t as if it had been crushed by an irresistibly powerful force.
It had simply nullified their power as if erasing it with an eraser.
‘An authority that nullifies the law of causality.’
Chris let out a groan as he realized the identity of the attack the Magus Empress had just shown.
When he had met her before, the Magus Empress had used a power of unknown identity, but now that she had absorbed Marie and become complete, the identity of that power became clear.
‘It’s a power aimed at the Great Beings.’
Chris felt a chill.
It wasn't just the Great Beings.
No existence in this place could stand against the Magus Empress.
Because their power was also ultimately based on the law of causality.
—If you wish to stop the Magus Emperor’s will, then kill me.
The words the Magus Empress had spoken before.
She had wanted him to kill her, or to be precise, ‘Marie’.
It was a proposal that Chris could not follow.
‘Damn it, why did Marie get herself caught by the Magus Emperor?’
If only the Magus Empress hadn't become complete, there would have been a way, but he could see no answer.
‘…No. Something is strange.’
Did Marie not know that she would end up like this?
Chris recalled the last words Marie had left him.
—Ohoho. I shall prepare for a happy future with the young master.
Marie had definitely said ‘prepare’.
What was she preparing for?
He didn’t know.
However.
‘This situation is what Marie intended. There must be a solution that Marie prepared. I have to find it.’
Chris’s gaze sank low.
Was it just his imagination?
For a fleeting moment, an unidentifiable desperation flashed in the eyes of the Magus Empress as she looked at Chris.
And Chris had a flash of insight.
“Evan, Idrinne, Ranya. Hold the Magus Empress down for just a moment.”
It was an unreasonable request.
Against the Magus Empress, all the 9-Star authorities that used the law of causality would be sealed.
However, the one silver lining was that Evan, Idrinne, and Ranya were all possessors of such outstanding talent that it would be a shame to call them second-best on the continent.
It was possible for them to exert powerful force even with the authority of an 8-Star, which was one level lower.
Paaaat!
A domain of dominion, with the law of causality excluded, took control of the surroundings.
The Magus Empress nonchalantly tore apart that domain of dominion, but the three of them did not back down easily.
Sword, Blood Art, and white magic rushed in brilliantly, and for a moment, the Magus Empress’s hands and feet were tied.
‘Now!!’
Chris approached the Magus Empress and reached out his hand.
He wasn’t trying to attack.
His hand reached the area where her soul was located.
[…You bastard?]
The Magus Emperor, who had only been observing, wore a perplexed expression. He had noticed Chris’s true intention.
But it was too late.
‘Mental Access.’
It was a way to connect the opponent’s mental world with his own.
It was a common mental-type black magic, but if the opponent was an existence on the level of the Magus Empress, it would be absolutely impossible to access unless she released her mental barrier herself.
‘But I can.’
The reason was simple.
There was no way ‘Marie’ would reject him.
Just as he thought, the expression of the Magus Empress, no, ‘Marie’, slowly relaxed.
Paaaaaaaat!!
He entered Marie’s mental world.
However, there was a problem.
‘What is this?’
Chris wore a bewildered expression.
He had entered the mental worlds of others countless times in the past.
But Marie’s mental world was different from anyone else’s.
‘Why isn’t it just one?’
A person’s mental world is singular.
The surface of consciousness and the depths of the subconscious are connected in a vast expanse.
But Marie’s mental world was divided into countless rooms.
And they were not ordinary rooms.
—*Kuaaaaaaaak.*
—*Please, stop… stop…!!*
Every mental room was screaming in terrible agony.
Chris swallowed hard.
A single, horrifying conjecture came to his mind.
‘Could Marie’s true identity be?’
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                    Chris had never known what kind of being Marie was.
And it wasn't just Marie.
Until now, no one had known the true identity of the ‘Magus Empress’.
An existence of this magnitude should have had a past, but there were no such traces at all.
—The Magus Empress is an artificial soul created by His Majesty the Magus Emperor.
Created.
What did it mean, ‘what’ and ‘how’ was she created?
Seeing the countless divided and suffering mental worlds, he could guess.
‘Marie’s soul was created by extracting the grudges of people.’
He recalled the image of the Garden in the Painting, where the Magus Empress had led him when he had come to the Imperial Capital in the past.
Marie’s existence was created from the grudges of countless people who had been made to suffer for hundreds of years.
Just then, a familiar voice was heard.
—I truly wanted to be happy. Because that was the wish of everyone who gave birth to me.
It was Marie!
She was looking at Chris with a poignant expression, different from her usual self.
Chris, who had come to understand the reason why Marie had always repeated her desire to be happy, bit his lip hard.
—Is it… possible?
—…Of course.
Chris nodded firmly.
—Trust me. I will make you happy, no matter what.
Marie smiled faintly.
—Ohoho. Could I… take this as a proposal?
—No, that’s….
Chris shook his head with an awkward expression.
He had never even thought about marriage.
What was this talk of marriage when the world was on the verge of ruin?
‘Well, it’s not like Marie is being serious, either.’
There was only one thing Chris had to do for Marie right now.
To free her from that suffering.
Paaaaaaaat!!!
A brilliant light burst forth from Chris’s soul.
He imbued his feelings for Marie into the law of causality and shone it upon her mental world.
As if it were an ‘exorcism’.
—*Aaaaaaaah.*
The suffering minds shed tears.
Tears also fell from Marie’s eyes.
She had always shown a lighthearted demeanor, but in reality, she must have always been suffering in terrible agony.
At the first comfort she had ever received, her soul was purified, and the Magus Emperor’s curse that had bound her mental world was shaken to its very core.
—How dare you…!!
The Magus Emperor let out a voice filled with anger.
Chris shouted coldly.
—Get away from what’s mine!
Wajangchang!!
Chris’s power was no match for the Magus Emperor, but with Marie, the master of the mental world, cooperating fully with Chris, he was able to shatter the curse.
Chris exited the mental world and returned to reality.
He could see the Magus Emperor, having taken a blow, vomiting a mouthful of blood.
‘I can win.’
Chris’s eyes shone.
No matter how strong the Magus Emperor was, the breaking of a curse that had bound an existence on the level of the Magus Empress could not have been a small blow.
Now was his chance.
Sreureureuk.
An intense pressure flowed out from Chris.
He had revealed the true form of his soul that had reached the level of a Great Being.
A hole.
As if a powerful force were twisting the surroundings, the surrounding law of causality shook violently at the law of causality of Chris, who had revealed his form to the world.
“Disappear.”
Flash!
Light and darkness intersected.
The Magus Emperor tried to defend by drawing up his law of causality in response, but due to the shock he had just received, he could not do so perfectly.
He staggered from the impact, and Marie moved.
[I will not forgive anyone who gets in the way of my happiness with the young master!]
The source of Marie’s power was pain.
Although her power had greatly decreased as that pain was purified, the quality that her existence itself held had not disappeared.
In addition, Marie had been bound by the Magus Emperor for a long time.
Although the curse had been broken, the traces of that bond still remained, and she traced those traces back to inflict a direct blow on the Magus Emperor’s soul.
Marie’s causality cleaver shattered the Magus Emperor’s defense, and at the same time, Evan, Idrinne, and Ranya also stepped forward.
The sword that cleaves the world.
The Blood Art that toys with the origin of existence.
The white magic that pierces the origin of all phases.
The ultimate skills that the three of them had awakened upon reaching 9-Star raged.
It was a powerful attack that even the Magus Emperor could not have escaped unscathed.
However.
[Not bad. If it weren’t for ‘me’, this would have been a close call.]
Paaaat!
Marie’s causality cleaver was nullified and scattered to pieces.
The same went for Evan’s world-cleaving sword and Idrinne and Ranya’s ultimate skills.
He had not defended by drawing up his power.
He had analyzed the opponent’s attack in real time, then interfered with its origin at the unit level and dismantled it.
Just like Chris had often done.
[I told you. You and I are alike. Anything you can do, I can do as well.]
The Magus Emperor gave a faint smile.
His complexion was pale from the blow when Marie’s curse was broken and the damage he had sustained from Chris’s attack, but he was full of composure.
A face that did not think for a moment that he would lose.
‘…Can I win?’
Chris swallowed hard.
He had met countless powerful enemies so far.
But he felt a towering wall that he had never felt from any other powerful enemy.
[Chris, I will not kill you. Now that the Magus Empress is broken, I’ll have to make you into a new weapon.]
The Magus Emperor stretched out his hand and manifested his energy.
Gooooooooo.
10-Star.
The law of causality corresponding to a Great Being raged.
Chris and his party tried to defend with hardened expressions, but it was useless.
[I told you it’s meaningless to struggle, didn’t I?]
The moment the Magus Emperor’s gaze fell upon them, the energy they had drawn up scattered to pieces.
He had intervened in the law of causality and dismantled it again!
[Now, let’s end this.]
The Magus Emperor brandished his power at them, who were completely defenseless.
Gooooooooo.
A storm of the law of causality raged.
All the laws of the world submitted to the Magus Emperor’s authority.
The scenery of the world distorted, and space-time twisted.
‘I can’t handle it.’
Chris bit his lip hard.
The power the Magus Emperor was showing right now was not lacking even when compared to a 3rd-realm being.
There was no way for Chris, who had not yet fully ascended to 10-Star, to stand against it.
‘How does the Magus Emperor have such power?’
The law of causality the Magus Emperor held was beyond reason.
In that moment, he recalled a story he had heard from Mefina before.
—However, you… are special. To have obtained the quality of a transcendent with solely your own power… you are likely the only one who has earned the right to a proper ascension.
According to what Mefina had said back then, the Magus Emperor had not obtained the quality of a transcendent through proper means.
The circumstances were easy to guess.
‘He must have obtained it by offering people as sacrifices.’
That immense power right now must have been obtained by offering the souls of the Imperial Capital as a sacrifice.
Chris let out a laugh.
“What Magus Emperor, what ‘similar to me’?”
[…What?]
“A pathetic fool who can’t even use his power properly without offering others as a sacrifice.”
[!!]
Chris twisted the corners of his mouth into a sneer.
“I’ll show you what a truly great being is.”
Evan, Idrinne, and Ranya, noticing that Chris was about to attempt something, stood in front of him as if to guard him.
They would not be able to hold out for long.
A few minutes at most.
He had to perform a miracle within that time.
Chris’s mindscape sank low.
‘I have to ascend to a perfect 10-Star.’
A single method came to mind.
To attempt that method, he first had to ascend to 10-Star.
‘The reason I cannot ascend to 10-Star is because I lack the authority corresponding to a Great Being.’
Great Devils and Great Stars possess this authority from birth.
On the other hand, Chris had acquired the law of causality through pure enlightenment and his own genius, so he did not possess this authority.
‘I can obtain it. Since even a fool like that obtained it.’
How could he obtain ‘authority’?
What was the ‘authority’ corresponding to a Great Being?
The answer came quickly.
The Great Devils possess authority as the masters of Gehenna, and the Great Stars possess authority as the masters of the Celestial Realm.
‘I must become the master of the surface.’
To be precise, he had to become the King of Men.
A vague task.
But Chris already possessed the qualifications.
‘I am already the king of this surface.’
The Magus Empire, led by the Dark Alliance.
The Golden Cross.
The Karn Empire.
The Holy Empire.
The entire continent was under his feet.
He was not talking about simple power.
Chris had saved the continent and humanity by overcoming all sorts of hardships and adversities over the past years.
If he, who had done so, did not have the right to become the master of humanity, then who in this world could have the qualifications?
‘At the very least, I am more suited to be the king of men than that fiend.’
Just one thing.
There were beings who had not granted Chris the right to become king.
They were the people of this Imperial Capital.
The pitiful ones who were being annihilated, soul and all, as a sacrifice for the Magus Emperor.
Chris stretched out his hand toward the violet pillar.
He declared to the souls who were still writhing in terrible agony.
“Serve me as your king. I will grant you salvation.”
[!!]
He could feel the souls that had been offered as sacrifices waver.
The Magus Emperor shouted in anger.
[How dare you! They are my property. The likes of you…!]
“Property?”
Chris sneered coldly.
“The likes of you have no right to be their king!”
The souls that had been offered as sacrifices raged, as if in agreement.
[Do you think I will let you have your way?]
The Magus Emperor gritted his teeth and took action.
He moved the law of causality to forcibly prevent them from submitting to Chris.
However.
“I told you, didn’t I? The likes of you cannot compare to me.”
Unlike what the Magus Emperor had said, the two were not alike.
Chris was incomparably superior to the likes of the Magus Emperor.
Chris began to interfere with the Magus Emperor’s law of causality.
In terms of the total amount of the law of causality, Chris was significantly lacking compared to the Magus Emperor.
But the ‘will’ contained within the law of causality that Chris held was incomparably superior to that of the Magus Emperor.
Furthermore, Chris was not alone.
—We acknowledge you as our king!!
—O great king!! Grant us salvation!
The souls of the Imperial Capital that had been offered as sacrifices revered Chris and added their strength to his.
They were not the only ones.
The entire continent.
Everyone he had saved so far was earnestly praying for Chris’s victory.
Paaaaaaaat!!!
Chris felt the quality of his soul changing.
He had obtained ‘authority’ and ascended to a perfect 10-Star.
And it was no ordinary 10-Star.
The master of the surface, the King of Men.
He had become the master of one of the three realms.
His quality would not be lacking even when compared to a 3rd-realm being.
[I-impossible…!! I cannot accept this!!]
Chris looked down at the Magus Emperor as if he were an insect.
“Die.”
A command was given.
Sasasak.
The Magus Emperor’s body and soul began to turn to dust and scatter.
[Th-this cannot be…!! Kraaaaaaaaaaak!!!!!]
He tried to resist, but it was useless.
The world annihilated the Magus Emperor’s existence.
He had won!!!
But Chris did not relax his tense expression.
The fight was not yet over.
“Come out.”
The worst of the worst.
He called the name of the being who had even toyed with the Magus Emperor.
“Magus Chancellor.”
Sareureureuk.
With a quiet wind, the remains of the Magus Emperor that had scattered into dust flowed somewhere.
At the end of that direction, the Magus Chancellor in a gentleman’s suit appeared.
“Excellent. To truly achieve victory. And to become the king of humanity, no less. It is a marvel.”
A clown-like voice.
Even though he must have known what state Chris had reached, his tone was not tense at all.
“First, I must offer my thanks. Thanks to you, I have been able to achieve my goal.”
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                    “Goal?”
“It’s nothing special. Cliché as it is… the ruin of the world.”
The Magus Chancellor grinned.
“Unlike the Celestial Realm, Gehenna, or the Magus Emperor, I desire a perfect ruin.”
“What kind of crazy talk is that?”
“Ah. It means I wish for a perfect ruin with no next world to follow.”
The reason the Magus Emperor, the Celestial Realm, and Gehenna had tried to destroy the world was not because they truly wished for its ruin.
It was to ascend in the new world that would arrive after the end of the current one.
“Why would you wish for such a thing?”
“No particular reason. Just… because it seems like it would be fun?”
“!!”
The Magus Chancellor gave a faint smile.
It was an innocent, and for that very reason, all the more chilling smile.
When the Magus Chancellor flicked his fingers, Chris’s vision changed.
Paaaaaaaat!
In an instant, Chris and the Magus Chancellor had risen to a distant sky from where they could look down on the surface at a glance.
“Look down below. See how many humans are wriggling like insects. The thought of all those humans screaming as they are annihilated, doesn’t the mere imagination of it send a thrill down your spine?”
“……”
“That’s not all. Look at the arrogant ones of the Celestial Realm and Gehenna.”
Tta-ak, when he flicked his fingers again, the scenery of Gehenna and the Celestial Realm appeared.
“How happy would it be to watch them disappear, screaming pathetically? Ah, the mere thought of it sends such a shiver down my spine that I can hardly bear it.”
“…You’re insane.”
The Magus Chancellor chuckled.
“I have always been insane. Do you know why I tried to conquer the Magus Empire back when I was the Demon King of Dark Annihilation? The fools who knew nothing praised me as great, but I simply wished to stain the Magus Empire with blood with my own hands.”
“……”
“The Magus Emperor noticed my dark intentions and made me his slave. He never imagined that it would be the very thing that would lead to his own demise. It was a good thing for me, though. Thanks to that, I was able to bring about the true ruin.”
Chris frowned.
“By what means do you intend to carry out such a thing?”
“Huhu, it is possible. Look at that pillar in the Imperial Capital.”
Even though the Magus Emperor had been annihilated, the violet pillar had not disappeared and was emitting an ominous light.
“The true owner of that pillar is not the Magus Emperor, but me. The Magus Emperor didn't even know that his authority had been stolen.”
The Magus Chancellor raised his hand.
The body and soul of the Magus Emperor, which had been turned to dust by Chris’s authority, were circling around the Magus Chancellor, and they began to tremble violently.
“Don’t tell me that is?”
“Yes, that’s right. For hundreds of years, I stayed near the Magus Emperor and made arrangements so that upon his death, he would become my sacrifice.”
Chris had tried to completely annihilate the Magus Emperor’s body and soul earlier, but had been unable to, and remnants had been left behind.
It was because of the trick the Magus Chancellor had cast on the Magus Emperor’s soul in advance.
“However, I had no way of killing the Magus Emperor, so I could only watch, but it was a relief that you took care of the Magus Emperor for me. You did just as I had hoped.”
That’s right.
This was the very scheme the Magus Chancellor had wished for from Chris.
“…Do you think I will just stand by and watch as you have your way?”
Chris raised his hand.
“Die.”
Flash.
Light and darkness intersected.
The Magus Chancellor raised his hand to block Chris’s attack, but it was useless.
Chris’s quality had already far surpassed that of the Magus Chancellor.
In a single blow, the Magus Chancellor sustained a fatal wound.
Like the end of the Magus Emperor, the world began to erase the Magus Chancellor’s existence, and the Magus Chancellor’s body and soul began to turn to dust and scatter.
However, Chris frowned.
‘It’s not being completely annihilated?’
It was the same as with the Magus Emperor.
“Don’t tell me you?”
“Kukuk, that’s right. I have already offered my own soul as a sacrifice as well. The souls of the Magus Emperor and myself should be enough to make that violet pillar run rampant and swallow this world.”
The Magus Chancellor burst into a mad laugh.
“It is a pity that I cannot witness the ruin of the world myself, but it matters not. Ahaha! Then I hope you will struggle in the coming ruin, O great king of men.”
The souls of the Magus Emperor and the Magus Chancellor were sucked into the violet pillar.
And at the same time, a terrible thing happened.
Rumble!
Being in the sky, looking down on the continent, he could see it even more clearly.
The pillar, which had been confined to the Imperial Capital, expanded to the entire central direct jurisdiction, then to the entire Magus Empire, and finally to the whole continent, including the Golden Cross, the Karn Empire, and the Holy Empire.
It all happened in an instant.
‘That violet pillar is trying to destroy this world by offering the souls of all the humans on the continent as a sacrifice.’
Chris’s face turned pale.
The nature of the pillar had changed.
The Magus Emperor had tried to strengthen his own power with the sacrifices offered to the pillar, but the Magus Chancellor had made it so that it would only cause destruction.
Since it was taking the souls of all the humans on the continent as a sacrifice, a perfect ruin would surely arrive.
‘I have to stop it!!’
But it was too late.
That violet pillar was something the Magus Chancellor had schemed for hundreds of years.
No matter how powerful Chris was, he could not stop it in such a short time.
Gooooooooooooo!!!!
The world flickered with an eerie violet light.
All the souls on the surface screamed in despair.
The same was true for the Celestial Realm and Gehenna.
The boundaries of the three realms crumbled, and the Great Stars and Great Devils urgently unleashed their authorities, but it was useless.
It was the moment the true ruin was about to arrive.
Uddut, time stopped around Chris.
At the same time, a voice was heard.
[Christian… O great king of men, I shall grant you a chance.]
It was the voice of the 2nd-realm being he had heard before!
[I shall open a new world.]
[…You will open a new world?]
[Yes. No matter how great that energy of ruin is, if we, the 2nd-realm beings, offer all of our authority, we cannot be stopped from opening a new world. You shall become the master of the new world.]
It meant that the wish of the Magus Chancellor, who had desired a perfect ruin, would be thwarted.
But that was not what was important.
[If you open a new world? What happens to the remaining humans?]
[The only one who can greet the new world is you. The rest of the ordinary humans will all face annihilation.]
[!!]
Chris gritted his teeth.
[It cannot be helped. This world was fated to be ruined anyway, according to the cycle of creation and destruction. You can just think of it as the time being moved up.]
[…….]
[If you are hesitating because of the deaths of those close to you, I will allow them to head to the new world with you. You can become the master of the new world with them. You can also enjoy the wealth and glory you desired in the new world.]
It was a proposal like the temptation of a devil.
No, there was no other way.
But for some reason?
Chris could not nod his head.
[What is the matter? Did I not say that I would allow all those close to you to be with you?]
Yes, there was nothing to hold him back.
The other people who would be sacrificed?
Since when had Chris cared so much for others? He was a thoroughly selfish human being.
Above all, their deaths were not his fault. There was no reason for him to feel any guilt.
And yet.
[…I refuse.]
[…What did you say?]
[I said, I refuse. You incompetent fools.]
[!!]
[I am their king. I will not let them die.]
Chris let out a hollow laugh, unable to understand the choice he had just made.
Since when had he cared about others like this?
He knew it was unlike him, he knew it was a foolish choice, but he could not bring himself to run away like this.
[…It’s just that running away like this feels wrong.]
Chris forced himself to give that reason.
There was just one way.
[I will offer my soul as a sacrifice, so stop that ruin.]
[!!]
[It should be enough if you take my soul as the price, shouldn’t it?]
He was no ordinary Great Being.
He was the great king of men.
As such, his soul was more valuable than all the other humans combined.
[…Are you being serious? Are you truly going to make such a choice?]
[…Don’t ask any further, as I, too, feel like a fool.]
Chris let out a smirk.
Why did he have to make such a sacrifice?
No matter how he thought about it, it was a foolish choice.
But he had made his decision.
[Hurry! There’s no time.]
[…I pay my respects to your sacrifice. You are truly a great king.]
What nonsense. It was an admiration that offered no comfort at all.
Chris closed his eyes.
He could feel the authority of the 2nd-realm being enveloping his soul.
Paaaaaaaat!!!
A brilliant light burst forth from his soul.
It was a radiance that would illuminate the entire world.
He could see the violet pillar, touched by his light, lose its power and die down.
The people who had been offered as a sacrifice to the violet pillar and then brought back to life looked up at the sky and shouted.
“H-how did we survive?”
“That light over there!! It’s thanks to the Ma-hwi!!!”
The souls that had been trapped in the violet pillar knew that Christian had saved them by sacrificing his own soul.
“Long live the Ma-hwi!!!”
“Our king!!!”
Chris twisted the corners of his mouth into a smirk.
‘Forget it. I wish I could have had one last drink.’
The thought that he was really going to die made him regret it.
Why had he done such a thing?
‘Ah. So I won’t get to enjoy wealth and glory in the end. I haven’t even had a proper drink. How unfair.’
But it was too late.
And so, all the violet pillars died down, and all of humanity was saved.
It was his turn to face death.
Chris’s consciousness sank into a deep darkness.
Just as he was about to face an irreversible annihilation, a sudden change occurred.
“Stop!! I will offer my soul in place of Christian’s soul!!!”
It was Evan’s voice.
Idrinne and Ranya also stepped forward.
“Step aside. The one who will sacrifice herself in Christian’s place is me, his closest friend.”
“…I don’t want to die in his place, but as a genius mage, I can’t let Christian act all high and mighty on his own. I will offer my soul as well.”
They were not the end of it.
“You unfilial brat. Do you think you can just die without your grandfather’s permission? Take my soul instead of my grandson’s soul!!”
“The same goes for me. D-dying is scary…! And I don’t want to die without ever having been in a relationship…!! But I’ll offer my soul, too!!”
Nordian and the Demon King of Silver Snow also appeared.
And that was not the end of it.
“Hyung-nim, my soul, too…!!”
“You terrible person!! Always acting so high and mighty on your own…!!”
“Brother Chris!!”
“Grand Prince, I am here as well!!!”
“Me too…!!!”
Everyone who had been helped by Chris offered their own souls.
And they were not the only ones.
“Heavens, have mercy on our king…!!”
“Please…!!”
Until just a moment ago, the souls of all humans had been trapped in the violet pillar. Therefore, everyone knew of the sacrifice Christian had made.
The people of the entire world knelt in unison and pleaded for Christian’s revival.

                
Chapter 410

                    […Unbelievable.]
The 2nd-realm being let out a sound of surprise.
[All of humanity has shared the responsibility, and the price you must pay has been lessened.]
“!!”
[Of course, you will still have to pay a massive price.]
Chris swallowed hard.
[You must pay with your ‘authority’. You will lose your qualification as a Great Being and return to the quality of a mortal.]
Loss of quality!!
It was a great price.
For the great beings of Gehenna or the Celestial Realm, it was a fate so terrible that annihilation would have been preferable.
It was a price on a similar level to offering one’s soul, but.
‘…This is actually good?’
Chris swallowed hard.
It meant that he would return to being a high 9-Star, not a 10-Star.
‘I was wondering how I could return to being a human, anyway.’
The moment he had become a perfect 10-Star, he had transcended humanity.
He wore the guise of a human, but he had become an existence that could no longer be called human.
It was not what he had wished for.
He wanted to feel the joys and sorrows of life as a human and enjoy wealth and glory.
‘Most of all, I don’t have the confidence to maintain a proper human mind while remaining a 10-Star.’
It was fine now.
But could he remain unchanged after decades, or even over 100 years, in a state that had completely transcended humanity?
The reason the Magus Chancellor and the Magus Emperor had crossed the line so terribly might have been because they had transcended humanity at 10-Star.
[Furthermore, there is more. We, the 2nd-realm beings, will bear the insufficient price, so from now on, you, as the king of men, shall restore the shattered balance of the world.]
“…I understand.”
Chris wore a reluctant expression.
He had been saddled with an unwanted duty.
But it was a task that only Chris could do.
Then, the 2nd-realm being disappeared, and the party, including Evan, approached Chris.
Chris gave them a wide grin.
“It’s finally over.”
Yes.
Everything had come to an end.
It was the beginning of a new era.
***
Since that day, various changes had occurred in the world.
Nordian became the new emperor of the Magus Empire.
The appearance of the Magus Empire changed in many ways.
They calmed their hostility toward the Alliance and decided to move forward as coexisting partners.
The same was true for the Alliance.
Whether it was the Holy Empire, the Golden Cross, or the Karn Empire, they decided to stop their disputes with the Magus Empire and move toward the future.
It was an astonishing event.
That this was possible was because of one being.
The king of men, Christian.
He had stood tall from above and orchestrated all of this.
“It’s all thanks to the Demon King of Contempt.”
“If it weren’t for the Demon King of Contempt, what would have become of us?”
“Wait, watch your words. Calling him a Demon King. He is the Hero of our Alliance.”
“What Hero? He is the great Demon King of our Magus Empire.”
“He’s not a Demon King, he’s the Hero!!”
Although there was such bickering, there was something that everyone acknowledged in common.
That Christian was the benefactor of the world.
Meanwhile, as for how that great Christian was doing after stopping the ruin of the world….
‘…Ah, I’m so tired. Why can’t I be happy?’
He was swamped with work.
‘Why is there so much to do!! That damned Magus Emperor, that damned Magus Chancellor, those damned Mystic Demonic House bastards!’
The mess they had left in the world was substantial.
First, politically, he had to resolve the problems of the Alliance, which had suffered immense damage from them.
Besides that, there were many instances where the positions of the Magus Empire and the Alliance were in conflict, and there was no one but Chris to mediate.
In addition to that, the fact that the boundaries of the three realms were on the verge of collapsing was also a big problem.
It would probably take decades of working day and night to restore it to its original state.
‘Ugh!! I want to have fun! I want to have fun!! Where has my life of debauched wealth and glory gone?! What’s the point of having money! If I can’t even use it!’
The fact that he had money was also a bit ambiguous.
He was the king of all humanity.
That meant he did not own any particular country.
Everything in this mortal realm could be said to be his, but strictly speaking, it felt like nothing was truly his?
‘It’s just a title with no substance!’
Of course, it wasn’t that he felt lacking.
If there was anything he desired, it would be supplied to him.
‘Still, this is different from what I wanted!’
He let out a heavy sigh.
‘I still can’t even drink.’
His current state was that of a high 9-Star.
Absurdly enough, even as a high 9-Star, his constitution that couldn't handle alcohol remained the same.
To the point where he wondered if this was a heavenly punishment.
—…I’ll try to find a way to cure your alcohol intolerance somehow.
Chris frowned as he recalled what Maris had said.
He wondered how long it would take, and if it was even possible.
And there was an even bigger problem.
—Instead, if I solve your alcohol intolerance, you have to grant me one request.
Chris wore a flustered expression as he recalled the ‘request’ Maris had made.
‘What should I do?’
An unusually troubled atmosphere, different from his usual self who would find a solution to any problem with the sharpness of a knife.
Yes.
Chris was currently facing a huge obstacle.
An obstacle that might be even more difficult to overcome than the Magus Emperor or the great beings of the Dark Heaven.
—I like you.
Chris’s face turned beet red as he recalled what Maris had said.
‘No, what am I supposed to do if you suddenly say something like that.’
The problem was that it wasn’t just Maris.
It had started with the Demon King of Silver Snow.
—I want to try dating, too! Let’s try dating!
—…You shameless Demon King. Stop spouting nonsense to my grandson and come here.
The incident with the Demon King of Silver Snow’s confession had fizzled out as Nordian dragged her away, but it had caused an unexpected ripple effect.
It had made those who had been quietly hiding their feelings begin to move actively.
—I don’t know who might snatch him away if I just stand by!
With this thought in mind, everyone, without exception, began to approach Chris.
“Your Majesty, Lady Marie has arrived.”
“*Hiccup*.”
Chris hiccuped.
For reference, Marie, by becoming one with the Magus Empress completely, had escaped her state as a spiritual entity, a ghost, and had gained a living body.
It wasn't just her physical body that had changed.
“Your Majesty, I have missed you.”
“…I-I missed you, too.”
“Have you been avoiding me all this time? This girl was very hurt.”
As Marie approached, her innocent face and moist eyes made Chris take a step back.
If she had been mostly playful before, such lightheartedness could not be found in Marie now.
She was approaching Chris with genuine sincerity.
And Chris was very vulnerable to this kind of approach.
‘I don’t know much about these kinds of problems!’
An unexpected side of him.
When he thought about it, it was only natural.
In both his past life and his current life, he had no connection with the opposite sex.
It was an unknown territory.
“So there is something Your Majesty cannot do.”
Alros, who was doing paperwork next to him, sneered.
For reference, Alros had an unexpected talent for civil official work and was currently suffering by Chris’s side.
Perhaps because he had a lot pent up from having to work so hard that he couldn’t even sleep, he could be heard muttering like this.
“Some people haven’t even held hands, let alone dated, while some are in a flower garden. Ruin, O world.”
Although he could hear everything, he had no time to punish Alros.
An even more formidable opponent had appeared.
“What do you think you’re doing to my friend Christian, ghost? Do you want to die?”
A voice full of a chilling coldness.
It was Idrinne!
But Marie was no pushover, either.
“Ohoho, a mere friend should step aside. His Majesty and I were in the middle of a communication to advance to a deeper relationship.”
“…I am not a mere friend. We will become something much deeper… that is, a relationship beyond friends.”
“Huhu, you have big dreams. I hope you continue to dream on forever.”
Idrinne’s face grew even colder.
Chris felt his heart pound with anxiety.
Idrinne being a goofy idiot was something limited to when she was with Chris; to others, she was a being who reigned with terror.
And then, something happened to worsen the situation.
Hwik!
The empty air distorted, and a nine-tailed fox appeared through spatial movement and jumped onto Chris’s shoulder.
It was the Dark Chatterbox, Lena!
Lena had been receiving treatment for a long time after her soul was damaged during the incident with the Mystic Demonic House.
Since her condition was not perfect, she often spent her time in her fox form, and so she stuck close to Chris as if she had become his pet.
‘…But isn’t she all better now? Why is she still in her fox form?’
Idrinne and Marie’s faces turned fierce.
“Ohoho. This lowly creature keeps wagging its tail at my dear husband.”
“If you do not wish to die, get away from Christian at once, you wicked fox.”
However, Lena acted as if she hadn’t heard them and yawned, then even stuck out her tongue and licked Chris’s shoulder.
It was a natural action for a pet, but the two did not take it that way at all.
Sparks flew from their eyes, and a faint sneer could be seen flashing across Lena’s lips.
“How dare you!!”
“Get away!!”
Pajijijik!!
Hwaaaaat!!
An immense energy surged from Marie and Idrinne’s hands.
Both of them were 9-Star Demon Kings.
Chris’s face turned pale, and Alros shook his head from the side.
“If the castle collapses again, it’s a budget cut, Your Majesty.”
And what's more, Chris’s ordeal was not over.
“What is everyone doing? Get away from my brother at once!”
A sharp voice, no less than the ones before.
It was the Pontiff of the Golden Cross, Olivia!
She had reunited with Chris after everything was over and had learned of his true identity.
Afterward, she had stayed by his side as his younger sister, but the problem was that it was a bit excessive.
“I will never give my brother to the likes of you, so all of you, get lost.”
Of course, they were not the kind to back down so easily.
“Ohoho, little sister. It seems you are the one who does not know her place.”
“I, too, cannot acknowledge you as Christian’s sister.”
[Nyaa, Christian is mine, though?]
Olivia frowned, and hwaaaaat! the wings of the Celestial Realm spread out behind her.
A touch-and-go situation.
Just then, a voice that would be Chris’s salvation appeared.
“…Everyone, shut up. Christian belongs to no one.”
It was Evan!
Evan had become his knight.
…Of course, now that there was no one who could harm Christian, his main duty was to stop them.
The problem was that even Evan was no match for them.
He was outnumbered.
“…I don’t know. Please take care of it yourself, Your Majesty.”
Alros stealthily slipped away, and Chris, in the end, swallowed hard and made a decision.
“…Evan, I’m counting on you.”
…To run.
“Christian!!!”
“No! Catch him!!”
“Stop!!”
‘Save me!!’
Leaving the rest to Evan, Christian fled in a hurry.
‘Forget dating or anything else, for now, I just want to enjoy wealth and glory!!’
As if to bless him, the bright sunlight shone down.
A peaceful.
It was a scene from a new era.
<The End>
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