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"I’ll talk! I’ll talk!! But I don’t know much..."
Under the endless torment with no hope nor end in sight, few Beastmen could endure. Moreover, many within the organization, still unaware of the recent internal upheaval, believed it to be a conspiracy by the Xuan Yuan Church to suppress and annex them.
Fortunately, only a handful—such as Charlotte and Xuan Yue—truly understood the inner workings of the Xuan Yuan Church. Those captured by the Elves knew only superficial details.
"Speak, and this suffering will end," the Elves said.
For them, even fragments of information could help piece together the enemy’s profile. Of course, they first had to confirm that these Beastmen weren’t spouting nonsense or falsely accusing others under torture. But multiple testimonies revealed that the False God’s believers had already shifted their forces southward, unveiling even more targets.
Nina Rams, alias Anna Williams, was once a frequent name on the Grand Duchy of Saentars’ wanted list—a remnant of the Silver Moon Wolf Clan who had been active in the Southern Territories in recent years.
"Fled to the south, have they?" Fertonato sneered, then ordered, "Continue the torture until they spill everything in their heads!"
More breakthroughs came from the captured followers of the Church of the Moon God. Previously, the Fidgets had lacked the motivation and manpower to act decisively against them, but Fertonato, driven by his desire for godhood, forcefully mobilized vast resources. Under torture, these believers revealed the identities of more followers. Some had already abandoned their homes and fled, while others, clinging to hope, stayed behind—only to be swiftly captured and sent, one by one, to the torture chambers.
Even the Clerics of the Xuan Yuan Church would struggle to keep secrets under such relentless torment, let alone the knockoff Church of the Moon God?
The Church’s organizational structure, methods of secret proselytizing, and more were all laid bare. This allowed the Elves to extrapolate the Xuan Yuan Church’s tactics and launch a new wave of purges.
"Sir, we’ve found something... intriguing," a Legendary Elf reported to Fertonato.
Before him lay a Beastman whose clothing betrayed nothing unusual—except his skull had been magically pried open, revealing a near-death Mind-Control Insectoid within.
"Most intriguing," Fertonato remarked.
"According to testimonies from those close to him, this Insectoid can control its host, even stealing their memories, using their abilities, and living under their identity. Rumors of such creatures existed within their organization, but no one suspected this Beastman was already compromised."
Fertonato narrowed his eyes and magically extracted the Insectoid from the brain cavity.
Though he had dealt with all manner of Insectoids over decades, he had never seen this variety.
Its body was frail, its head accounting for nearly two-thirds of its size—clearly, its psychic power must be formidable.
"Some believe these Insectoids originate from the True Scarlet Demon Lord of the Abyss Gate, while others suspect the Xuan Yuan Church is involved," the Elf added.
"Some?"
"Their faction is deeply divided. Some believe the Xuan Yuan Church conspired with the True Scarlet Demon Lord to infiltrate their ranks, while others insist the Church is helping them resolve the crisis. Supposedly, news of these Insectoids was first uncovered by Xuan Yuan Church members."
"The True Scarlet Demon Lord..." Fertonato mused.
Since returning from the Abyss, he had learned of surface-world events during his thirty-year absence from the Royal Family and the Fantali Family—with the True Scarlet Demon Lord being a key figure.
Even in Elven records, an Insect Tide of the Abyss Gate’s intensity was exceedingly rare.
If the True Scarlet Demon Lord was involved, this demanded serious attention. But he had no energy to spare for it now.
"Hand it over to the Royal Magic Academy for study. Have them identify its weaknesses. The rest of you, keep searching for intel on Woody Tagready!"
The scale and ferocity of the Elves’ operations sent tremors through every Beastman in the Central Territories’ cities. Word soon reached Wu Qingsong from covert informants, who relayed it to Nina and Charlotte.
Despite her effective exile, Charlotte still cared for the organization. Their suffering pained her, but she was more focused on what the Elves were digging into—and how far they might progress.
"We must prepare for the possibility of the Elves striking the Southern and Western Territories!" she warned Nina. "They may not know much, but they’ve gleaned basics. Under torture, those will soon be laid bare. The Elves may already be mobilizing."
"Must we abandon the base we worked so hard to build?" Joanna and Laura protested.
"We have no choice," Charlotte said. "The North showed us how far the Elves will go for the Divine Spark this time. We can’t afford wishful thinking."
"Are we doomed to flee forever?" Laura asked. "How do we explain this to the Believers?"
"With the truth," Nina decided. "Admitting we’re no match for the Elves isn’t shameful. We never claimed invincibility. Denial or bravado will only worsen things when they attack."
"But—but—" Laura shook her head frantically, lost for words.
"Begin evacuation at once!" Nina ordered. "The Elves will likely massacre the Hillfolk. Our people must disperse, blending into towns and Elven territories to use them as shields."
"The risks are high," Charlotte noted.
The Elves would indiscriminately arrest and torture southern and western locals, forcing confessions—or false accusations. Many would break under such agony.
"This is a trial, a tempering," Nina said. "I believe our work these years will withstand it."
"This isn’t about willpower," Charlotte countered. "No one endures that pain."
So many within the organization had already defected, a loss that grieved her deeply.
"We’ll see," Nina said.
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Nina did this because she had no other choice.
The geographical conditions of the Southern Territories determined that large-scale underground passage digging, like in the Northern Territories, was not feasible here.
The excessive rainfall kept the water table high in this region. Even if Earth Magic could improve the state of the sticky soil, drainage remained an unsolvable problem.
Only a few mountainous areas in the north were suitable for digging underground passages, which fell far short of meeting the need to hide all the believers.
The damp jungle also meant that diseases were prone to outbreak and spread.
This was one of the biggest limiting factors preventing Demayor from sustaining more than a hundred thousand people.
The hot and humid caves were practically a paradise for bacteria. The harsh winters of the Northern Territories could freeze most insects and pathogens to death, but such things never happened in this land. Without the diligent work of the priests, epidemics alone could have wiped out most of the settlements in the jungle.
Before the Xuan Yuan Church spread to this land, the vast majority of the population had been concentrated in the alluvial plains downstream of the rivers and the coastal ports, with almost no overland transportation. Even if the Church mobilized all its believers to evacuate now, it would be impossible for them to travel safely through the jungle with their families in this season.
They could only hide in the towns and farms of the plains, in the scattered ports and surrounding villages, and among the subjects of the Empire.
"The Elves will cruelly torture those they capture, but if you endure and don’t let them know you are believers, they will spare you. Confessing will only reveal your identity, making them torture you, your family, your friends, and everyone connected to you even more brutally—until you tell them everything, after which you’ll all be executed."
The priests recounted what had happened in the Central Territories during secret gatherings. These were not lies but the true deeds of the Elves.
"The Empire will never tolerate any rebellion or heretics. If you endure, even if you don’t survive, only you will die. But if you confess, everyone connected to you will be implicated." Numerous specific examples were cited, backed by the Church’s promises—and, of course, threats.
Those who kept the secrets would not only protect their families but also receive Xuan Yuan’s blessings and healing. The Church would provide them with assistance in every way, including substantial material rewards. Those who surrendered and informed, however, would face cruel retribution.
"It’s not just the Elves who kill," the priests told the people. "Larfus, the Furious Flame among the Saints, is an Apostle specifically tasked with punishing betrayers. His retribution will be far more brutal and terrifying than the Elves'."
Those deemed likely to inform or waver were eliminated in advance. Such bloody methods would have drawn opposition from Wu Qingsong, but he had already entered the Abyss and knew nothing of this. For the Beastmen, however, this approach was more effective than mere appeasement.
With generous rewards and brutal reprisals alike, the towns and villages where the believers hid were prepared—at least until the Elves truly arrived.
The warnings also extended to the local Garrison Troops and estate overseers. Heavy purses of coins and the heads of those deemed incorruptible hardliners served as the best arguments, quickly helping them make a choice.
"The Elves won’t stay here forever, while we will always remain rooted in this land. Think about what the Empire can offer you that’s worth risking your life and the lives of your entire family for?"
"We’re not asking you to do anything. Just turn a blind eye and slack off as usual," said the masked "persuaders" who appeared before them with blades in hand, as always. "Don’t forget, the Elves won’t stay here forever."
The same scenario unfolded in the Farith Mountain Region, the Gastel Mountains, and the Sakar Highlands to the north—though these areas had far better natural conditions. In the years following the massacre in the Farith Mountain Region, the Church had spared no effort to dig numerous underground shelters and passages there.
Most of the natural caves in these regions had already been transformed into lower cities capable of housing a million people. The remaining believers, following the Southern approach, hid in villages and towns closely tied to them by kinship.
Thanks to the relentless efforts of the Knights Order under Nina’s command and the Church’s preparations over the years, everything was ready before the Elves arrived.
The Elves finally set out from the central region, sailing south on several large ships. Nina even had Wu Qingsong issue a warning to the Birdmen of Gale Island, urging them to restrain themselves and avoid the northern and western airspace and waters to prevent detection by the Elves.
The moment the Elves docked at the first southern port for supplies, intelligence began flowing out through the believers working there. The previous state of total obscurity was finally overturned when the Elves entered the southern region.
But the Elves did nothing unusual. They headed straight for Hydrania, their ranks including members of the Hydra Family. Upon arrival, their first act was to order the Garrison Troops to arrest local gang leaders and round up all the village heads outside the city. Without asking questions, they began with torture, followed by healing, and then more torture.
Only after everyone had completely lost the will to resist did the Elves start their interrogation.
"Where is the Xuan Yuan Church’s base? Who might be their people? Where are Nina Rams or Anna Williams?" Their questions were simple and direct. "Talk, and you’ll no longer suffer. Otherwise, this will become part of your daily life."
"My lord, I truly don’t know..." The village heads had all been warned by the Xuan Yuan Church. Even if not for themselves, they had to hold out. When the pain became unbearable, they named those the Church had told them to implicate. These were the staunchest and most devout believers, all rigorously trained to endure pain while appearing entirely innocent.
The gang leaders, however, quickly began implicating others, dragging more people into the mire. Of course, they too had been warned in advance—so they named only ordinary people who knew nothing, some even being foreign merchant caravans with connections to Elf nobles.
"We are watching you," they remembered the masked figures’ words. "We know exactly what you say and don’t say. Remember, the Elves won’t stay here forever, and they don’t know your secrets. But we are permanently rooted here, and we know everything about you. Offending the Elves might cost a life or two, but offending us? Not a single one of you will survive."
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"This place is highly suspicious!" the Elves said.
Even in the Central Territories outside the jurisdiction of the Xuan Yuan Church, many details about the Xuan Yuan Church and its key figures could be extracted under torture. How could there suddenly be no such information at all in the Southern Territories?
"Take your time," Fertonato said. "Don't scare them off."
The more abnormal the situation here, the harder people tried to avoid mentioning the Xuan Yuan Church, and the more desperately they sought to prove their ignorance of it—all of which indicated the stronger grip this false religion had. And thus, the higher the likelihood that Nina Rams was active here.
"Find a pretext like corruption to arrest all the officials of Hydrania!" he said coldly. "They must know something, and they’re certainly to blame for the state of this place. If they truly know nothing, then they’re too incompetent to deserve life."
The interrogations of these officials were conducted solely by the Elves themselves. No one except their own attendants was allowed into the area designated as the prison.
The families of these officials tried to bribe those delivering food to gather information about their conditions, but they were quickly caught. Along with those they had bribed, they were subjected to two hours of public torture before being hanged in Hydrania’s square.
This finally shattered the last vestiges of hope in the prisoners’ hearts. They quickly confessed everything they knew—even the bribes and threats they had received from the Xuan Yuan Church.
"So, every official who didn’t proactively report the false religion to us had been bribed and threatened?" Fertonato smirked. Meanwhile, the Elves of the Hydra Family felt thoroughly humiliated, their killing intent flaring.
"Let them live, and have them lead us to capture suspects across the regions," Fertonato said. "If those False God Believers come to kill them, we’ll wipe them all out in one move. If they don’t dare, then these officials will serve as proof, rendering their threats meaningless."
More officials were arrested. Using the earlier examples, the Elves also singled out a few officials in each region, arrested their entire families, subjected them to public torture, and hanged them all.
The Elves forced them to make a choice this way.
Yes, we Elves may not understand local details, and we don’t stay in any place for long before leaving. But if you try to deceive us, you’d better be prepared to pay the price.
Perhaps after we leave, you’ll face retaliation from the False God Believers—but first, you’ll have to survive long enough for that to happen. Besides, there’s a better choice: arrest and execute all these False God Believers, and their retaliation will vanish.
Thus, the lower-ranking officials of the Duchy of Hydra were forced into an impossible dilemma.
On one side stood The Empire, with its millennia of accumulated authority; on the other, the Xuan Yuan Church, which had risen rapidly in recent years.
Both sides employed brutal methods. The Elves held the moral high ground but were careless and short-term in their operations. The Xuan Yuan Church couldn’t match the Elves in strength, but they were far more resilient and meticulous.
Choosing the Elves meant solving immediate survival problems. Choosing the Xuan Yuan Church meant securing long-term safety.
The only hope those who dared to deceive the Elves clung to was the belief that they wouldn’t punish everyone—that the Elves couldn’t possibly slaughter them all.
As for the Xuan Yuan Church, they gambled on the idea that the cult was no match for the Elves—a single misstep, and they’d be wiped out completely.
"I’ll confess everything, but my lords... could you... could you pardon my sins? And... could you not make me lead you to arrests?" pleaded some slow-witted officials, trapped in desperation.
Surprisingly, the Elves didn’t immediately punish them for treason in the most brutal ways. Instead, they nodded in agreement.
"Everyone here is under our control. The information won’t leak. We’ll keep you imprisoned and release you along with the others. That way, no one will know what you’ve said. But if your information is inaccurate or lacks value—you know what awaits you."
This outcome was beyond what these officials had dared to hope for, and even many Elves—especially those of the Hydra Family—struggled to understand.
"Sir, why agree to these traitors’ demands? As servants of The Empire, they dared to doubt its authority, succumb to threats, and even make demands! This is simply—"
"Once we capture Nina Rams, you can deal with them however you please. Even if you burn the entire duchy to the ground, it’s none of my concern," Fertonato said icily. "But right now, I only care about results. If keeping them alive helps me find Nina Rams, then they live. If anyone—even an Elf—gets in my way, I’ll personally rip out their heart!"
The Elves’ promise and subsequent actions finally put these officials at ease—well, not entirely, but at least they saw hope for long-term survival. Soon, they began divulging what they knew about the Xuan Yuan Church.
As local rulers, they had long turned a blind eye, but unless they were completely incompetent, they’d have picked up vague hints and rumors.
That someone might be a Xuan Yuan Believer, that the Xuan Yuan Church might have a Temple in a certain location, that a certain merchant guild had close ties to the Xuan Yuan Church—not all such rumors were accurate, but some certainly held truth.
The Elves didn’t act immediately, though. Instead, they continued collecting rumors, quietly expanding their reach, verifying the information, and setting the stage for the final operation—all while lulling the enemy into complacency.
Soon, they devised a method for identifying targets.
If a village or estate had recently built irrigation canals, waterwheels, or windmills, it was likely deeply influenced by the Xuan Yuan Church. Only they would use such projects to win over ignorant commoners—local officials and estate managers would never bother.
If a merchant guild sold cheap, high-quality goods, they were probably colluding with the Xuan Yuan Church. If those goods had near-uniform quality and specifications, it was certain the guild had strong ties to the cult.
If a farming family used iron tools, had surplus grain, and had no starved elderly or children—no doubt, they were believers of the false faith.
And if a place had many healthy children and elders, with few sick or injured, it surely had Priests of the false religion—perhaps even a secret Xuan Yuan Temple.
The fog gradually lifted. On the surface, the Elves seemed idle, but in truth, they had already grasped much.
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The Elves quickly selected a suitable target—an estate belonging to the Zarata family. However, based on reports from captured officials and their own reconnaissance while pretending to pass by, they discovered that this place had not only constructed new irrigation canals, cultivated numerous terraced fields, and built waterwheel houses over the past two years, but the village also had an unusually high number of newborn infants.
Compared to Hydra’s normal infant mortality rate, the number of newborns in this estate’s village was far too high.
"When we passed by, we saw that most of the villagers were using iron farming tools in the fields, and some were even using a new type of heavy plow to cultivate new land. All signs indicate that this place is not just a settlement for False God Believers, but also likely has at least one Priest stationed here, and perhaps even an underground Temple."
"What’s the surrounding geographical environment like?"
"Easy to blockade."
"Good. Let’s choose this one," Fertonato said.
The Elves soon left Hydrania and entered the forest as usual, but they quickly changed direction and dispersed as they approached the target village. A large number of Elemental Creatures were summoned to surround the entire village. Earth mages began searching the area for possible Underground Passages to prevent their targets from escaping through such means.
The groundwater in this area was quite abundant, reducing the likelihood of Underground Passages. Still, the Elves carefully investigated everything before leading their attendants into the village.
"Honorable sirs—" The estate manager ran out in surprise, but before he could express his respect and welcome, he was seized by an Elemental Creature, gagged, and restrained.
The village beside the estate immediately descended into chaos. A few villagers tried to flee but were quickly captured by Elemental Creatures. Soon, all the villagers were restrained and brought to the open ground in front of the estate.
The Elves manipulated their Elemental Creatures to search the village for any hidden shelters or Beastmen, while the earth mages continued looking for Underground Passages. They had gained extensive experience in the Northern Territories, and since the main inhabitants of this village were Deerfolk and Sheepfolk, any hiding passages wouldn’t be as narrow as those in the north, making them easier to find.
Soon, several Werewolves hiding in a cellar were uncovered and immediately brought to the front of the group.
"Werewolves among the Deerfolk and Sheepfolk?" The Elves smirked, their identities practically revealed.
"Begin the interrogation," Fertonato ordered at once.
The Werewolves were tightly restrained by Wind Elements, unable to move or even close their eyes. They were forced to watch as the children were subjected to cruel torture first, only to be healed afterward by Magic.
"What’s this? Poison?" an Elf said, discovering hidden mechanisms in their collars. "It seems you’ve long been prepared for death. But are you prepared to endure this spectacle?" The screams, cries, and wails of the children made the Werewolves tremble uncontrollably, yet they could do nothing.
The Wind Elements still gagged them, preventing them from speaking a single word.
Only after every villager had been tortured once did the Elves allow the Wind Elements to release their mouths, restoring their ability to speak.
But they still couldn’t move.
"Your identities?"
The Werewolves remained silent, but soon the villagers’ screams rose again.
"We won’t lay a finger on you," the Elf said coldly. "But those villagers? They won’t be so lucky. If you have any conscience left, don’t let them suffer too much."
"Conscience?" one of the Werewolves said bitterly. "You dare speak of conscience?!"
"They could have lived as loyal citizens of The Empire. It was you who brought disaster and suffering upon them," the Elf said matter-of-factly. "Whatever lies you fed them, deep down you know it was nothing but deception. You gave them false illusions and empty hopes. Now your deceptions have been exposed."
"If you—" another Werewolf shouted, but his mouth was immediately gagged again.
"Since you enjoy it, continue watching," the Elf said to them. "Next time, you’d do well to seize the opportunity and answer my questions carefully. Otherwise, you’ll witness a third round of this splendid performance."
The brutal torment lasted nearly an hour. By the time the Werewolves' mouths were freed again, their tears had long run dry.
"Your identities?" the Elf asked once more. "Or shall we proceed straight to the next round?"
"You won’t succeed!" one Werewolf said in despair.
The Elf sighed regretfully, and the torture began anew.
"You monsters!"
Fourth round.
"You damned fiends! How can you even call yourselves—"
Fifth round.
Even though most villagers were immediately healed by Magic after severe injury, their spirits had completely shattered.
This time, the Elves didn't interrogate the Werewolves. Instead, they approached the children. Fertonato nodded, and the Elves released the Elemental Creatures restraining the children. Sobbing, the children stumbled toward their parents—only to be seized again moments later.
"Those Werewolves have no sympathy for you," the Elf told the villagers. "They could end your suffering by answering one simple question, yet they refuse, preferring to watch you suffer again and again. Can’t you see? They’re just using you, deceiving you! Everything they’ve told you is a lie!"
The villagers stared at him in terror. A few heard his words, but most were beyond comprehension.
"These children—what do they understand? So innocent," the Elf continued. "What crime have they committed?" He glanced at the mothers, their eyes wide with fear, and spoke mockingly. "Answer our questions—simple questions—and they’ll be freed. All of you will be freed."
"Think carefully," he told the villagers.
"Each of you will have a moment alone in confinement. If you have something to say, seize the chance. No one will know who among you saved everyone—this is to protect you from retaliation by those False God Believing liars. We only seek answers, not deaths," he said to the mothers.
"If no one answers, every child will be executed by slow torture. This time, they won’t be healed. We’ll use Magic to ensure they suffer for a full day before dying in agony."
"You’re all mothers. A few simple answers could save your children, save everyone in this village. No risk at all. Why not? Are these liars more important than your own children, your own kin? Think carefully," he said to the mothers.
None of the other villagers could speak, offer advice, or tell them whom to trust.
The mothers stared helplessly at their children. Suddenly, the Elf spoke again, making several of them tremble uncontrollably.
"Take them to the rooms," he said with a smile.
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"Four women were willing to talk, but they knew too little."
"What about the identities of those werewolves?"
"One was a Priest of the False God in this area, while the other two were Clerics who occasionally came to help. They were likely Priests from a nearby Temple. The women only knew there was a Temple of the Lord of Thorns nearby but had never been there themselves, nor had anyone told them its exact location. These foolish women had never even left the village—their minds were filled with nothing but things about this place."
"In that case, they’re useless," another Elf said.
"No," Fertonato said. "Release their children."
"My lord?" The Elves were surprised but soon understood.
"Find out where the house they usually use to spread heresy is located, and then determine where these women live," Fertonato ordered. He opened his palm and released a mosquito conjured by Magic. "Take away the marked ones, leave all the villagers. The False God’s lackeys will surely come here to investigate what happened, and we’ll find out where their lair is."
"Even if they don’t come, these villagers won’t be able to explain what happened. They’ll inevitably be seen as informants in everyone’s eyes!" The Elves nodded. "Once that happens, the next time we return, they’ll definitely have something to say."
"And then?"
"Leave the local Priest. Cut off the other two’s heads and hang them at the village entrance," Fertonato said.
Under the astonished gazes of the villagers, the Elves released the mothers with the utmost courtesy they could afford to such lowly folk, then let their children go, allowing them to cling to each other in tight embraces.
Soon after, all the villagers were set free.
"We keep our word," the Elves told them. "You told us what we wanted to know, so you get your freedom."
They took out several bags of Gold Sol and slowly poured them out before the people.
"This is your reward," the Elves said. Then, they had an Air Elemental seize the Priest and drag him onto a horse.
"Now, it’s just a matter between us, Priest Egert."
The other two werewolves were carried directly by Air Elementals to a tree at the village entrance. With a sharp crack, their necks were twisted brutally.
The headless corpses were left hanging from the tree, while the Elves took the heads and rode away swiftly. Even the local estate’s steward and his men were taken.
The mothers still wept bitterly as they clung to their children. The village men watched the Elves gallop away, then looked at the headless bodies still dripping blood. A chill ran through their hearts.
"What did you tell them?!" one man finally demanded, frantic with anger. "What did you say?!"
But the women only shook their heads wildly, sobbing as they clutched their children tighter.
Some Elves departed for Hydrania, but Fertonato quietly stayed behind.
The Magic’s range was limited, but for someone who had spent years hunting in the Abyss, such inconvenience meant little in the pursuit of a Divine Spark.
"We must report this to the Bishop immediately!" The villagers could get no useful information from the women and could only take down the two corpses from the tree and find a place to lay them. "But if we don’t clarify this soon, there’ll be trouble!"
"Wait," the village chief said, frowning. "Those Elves might still be nearby."
"At least until nightfall," he added hesitantly, uneasy.
"What about the money?" a villager asked quietly.
"Bring it when we deliver the message! No one touches it! That money is cursed!"
"But if we hand the money over, wouldn’t it make us look even more suspicious?" another villager argued. "Who would believe the Elves gave us that much for nothing?" The chief hesitated.
"We should hide the money first!" another said. "We can’t use it, but we can’t surrender it either."
"Not a single person in the village died—that’s also a huge problem," an elder muttered anxiously.
Everyone knew the Elves’ ways. Even if they were just passing through, the village would never escape unscathed, let alone after an incident like today.
Such abnormality would seem highly suspicious to anyone, yet they had no way to prove they hadn’t talked. Even the villagers themselves suspected—some of those women must have told the Elves what they wanted to know.
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