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  Chapter 0: A Fortune Teller Cannot See Their Own Future
Those Who See the Future. There's always a cliché for those with prophecy or precognition abilities.

Either they can see others' futures but not their own.

Or they can see it, but no matter what they do, they cannot escape that fate.

Personally, I find the latter a bit more frightening.

The former just means living under the same conditions as everyone else, so there's nothing particularly scary about it,

But the latter means that even if you know what's going to happen to you, you have no choice but to sit quietly and submit to that fate.

That's why I find the latter more terrifying.

Is there anything more frightening than a life where you cannot change the future you've seen?


  *

-Drip, drip

"What's wrong? Is there some problem?"

"Ah, n-nothing..."

I averted my eyes from the woman with the puzzled expression and broke into a cold sweat.

'W-What am I supposed to do about this?'

How could I possibly tell her?

That in the future I saw for her, I was restrained by my limbs and pinned beneath her.
Chapter 1: Prologue - Wait, This Isn’t Right (1)
-Thud, thud

'Haah..'

I sighed inwardly as I looked at the ominous buildings before me.

I really didn't want to come here.

Even though I've been living as a Fortune Teller treated like a practitioner of Sorcery, a Sorcerer, and endured all kinds of hardships, this was the one place I truly didn't want to visit.

To think that I'd end up at the Demonic Cult of all places.

'I just wanted to live quietly..'

How did it come to this?

I've read some novels, but I never sent a 4700-character note to an author, never fought in the comments, and don't have any thousand-chapter novels that only I've read.

I didn't even read many martial arts novels. The Chinese characters were too difficult.

'I don't even know if this is a novel world or not.'

Just a small lament from someone who suddenly found himself transmigrated into a martial arts world.

If I was going to transmigrate anyway, how nice it would have been if it were a modern fantasy power fantasy.

I would have loved to coast through life with a Status Window.

The body I possessed wasn't blessed with a Status Window or a Fateful Encounter—it couldn't even meet average standards.

With a small build and frail appearance, there wasn't a single positive attribute for surviving in the Martial World where one's neck could easily be severed during a dispute at an Inn.

To make matters worse, my Dantian was damaged from some accident, preventing me from learning even the basic Three Essence Heart Cultivation Technique.

It was truly heartbreaking to come to a martial arts world only to be unable to learn martial arts. I once ignored my Master's warnings and recited the Mantra of a Heart Cultivation Technique, only to end up spewing blood from every orifice in my body. Since then, I haven't dared to even look at martial arts.

If you're wondering how I've survived until now with this weak body and inability to learn martial arts, it was largely thanks to my Master.

[Oh my, what an interesting child. To have such distorted Mind, Qi, and Body without being a martial artist who has reached a bottleneck. Would you perhaps like to come with I?]

In the early days after my possession, I had nothing and was just sucking my fingers in a Back Alley. With only a few bowls of Thin Noodles that I could afford from money earned through life-threatening begging—that's when I met my Master.

[I cannot promise you that you will possess the world or that the entire Martial World will be at your feet, but at the very least, I will ensure you do not go hungry.]

I was withering away day by day, having rejected offers to sell my body at a Brothel run by thugs, so I immediately accepted my Master's proposal.

And after that...

'So much has happened.'

So much that I couldn't possibly explain it all right now.

While I was lost in reminiscence with a complicated look in my eyes, a man who appeared to be a martial artist approached.

"Are you that Fortune Teller?"

"If there's only one Fortune Teller summoned by the Divine Cult today, then that would be me, My Lord." [TL] The Demonic Cult consider themselves to be a Divine Cult. A common trope.[/TL]

Though I was seeing this man for the first time, the emotion he directed at me was a very familiar kind.

Contempt, dismissal.

At first, it used to hurt a little, but now it doesn't bother me at all.

'Whether people despise me or not, I've survived until now with this ability.'

I'm willing to kneel.

I'm willing to beg pathetically.

I'll even lick their boots if they want. As long as I can survive.

This is how I've survived in this blood-soaked world until now.

But I can't reveal these thoughts.

For a Sorcerer to reveal their true feelings is equivalent to giving up on life.

"Your bearing seems familiar. May I dare ask for your name, My Lord?"

"..I have no name to reveal to you."

"Oh my... I apologize for my rudeness."

I was being dismissed, but I wasn't particularly curious about his name either.

I don't really think that a man who comes to escort a Sorcerer like me in the Demonic Cult, which values strength above all, would actually be someone who makes his name known in the Martial World.

It's just important to plant this impression.

I am a servile person.

I am someone you don't even need to pay attention to.

There are occasional exceptions, but most martial artists put me out of their minds when I act this way.

The emotion emanating from the man was of that variety.

It was abundantly clear that he really disliked me but was doing this because he had no choice.

"Before you follow me, put this over your eyes."

The man handed me a cloth.

Ah. So they won't show me the inner structure of the building?

I was secretly curious about what the Demonic Cult looked like, but refusing this would be equivalent to offering up my neck, so I obediently wrapped the cloth around my eyes.

"I've put it on. Is this sufficient?"

"..Your face is obscured by the Cloak you're wearing, so remove it for a moment."

"I apologize for speaking up, but that would be difficult. For a Sorcerer, one's true appearance is as precious as life itself."

"Are you, an outsider, refusing to cover your eyes before entering our cult?"

-Shing

True to his martial artist nature, the sound of a sword being drawn came from the man after just one refusal.

The man was emanating an aura as if he would slice through the Cloak—or rather, the Mantle—covering my entire body at any moment.

"I stake the Sword Empress's honor on it."

"..."

"I believe you're aware that the Sword Empress owes me a life debt. This was permitted as compensation for that, so if it's discovered that I haven't covered my eyes with the cloth, you may cut me down and demand retribution from the Sword Empress. Wouldn't that be beneficial for the Divine Cult as well?"

The Sword Empress of the Mount Hua Sect.

For me, she's both a source of gratitude and inconvenience.

I happened to give her a reading that somehow ended up resolving an issue related to her life, so I've earned a debt from her.

But conversely, this spread throughout the Central Plains as a rumor, causing even the Demonic Cult to take interest in me like this.

For someone like me who just wanted to live quietly, this couldn't be more disastrous.

But I couldn't refuse an invitation from the Demonic Cult either, not knowing what they might do to me.

"What will you do?"

"..Follow me."

Though he didn't say anything specific, the man seemed to like my response.

I could hear the sound of the man walking.

Wait, hold on.

"Since my eyes are covered, shouldn't you hold and guide me? I haven't learned martial arts, so I can't walk without seeing."

"..."

The man sighed and began to pull me by the arm.

Still, being a martial artist, he seemed to understand the body well, properly adjusting my balance so I wouldn't fall despite not being able to see.

"By the way, may I ask who has summoned me?"

"..."

Wow, he's not answering this either.

He should at least tell me who I'm reading fortunes for.

"You'll naturally find out when we get there."

"..I understand."

Fuck, isn't that obvious?

Of course I'll know when I get there, what else would happen?

..That's what I thought, but naturally, I couldn't say it out loud.

We walked for quite some time like that.

With my eyes covered, I couldn't sense time well, but judging by how much my feet hurt, we must have walked quite far.

From my perspective, the more we walked, the more anxious I became.

Walking farther meant being deeper inside the Demonic Cult.

And the deeper we went, the more likely it was that the person was high-ranking and dangerous.

After walking for a long time, the man finally stopped.

"We've arrived. You may remove the cloth."

I hurriedly removed the cloth at the man's words.

I had been constantly worried that these lunatics might imprison me somewhere deep inside, but fortunately, it wasn't a prison.

Rather, it was a place with an extremely luxurious exterior.

I've been to many places, but locations with such luxurious interiors were rare.

The Sword Empress's residence, perhaps because she was a Daoist of the Mount Hua Sect, looked quite modest despite her name.

"Let me warn you in advance, if you show any disrespect before that person, my sword will not forgive you."

This would have been intimidating in the past, but now it was honestly cliché.

I made a Baoquan Salutation to indicate that I understood, and the man stood at the door and spoke.

"I have brought the Fortune Teller you mentioned, Cult Leader."

Ah, so the Cult Leader summoned me.

The Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult would be...

Wait, fuck, hold on

"Enter."

No, fuck, wait a minute

Really, the Cult Leader?

If it's the Cult Leader, isn't that the Heavenly Demon?

No, seriously, wait, this can't be right

At most I expected a Squad Leader, or at the highest, an Elder, but why would the Heavenly Demon summon me?

"..."

As my mind became chaotic and my face turned pale, the door opened, revealing the scene inside the room.

I could see a woman in black martial attire sitting cross-legged with her back turned toward us.

"Well done, Black Wind Squad Leader. You may leave now."

"Understood."

The man who brought me here responded to the woman's words.

Wait, this person was a Squad Leader? I thought he was a low-ranking member.

-Click

The man pushed me into the room and disappeared, closing the door.

Get a grip, Dan Yooseong.

Even in a tiger's den, you can survive if you keep your wits about you.

It's no different, except that the opponent can kill a hundred tigers with just one finger.

"Are you nervous?"

While my body was frozen, the Heavenly Demon turned around and addressed me.

I had heard about her, but she truly was a beautiful woman.

Among the women I'd seen since coming to this world, my Master and the Sword Empress were the most beautiful, but now I could add one more to that list.

"..This humble Fortune Teller greets the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"Ah. It's alright. I have no intention of forcing someone who isn't even a member of our cult to address me as Cult Leader."

Should I call this kindness?

'No, don't be fooled.'

She's a monstrous woman who single-handedly slaughtered 3,200 members of the Blood Cult in the war 20 years ago.

It happened before I was possessed into this world, but I'm not unaware of how monstrous that feat was.

Moreover, since it happened 20 years ago, she must be much stronger now.

There's a reason why the Martial Alliance keeps talking about the Demonic Cult but can't subjugate them.

"Then... may I call you the Sky of the Divine Cult?"

Sky of the Divine Cult.

A title I barely managed to squeeze out of my brain.

In that short time, numerous candidates came and went as I tried to figure out how not to offend this woman, and this was the last candidate that remained.

"Sky of the Divine Cult.."

The Heavenly Demon tapped her arm with her fingertips.

-Gulp

Tensing inwardly in case of a negative reaction,

"Not a bad ring to it."

'Phew.'

I could finally relax when her lips parted.
Chapter 2: Prologue - Wait, This Isn’t Right (2)
"I believe you already know why I've summoned you."

"..This humble one is of lowly status, with nothing to boast about except the minor talent of fortune-telling. If you would tell me what you desire, I'll try to demonstrate my skill, but... since this involves reading Heavenly Secrets..."

"You mean I should keep in mind that it falls under Leakage of Heavenly Secrets, so there's a possibility it might not actually happen?"

"..I apologize."

It can't be helped.

This applies not just to me but to other Daoists and Spirit Beasts as well.

Unless one has already achieved Ascension and become an Immortal, it's impossible for precognition to be completely accurate within the human realm.

In fact, I've been wrong many times. It's just that the truly important predictions happened to be accurate, which spread my reputation as being remarkably skilled.

"There's no need to worry so much. I wasn't planning to blindly believe your words anyway. I merely summoned you out of curiosity because rumors about a skilled Fortune Teller have been spreading throughout the Martial World lately."

"..That's too generous an assessment."

I want to cry.

If I'd known this would happen, I should have just stuck to reading general Fortune or Love Fortune instead of wandering around and spreading these kinds of rumors.

"So then... exactly what kind of reading would you like? Should I look into the future of the Divine Cult?"

"Yes, that would be fine."

"..I understand."

.
.
.

"I have the results.."

I spoke while gathering up the eight Wooden Tablets spread on the floor.

Explaining the principles of fortune-telling or the Eight Trigrams would be difficult and tiresome, so I'll just skip over that.

"What did you see?"

"I didn't see any particular danger. At least, it seems the plan you're currently considering will be resolved without major risk."

"..Is that all?"

The Heavenly Demon's brow furrowed.

This is always troublesome.

They ask for a fortune, but when I tell them "There's no problem. You'll be fine continuing as you are," they complain that there must be more to it.

Of course, with my experience of survival, I don't just leave it at that.

"If you happen to be sending many people somewhere, send twenty more people than planned."

In this Land of Blood and Iron, if you want to survive without any martial power, you need to know how to use your mouth.

In truth, I have no idea what that statement means.

That's right. I'm just making it up.

What if I get caught?

Don't worry. Even fellow practitioners wouldn't be able to tell.

-Gulp

'Don't tremble don't tremble don't tremble don't tremble.'

I was holding my breath, watching the Heavenly Demon's reaction.

Surely, even if my opponent is the Heavenly Demon, she won't be able to see through this.

As long as I don't show any signs.

"Somewhere... Can you be a bit more specific?"

"The more I speak, the more Heavenly Secrets I leak. I'll only say that I foresee a place where much blood will be spilled. I cannot speak more specifically, as doing so might render my words meaningless. I ask for your understanding, Sky of the Divine Cult."[TL]The word for sky here is "하늘" which can also mean Heavens and is so much cooler, but it is the less common way to translate it, so... Sadge.[/TL]

"Hmm.."

The Heavenly Demon tapped her arm with her finger.

I was extremely nervous inside, but thanks to the Mantle covering my entire body, it probably didn't show.

This Mantle isn't an ordinary item, after all.

The problem is that I'm not confident it will work on the Heavenly Demon.

"Very well. I'll keep it in mind."

'Phew.'

Fortunately, she seemed to be deceiv—I mean, persuaded.

"Well done. You must be tired from coming such a long way. I've instructed that you be generously compensated."

"Ah, n-no. It's fine. I didn't do much, and if I receive too much, I'll face Divine Punishment."

"Nonsense. One should always be repaid for what they provide. There's no need to decline."

..Maybe she's a better person than I thought.

You should meet the people who try to haggle down the price, saying how easy it is to just tell a fortune, or those who claim that since it's for justice, I shouldn't expect payment at all.

"..It would be impolite to refuse too much, so I'll accept despite my reservations."

I made a Baoquan Salutation and expressed my sincere gratitude.

Honestly, I had suffered greatly coming all the way here, and I was extremely worried that the Demonic Cult might just chase me away without giving me anything.

"By the way, if you don't mind, may I ask one more favor?"

"..Please, ask anything."

A customer who pays well is king.

How could I refuse a king's request?

"This Lady has a fondness for the Alcohol Dao. If you're amenable, I'd like to offer you a drink as well."

"..Alcohol, you say?"

"I've heard that you're quite renowned as a Heavy Drinker in the Central Plains... Or am I mistaken?"

Alcohol. Of course I like it.

Especially expensive alcohol.

It was one of the few pleasures I could enjoy in this world without internet.

'The Heavenly Demon's alcohol...?'

This is alcohol offered by none other than the Heavenly Demon.

It can't possibly be the cheap stuff they sell at Inns.

-Gulp

Once when I went to the Martial Alliance, I somehow got to taste alcohol that would cost hundreds of taels of gold per bottle, and afterward, I couldn't bring myself to drink the cheap stuff sold at Inns for quite some time.

'Hmm...'

I'm conflicted.

The alcohol is tempting, but my opponent is the Heavenly Demon. It's unavoidable to worry that I might be dragged to Prison if I say something wrong while drinking.

But asking for just the alcohol would make my intentions too obvious...

"Our cult has many kinds of alcohol that you likely haven't tasted in the Central Plains. Have you ever tried alcohol from the Western Regions?"

"Western Regions alcohol...?"

'Could it be wine?'

After entering the Martial World and developing a taste for alcohol, I had tried to find wine, but it wasn't easy, so I gave up.

But the Demonic Cult has wine?

"I happened to acquire some by chance. But the Elders tried it a few times and it wasn't to their taste. What good is precious alcohol if those drinking it can't properly appreciate it? Even the most valuable alcohol is worse than a cup of Plain Water to someone who can't appreciate its flavor."

"Your words are most wise."

Rather than having someone steal a taste out of curiosity, only to make all sorts of grimaces while forcing it down, it's better to just tell them to drink water.

I completely agreed with that sentiment.

"You seem interested in Western Regions alcohol?"

"Long ago, I had the opportunity to taste some from my Master. I really liked it, but I had no way to obtain Western Regions alcohol myself..."

"Then this is perfect timing."

For reference, of course, my Master never gave me anything like wine.

She's a native of the Central Plains, so where would she get wine?

I was just making it up based on my memories from the modern world.

"There's an old saying that nothing breaks down barriers between people and brings them closer like alcohol. Shall we share some Truths Revealed in Drunkenness?"

"It would be my honor, Sky of the Divine Cult."


  *

"Oh my, what are you doing with Self-Pouring? Put that bottle down at once."

"The alcohol tastes so good that I did it without thinking. Please forgive my rudeness."

"Hmph, I'll forgive you this time, but don't do it again."

My head is spinning.

I've really drunk a lot.

The only food was a few Meatballs, but the alcohol tasted too good.

"Puha-!"

"Oh my, how bold. You still have the capacity to drink that in one go. And I understand you haven't learned martial arts."

"Hehe, believe it or not, I've won Drinking Contests against Peak Masters."

"Peak Masters, you say?"

"..."

"Don't worry, I'm just joking."

My eyelids are starting to feel heavy.

If there's one thing I'm confident in, it's drinking, but it's still impossible to beat a real martial artist.

She seems to have drunk more than twice what I did, but far from being drunk, she only has a slight flush on her cheeks.

From what I can tell, even that slight intoxication is deliberate, and if she wanted, she could instantly dispel that slight tipsiness.

"By the way, that Cloak of yours is quite remarkable. No matter how your posture shifts, your face inside remains completely hidden. Truly a Supernatural Phenomenon."

From my perspective, both martial arts and this Mantle are equally supernatural, but it seems the people of the Central Plains don't see it that way.

They take martial arts and Formations for granted, yet find things like this fascinating.

"You can think of it as a type of Formation."

"Hmm... A Formation that can even deceive my eyes..."

"..Please don't be angry. It was very difficult to obtain."

"Well, you must have your own Secret Techniques. I won't pry."

"Thank you..."

"But why do you go to such lengths to hide your true appearance?"

This is a question I've been asked so many times.

Now I have to think about what answers I've given before responding.

"My face is hideous."

"..?"

"They say it looks like Meju that fell from a Rooftop. Some have even asked if my parents abandoned me because I was so ugly." [TL]Meju is fermented soybean, google it.[/TL]

"..I see."

"Well, being born this way must be the will of the Gods of Heaven and Earth. What does appearance matter? I eat well, earn well, and spend well, so isn't this a life to be envied?"

"You're quite positive. It must be an unpleasant memory."

It's not a lie. I've actually heard such things.

"Sky of the Divine Cult, Fortune Tellers like me always live enjoying the present. We can see others' futures but not our own, so we don't prepare for the distant future and only look at the near future or present."

"Oh?"

"For example. Let's say I read someone's fortune at a Tavern, and because of that, they avoided drinking from a poisoned cup. I jingle the money I received from the Man and smile contentedly as I prepare my own drink. And I have no way of knowing whether my cup contains poison or not."

"So you can save others' lives but not your own."

"That's right. If we were to be conscious of the future, we'd have to be aware of death at every moment. We'd have to consider whether our meals contain poison, whether the martial artist walking down the street will plunge their blade into our necks, or whether a passing child might suddenly stab us in the stomach."

"..That sounds like a difficult life."

"That's why we live in the present. It might seem foolish to others, but this is how I live. I don't save money either. Who knows if someone will stab my neck and steal my money the next day? I blow it all on alcohol and Gambling at the Tavern the same day I earn it."

"..."

"..That's what my Master taught me, but since I'm still someone who wants to live a bit longer, I do make some preparations."

"Pfft!"

The Heavenly Demon burst into laughter.

It wasn't the gentle smile she had been wearing, but a sudden explosion of laughter.

"Did you find that amusing?"

"Hahaha... When you suddenly show such a human side in the middle of a serious conversation, it's quite endearing."

"Well, what else would I be but human? Surely not some kind of monster."

Heavy topics are unwelcome in a drinking setting.

Life is barely enjoyable enough as it is, so why bring up heavy topics?

I don't like that.


  *

The drinking session was coming to an end, and it was about time to prepare to leave.

I wasn't sure if I could make it back safely in this state, but I still preferred that to spending the night at the Demonic Cult.

Although I had become somewhat closer to her through our drunken conversation, my fear of the Demonic Cult hadn't completely disappeared.

"Are you about to leave?"

"Yes. I have another place I need to go to."

"That's a shame. I thought I had found a good drinking companion."

I was a bit disappointed too.

It's not easy to find a client who pays well, offers drinks, and provides companionship while drinking.

"Since I'm disappointed too, let me offer you a service."

"A service...?"

"Ah. It's like a bonus to encourage you to call for me again."

"Oh? Are you going to give me another reading?"

"This is a popular reading in the Central Plains. I think the Sky of the Divine Cult will like it too."

"Aren't you curious about your fated partner?"
Chapter 3: Prologue - Fated Partner
"Oh... Fated partner... You mean a Companion?"

"Not necessarily just a Companion. Sometimes it could be a Close friend to share your life with, a Lord to serve, or a Comrade to fight back-to-back with. These kinds of people can appear too. Still, more than half the time, it turns out to be a Companion."

"That's quite intriguing."

Well, let's not mention how many couples have broken up after coming for a reading and finding out they weren't fated partners.

"In this case, I won't be able to know the Personal information exactly. I can only describe their Appearance, Characteristics, and the location I see in the Future. If you ask exactly who it is, that would be difficult, as I don't know either."

"Your ability has quite a lot of restrictions."

"Well, did you think reading the Future would be such an easy task?"

While responding to the Heavenly Demon, I pulled out an Orb about the size of my fist from my clothes.

This is essentially the most important item when fortune-telling.

While Wooden Tablets and other items can be replaced somehow, this is irreplaceable.

"Ah. And if it's not too presumptuous, could I have a strand of your hair?"

"Here."

"Please wait a moment.."

-Woong

When I placed the hair on the Orb and activated it, it began to emit light.

"..A Night-glowing pearl?"

"No."

This is why I don't often take it out.

Night-glowing pearls are extremely expensive in the Martial World.

Especially before I became famous, I had to keep it hidden and use it secretly, which was quite troublesome.

Surely the Heavenly Demon wouldn't covet a mere fist-sized Night-glowing pearl.

She must have piles of them in the Demonic Cult's underground storage.

-Woooong

The Orb began to emit light and release energy.

An energy different from internal energy. I just call it Heavenly Secret.

A thin, barely visible energy stretched down from the clouds above to this small Orb, creating a small vortex inside.

"Then... let me take a look.."

As I felt my consciousness being pulled into the Orb, I closed my eyes.


  *

-Chirp chirp

The surrounding scenery was quite peaceful.

I could see a Mansion with a Garden where flowers were blooming beautifully and sunlight was streaming down.

[Judging by the warm breeze and blooming flowers, it seems to be spring. I can see a beautiful Mansion.]

[A Mansion..]

Come to think of it, does the Heavenly Demon have a separate house?

I'm curious but decided not to ask.

For martial artists, matters of residence are quite important.

"I'll continue looking around. We have plenty of time."

I moved my newly created body in this space into the Mansion.

This space is a kind of virtual realm created by Heavenly Secrets.

Here, I am invisible and imperceptible to other beings.

You could say I'm in a ghost-like state.

As I entered the Mansion, I heard voices.

Following the voices, I found four children who resembled the Heavenly Demon fighting.

"Soa! Did you eat the Sweets hidden in the teacup?!"

"N-No, it wasn't me! Jeongun Orabeoni did it!"

"Why are you suddenly blaming me?!"

"Oppas, don't fight..."

'...'

Even if they're the Heavenly Demon's children, siblings will be siblings.

They're surprisingly normal siblings, I thought.

"Yeah, I ate them. What are you going to do about it?"

"Eek..! Come to the Training grounds! I'll get my revenge from last time!"

'They really are her children.'

How should I put it?

The way she raises her children is very Heavenly Demon-like.

[You have two sons and two daughters. You seem to have a good marriage.]

[Oh? This Lady having a family... quite an interesting future. What kind of Man would...]

Now that I think about it, I am curious.

What kind of Man could possibly start a family with the Heavenly Demon?

And to have four children, their relationship must be quite something.

'Whoever you are, please don't have marital fights..'

If they ever have a marital dispute, it might turn the Central Plains upside down.

I can only pray for peace.

[Now I'll look for that Man.]

[Yes. This Lady is curious too.]

Leaving the children behind, I started exploring the Mansion.

-Boom!

While searching the Mansion, a vibration reached where I was.

Given that it keeps continuing, it must be the sparring session they mentioned earlier.

'..They must be stronger than me.'

While having such idle thoughts, I continued searching the Mansion, but strangely, while I could see the children's rooms and the Heavenly Demon's room, I couldn't find the husband's room.

'Is he someone who doesn't stay home much?'

It seems unlikely they have a bad relationship, given they have four children.

Or there's the possibility that they had a good relationship but separated for some reason, but this space was created to find the Heavenly Demon's fated partner.

Even if the fated partner isn't the husband, they must exist somewhere in this space.

[Haven't you found them yet?]

[..It's a bit difficult.]

[Hmm..]

Even from outside, I could sense a bit of impatience in the Heavenly Demon's voice.

In this case, I have no choice.

It's a bit wasteful, but I have to use it.

'This is quite difficult to make.'

I searched my clothes and took out a Talisman.

In this Orb space, there was an abundance of Heavenly Secret energy to activate the Talisman.

After infusing it with energy and throwing it, the Talisman began flying in one direction.

[I think I'll be able to find them soon.]

I told the Heavenly Demon as I hurriedly followed the Talisman.

The Talisman led to none other than the Heavenly Demon's room.

That room where I had confirmed no one was present earlier.

'Is there something inside?'

Following the Talisman into the room, it flew behind the bookshelf.

It seemed there was a secret space behind it.

Being in a ghost-like state, I passed through the bookshelf and found stairs leading underground.

'...'

-Gulp

This felt ominous.

This wasn't normal.

Why do we need to go underground to find a fated partner?

Are they some notorious criminal who needs to live in hiding?

[Please... please wait a moment.]

I've been to battlefields in this space several times before, but this was a first.

'Underground? Why?' [TL]Basement Ending...[/TL]

Though instinct told me not to walk down these visually uninviting stairs, I had no choice.

I couldn't just leave without finding anything.

Let's just go in with eyes shut tight and check.

It might turn out to be nothing unusual.

'Hah.. calm down.'

After trying to comfort myself and walking down the stairs for a while, I encountered another heavily locked door blocking the way.

I could pass through, but if it were someone else, they would have had to turn back here.

No, rather, is this really just to keep outsiders out?

'It would be hard to get out from inside too..'

..An ominous thought crossed my mind, but I deliberately ignored it and continued walking.

After passing through several more locks, I finally discovered something.

The figure of a person firmly bound by chains thicker than their own limbs.

'..Ugh.'

I've seen all sorts of things, but this was a different kind of revolting.

She seemed normal enough, how could she do something like this?

'Hah..'

The only consolation was that this was just a virtual space.

Whoever that Man is, I hoped this future would never come to pass.

And though I'm sorry I can't help, I have my own circumstances, so I need to check their face.

'Excuse me for a moment..'

As I approached the Man, he began trembling violently.

'...?'

He shouldn't be able to sense me?

Is it my imagination?

"Ah.. ugh.."

A severely cracked voice emerged from the Man's mouth.

No, it was more like a groan that could barely be called a voice.

Suppressing the emotions welling up inside, I carefully checked the Man's face

-Boom!

"Huk..! Heok..!"

I had to step back in shock.

Though it was dark and hard to see clearly, the Man's face was very familiar.

It was none other than my own.

-Clank Clank!

"Ugh.. Ughhh.."

The Man.

No, 'I' was looking straight at me while flailing my chained arms.

I was terrified.

It was hard to look.

The hair was disheveled, the body was emaciated, and the skin was as pale as if it had never seen sunlight.

'What?! What is this?!'

Why am I here?!

Why am 'I' in such a state here?!

Am I the Heavenly Demon's fated partner?

To end up like this?

"Wh-What do you want from me?"

"Ahh.. Ahhhhh.."

'I' was crying.

And my mouth, unable to pronounce words properly, was opening and closing.

"R-Run.. away..?"

"Ugh! Ughhhhh!"

"Is that right..?"

'I' nodded frantically.

But run away?

Why?

In this space, I'm...

-Shiver!

At that moment, goosebumps covered my entire body.

Something was coming down from above.

Though I should be invincible in this space, immune to any effects, that belief was shaking up.

-Tremble tremble tremble tremble

My body was shaking and wouldn't move.

I absolutely couldn't lift my feet.

As 'something' approached moment by moment, an immense sense of terror was crawling up my body in real-time.

"Ugh! Ughhhhh!!"

'I' was desperately waving my arms, trying to say something, but

I couldn't understand what it meant.

And as that 'something' approached the final door

As the final door opened

-Whoosh!

"Heok..! Heok..! Huk..!"

"Are you alright? Your face turned so pale, I touched you... did I make a mistake?"

The Heavenly Demon's face appeared before me.

My body was still trembling.

.
.
.

"Have you calmed down?"

"Y-Yes. I apologize for showing such an unsightly appearance."

"Nonsense. Reading Heavenly Secrets can't be easy. There's no need to apologize."

I was still trying to catch my breath with my hand on my still-pounding heart.

And then I heard words that made my mind go blank.

"So, did you see my husband's appearance?"

"Ah..."

My mouth opened stupidly and my mind turned completely white, unable to think.

I remembered my imprisoned self underground.

Now that I think about it, while all four children resembled the Heavenly Demon, they also had traces of my features.

"Ahh.."

When I couldn't think of anything

My mouth moved ahead of thought, driven by pure instinct.

"He was a tall and handsome Man. He had long white hair, and his body was well-muscled, suggesting he practiced martial arts."

I described features completely different from my own.

"Hmm.. white hair... perhaps from the North Sea Ice Palace..."

"I-I only described his appearance."

Sorry, Ice Palace.

I need to survive first.

I swear I didn't mean to involve you.

.
.
.

Afterward, the Heavenly Demon, sensing my poor condition, let me leave quickly.

And as I later found out.

This was when my life really started going wrong.
Chapter 4: Volume 1 - Successful Escape?
It's been 10 years since I was Transmigrated into this damn martial arts world.

"..Master, couldn't you at least remove your undergarments yourself?"

"Too bothersome."

"Hah.."

I was rolling around under an eccentric Master.

Others might envy me if they saw this.

After all, it's not often one gets the chance to touch the undergarments of a Beauty that could topple a nation—a description that doesn't do justice to my Master's appearance.

But that's only fun for a day or two.

"Master... I'm a man too... Don't you have even the slightest sense of feminine modesty?"

"Oh? Are you seeing This Lady as a woman?"

"That's not what I meant.."

She may look beautiful, but she has no feminine charm in any other aspect.

Can't cook properly by herself, can't do laundry, has an eccentric personality, and won't even show signs of waking up when the sun is high in the sky...

Seeing someone like this for 10 years would cool even a thousand years of love.

-Splash splash

"Just forget it. I've said this over a hundred times by now, what's the point of saying it again? You won't listen anyway."

"You know me well."

Am I a Disciple or a housekeeper?

It's common sense in this world for disciples to take care of their masters, but even so, being this defenseless around someone of the opposite sex...

At least I'm not starving as originally promised, but my losses are too great.

-Glance

[image: Master.jpg]
Central Plains style clothing with a perfect blend of red and white

Golden hair flowing abundantly, shining brilliantly in the sunlight entering the floor

A figure that would put to shame most Western women I'd seen through monitors in my past life.

'My standards have gotten unnecessarily high.'

After seeing such a woman for 10 years, I'm worried about my future.

I probably won't be satisfied with ordinary women anymore.

"By the way, Master. I have something to ask."

"What is it?"

"When can I start Descending the mountain?"

It's been 10 years.

Enough time for mountains and rivers to change.

I've already reached Coming-of-age, isn't it time to venture into the Martial world?

"Nonsense! You still don't understand how frightening the outside world is!"

"I know that, but..."

Though I barely read martial arts novels before being Transmigrated, I know it's not an ordinary dangerous world.

A place where your neck could fly off if you get into the wrong argument.

A place where you could become crippled just by getting caught in a fight between martial artists, even if you weren't involved.

I know it's a brutal place, but.

"I can't stay in the mountains forever."

There's no fun living like this.

If I were at least training in martial arts in these mountains, I could endure with the hope of a brilliant life waiting outside

But with something as vague as Astrology, I don't even have that kind of patience.

It doesn't even feel like I'm achieving anything.

What's the point of fortune-telling in the mountains?

At best, I can only predict what meat we might eat tomorrow.

"..Do you hate these mountains so much?"

"I wouldn't say I hate it, but it's boring and tedious. Life isn't very interesting, you could say."

For someone who used to enjoy worldwide entertainment through the internet on Earth, this mountain life was tedium itself.

"Rather than growing old and dying in the mountains, I want to enjoy life in the Martial World even if it's dangerous. I want to meet people, drink alcohol, travel around, and taste delicious food from the secular world."

"..Wait just 3 years, just 3 years. After that, I'll take you to the outside world."

"Didn't you say the same thing last time, only to come back up after three days?"

"Tsk.. When did that obedient child I first brought grow up to be like this."

Though this day passed quietly like this,

My yearning for the outside world continued to grow.

.
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One day, Master made a sudden announcement.

"I'm going into Secluded training."

"..What?"

Secluded training.

Locking oneself away, isolated from the outside world, focusing on training while surviving on Fasting Pills.

Master suddenly says she's going to do this.

"So suddenly?"

"It's about time."

"H-How long?"

"At most 3 years. At least 30 months, I expect."

Two and a half to three years.

Quite a long time.

"..Then what about me?"

"You'll wait, of course. As my Disciple."

Wait alone for three years?

In these mountains with nothing?

"..."

I won't starve to death since we have crops growing, but without Master, I won't be able to eat meat during that time.

To spend three years eating nothing but grass

I'm not a Daoist.

How does this make any...

'Wait a minute.'

Isn't this

A chance to escape?

"I will earnestly pray for your successful attainment and wait here."

I immediately prostrated myself.

"Please don't worry about me at all and focus only on your training. I'm already of age, so living alone is nothing."

"Why do you look so happy?"

"How could I, as your Disciple, not be happy that you're about to achieve what you've been wanting?"

"..You don't have any other intentions, do you?"

"Haha, where would I go, leaving Master alone? I'm not such an ungrateful person who would betray someone who has fed and raised me for 10 years. Besides, you know I couldn't leave even a scratch on your precious body even if I wanted to."

Master was a strange person.

She brought me in saying my distorted Mind, Qi, Body were interesting, and I thought she might teach me martial arts, but what she taught me was Astrology—the art of receiving heaven's energy and peeking at its records.

A Bewitching art somewhere between Following the will of heaven and Going against the will of heaven.

[Favorably speaking, it's receiving heaven's energy; unfavorably speaking, it's daringly peeking at heaven's records—truly a Bewitching art.]

It sounds nice to say I can see the Future, but honestly, it's not a good skill for surviving in this Land of Blood and Iron.

I can't see my own future, and I have no way to deal with even a normal person with a sword.

Though I begged and pleaded to learn how to write a few Talismans, even that isn't very helpful.

I can write Talismans that ward off misfortune and bring luck, but unlike Daoists, I can't do things like fold the earth or create wind.

The only thing I can use to protect myself now is... reduced stamina consumption while running?

Useful for running away, at least.

Anyway, while I, the Disciple, was in such a pathetic state, Master was different.

Though she usually lay around, when she occasionally went out, she would disappear without a trace and return with several caught beasts, so she was definitely not ordinary.

At first, I thought she might be a Daoist, but I decided someone like her couldn't be one

Now I just think she's a martial artist in seclusion.

"..Alright. Though you'll be lonely by yourself, I hope you can endure just a little longer. I'll be back soon."

"It's fine. Time will pass quickly as I water the crops. Haven't 10 years already passed? Three years will go by quickly, Master."

"I'm grateful you think that way."

Master patted my shoulder.

"Do you see that tree? You planted it when you were seven, and now it's grown so tall it towers over you. Back then, it barely reached your knees."

"...It will probably bear fruit by the time you come out, Master."

"Has so much time passed already.."

10 years.

Enough time for my memories of Earth to become distant.

I spent most of that time with Master.

"After I come out..."

"Master, please don't say what comes after. It invites misfortune."

"...You're truly my Disciple until the very end."

When I stopped her from raising a flag, Master pulled me into an embrace and rested her head on my shoulder.

-Squeeze

"..."

"..."

After embracing silently for a long while, I headed to the kitchen to prepare one last meal for her.

And when I came out with the prepared meal,

Master's room was tightly sealed with dozens of sacred ropes and Talismans.

'..3 years.'

It's a long time if you think it's long, and a short time if you think it's short.

I've lived like this for 10 years already, so waiting another 3 years wouldn't be so bad, right?

It might be a bit lonely without anyone to talk to, but

Though I always complained about her eccentric personality, there must have been affection for me in a corner of her heart.

Scolding me when the rice was slightly burnt

Scolding me when stains weren't completely removed

Scolding me when the meat wasn't fully cooked

Hiding the Sweets she bought during rare trips outside, only to eat 80% of them herself

Criticizing me when I failed at Astrology, asking if I couldn't even do that properly

And sexually harassing me whenever she was bored...

'Let's leave.'

Pah, whatever.

Live well and eat well.

I'm going to live outside.

.
.
.

"Hmm!"

I double-checked my preparations for going outside and tied up my bundle.

Over my inner clothes, a huge Mantle covered my body and face.

[Master! Look at this! Can you see my face?]

[What a mysterious item. Where do you keep getting such artifacts?]

It was a Mantle that was really difficult to obtain.

I invested more than half of these 10 years into it, after all.

But even the finest item is meaningless if not used.

Finally, this Mantle will show its true worth.

Surely no one would carelessly pick a fight with someone wearing such a suspicious Mantle.

"Well then, Master. This unworthy Disciple will go sightseeing for a while."

-Tap tap tap!

I moved my legs quickly, worried she might follow.

New lands.

New people.

Food, alcohol, entertainment.

Many experiences I hadn't had before were waiting for me.

This is how my journey into the Martial World began.

.
.
.

"Is anyone here?"

In the mountain dwelling where no presence could be felt except for the tightly closed door after Yooseong left.

A merchant stood there with a cart full of goods.

"Is this not the place?"

The Man put down his cart for a moment and took out a map from his clothes.

Recently, a Beauty that could topple a nation had suddenly appeared and given him an ornament while making a request.

[I'm about to enter Secluded training, and I'm worried about my Disciple being left alone. The grains are fine, but please bring meat and Sweets periodically to these mountains.]

The woman was extremely beautiful, but the ornament she offered was no less impressive.

It was clearly worth at least dozens of gold taels if sold.

[He seems to like beef the most, and for Sweets, he likes Jeonbyeong. When I saw him before, he seemed to quite enjoy Tanghulu too... If there's money left, it would be nice to bring him books so he won't be lonely. He seems interested in the world, so books about various regions would be good.] [TL] Jeonbyeong is a Korean pancake-like snack [/TL]

[But... I've heard rumors about dangerous beasts in those mountains...]

[You'll be fine if you follow this map. I've cleared it in advance, so not even a single beast will dare approach for the next 3 years.]

Though she seemed cold at first glance, she clearly cared deeply for her Disciple.

Indeed, he hadn't seen even a single wild beast on his way here.

The money he spent hiring a warrior seemed wasteful now.

"This should be the place?"

In the end, the Man stood there for a while longer before reluctantly setting down the cart and heading back down the mountain.
Chapter 5: Volume 1 - How About a Fortune Reading Before You Go?
"A village.."

After walking downhill aimlessly through treacherous mountains for three hours.

I succeeded in escaping from the mountains.

I'd been worrying about what excuse to make if there was some kind of checkpoint, but it seems this wasn't that big of a village.

-Grrrrr

"First, let's get some food.."

Finally, I'm in the outside world.

I want to eat something delicious, not just grass.

Finding an Inn wasn't difficult. I could spot one after just walking around a bit.

"Welcome! Table for one?"

"Yes."

'What should I order?'

If this was Earth, there would at least be a menu, but there's no way such a thing exists in this world.

"I've just come down from living in the mountains, so I don't know what food you have. Could you recommend something?"

I took out a Silver Coin from my clothes and twirled it around.

I'm not sure about the prices here, but it's silver, so it should be enough for at least one generous meal, right?

"Of course! Since you've just come down from the mountains, you probably haven't had much seasoned food, so I'd recommend starting with Thin Noodles. After all, Fish and Meat Dishes might be too strong for you right now."

"I'll have that then."

"Would you like some alcohol as well?"

"..A bottle of something moderate, please."

"Right away! I'll bring it shortly!"

It must have been prepayment, as I received quite a bit of change back.

Seems like a Silver Coin was worth more than I thought.

.
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"Now this is living.."

The secular world's food after so long was a true delicacy.

Even though it was just Thin Noodles, it was much more delicious than the crops we grew in the mountains, and the alcohol especially—it's been so long since I've had any..

"People really do need alcohol.."

Though it was quite strong, being Chinese alcohol, that made it even better.

By the way, this body seems quite resistant to alcohol.

This body should be drinking for the first time, but even though I'm an adult who's been through a lot, there's no particular adverse reaction.

'I like this one thing about it at least.'

My Dantian may be broken, my body weak, and I have to keep my face covered—it's quite an inconvenient body, but I've finally found one advantage.

Though I'd like to drink another bottle, I can't collapse drunk on my first day of Descending the mountain.

I needed information to make future plans.

"If you're not busy, could I ask you some questions? I'll compensate you."

"Of course!"

The employee? Waiter? The boy who's called that according to my memories, his eyes lit up at the Silver Coin in my hand.

Since there aren't any other customers, I should be able to ask comfortably.

.
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"Hmm.."

I thought he would know a lot, but the Waiter knew even more than I expected.

The current state of the Martial World, the bandits, the Aspiring Martial Artists—he had quite a bit of useful information.

And particularly useful was the information about

"An Academy in Shaanxi Province.."

The existence of an Academy that accepts students around Coming-of-age.

An Academy where Aspiring Martial Artists dreaming of righteousness gather from all regions, being at the center of the Righteous Faction's territory.

I have no intention of enrolling. What could I learn with a body that can't even practice martial arts?

Even if I learned intellectual pursuits, it would be a huge loss to spend all that time at the Academy when I need to return here within three years.

Besides, I'm not even sure if I could enroll with my ambiguous Bewitching art..

So why am I interested?

"Is that area safe?"

"Much safer than other regions. With students from the Five Great Clans and Nine Great Sects gathering at the Academy, how could the Martial Alliance not protect it?"

Because it seems safe.

Though I can't assume the Righteous Faction is purely good, at least they maintain appearances of righteousness, so the security should be fairly guaranteed.

And that's not all—the floating population must be huge.

In terms of my past life, it's like a university district.

Lots of people coming and going, and they're all passionate, hot-blooded youths.

Perfect for business.

Good customers for business and good security?

No reason not to go.

The only problem is getting there.

"How long does it take to get there?"

"How vast do you think the Central Plains are? If you're planning to go, you should talk to some Bodyguards or merchants."

After giving the Waiter some money and stepping outside, the sun was already setting.

It seems too late to find an Escort Agency at this hour.

While heading to the Inn recommended by the Waiter, I checked my money pouch.

Unfortunately, that Inn can't accommodate people on the second floor due to martial artists fighting there recently.

But where did someone who only lived in the mountains get money from?

..Where else could it be from except one place?

'I didn't steal it, just borrowed it temporarily.'

Originally, a Disciple's belongings are the Master's belongings, and the Master's belongings are the Disciple's belongings.

What use would someone in Secluded training have for money anyway

If they're not going to use it anyway, I can just borrow it for a while and replace it later.

'If I get caught, I'm fucked.'

That's why I need to hurry.

My goal is to enjoy the world as much as possible within three years and return before Master comes out.

Though I left a note saying I went out briefly because I didn't know, who knows when that person might come chasing after me.

For now, heading to Shaanxi Province is the best option.

A place with good security, business opportunities, and plenty of entertainment.

I'll think about the details after I get there, and as I was about to open the Inn's door to sleep for tonight

"Wow."

I discovered a Man emanating tremendous misfortune.

Seeing the sword at his waist, he seems to be a martial artist.

'Being near someone like that is just asking to get caught up in trouble.'

With that level of misfortune, he probably hasn't lived a normal life until now.

Considering he's a martial artist too, it's amazing he's even alive.

'Wait a minute.'

Maybe he's still alive despite that level of misfortune because he's from a good family.

Since the Gods of Heaven and Earth decide one's parents and Fate separately before birth, if he somehow managed to be born into a really good family, they might have barely managed to keep him alive.

That's how much misfortune he has. If he were born into an ordinary family, he would have lost at least one limb to an accident by now.

Now that I look closer, his clothes seem different from others' in quality—could he really be from a good family?

'Hmm..'

I might be able to make some money before heading to Shaanxi Province.


  *

"Good evening, Young Hero. Quite chilly weather today, isn't it?"

"If it's drugs, I refuse."

"Haha, though I have my reasons for this appearance, I'm not a suspicious person."

"Those who claim they aren't suspicious while dressed suspiciously usually turn out to be strange fellows. Seven out of ten tried to use me, and three were assassins."

The Man showed his wariness toward the mysterious male who approached him wearing a Cloak.

Given the life he had lived until now, it was natural.

"To ease your suspicions, I should introduce myself first. I'm a Fortune Teller who just came down today after training in the mountains."

"Ha, do Fortune Tellers train in the mountains these days too?"

"Of course, isn't it natural? It's a technique for receiving heaven's energy and reading its records—where else would you train if not closest to the heavens?"

"..When you put it that way, it makes sense."

"I understand your position. Honestly, anyone would be wary of someone approaching in such suspicious attire. I would be too if I were you. So, would you grant me a little time to pique your interest?"

"..."

Though his appearance was extremely suspicious, there was something strangely drawing about him.

Whether it was some strange treatment or just the perfect angle, no matter how he tried to look, he couldn't see the face inside, and even the voice was unnatural.

To be honest, it was hard to even tell if they were male or female.

"I'll give you one quarter-hour. If you continue to bother me after that, I won't stay quiet."

If this person were an assassin, they must be incredibly skilled.

To succeed in gaining interest while revealing absolutely no physical information was quite impressive.

"Haha, that's plenty of time."

The Fortune Teller laughed unpleasantly while reaching into their clothes.

The Man took a stance ready to react at any moment, thinking they might pull out hidden weapons, but what appeared in the Fortune Teller's hands were eight small Wooden Tablets.

"Have you ever had your fortune told before?"

"..I have no intention of having my fortune told by you."

"Didn't you say you'd give me a quarter-hour? At least invest that much."

For someone who just came down from the mountains, their people skills were top-notch.

Heaven(乾), Lake(兌), Fire(離), Thunder(震), Wind(巽), Water(坎), Mountain(艮), Earth(坤)

The Eight Trigrams representing all things in heaven and earth.

Heaven(乾) represents the sky, Earth(坤) represents the ground, Lake(兌) is...

"Since we're short on time, I'll skip the principles. They're hard to explain anyway."

"Aren't you supposed to explain them?"

"Young Hero, those who talk too much are frauds. Haven't you heard that true masters prove themselves through results?"

"..."

Compared to the shamans and Daoists he'd seen before, this one somehow lacked... formality.

'Should I consider it good that there's no unnecessary ceremony...?'

"Well, the results are in."

"Already?"

"Despite my appearance, I trained for 10 years in the mountains. Ah, do you find it too anticlimactic? If you'd like, I could make some small sparks fly."

"..No need. Just tell me the results."

This person was becoming more tiresome to deal with.

Whatever it is, parting ways quickly would be best.

"This might sound unpleasant, but please stay calm and listen. Have you ever thought yourself unfortunate?"

"..."

Living just past Coming-of-age, the Man had never once thought himself lucky.

His mother passed away when he was young, and his only older brother despised and was wary of him for being a half-sibling.

He had no talent in martial arts, and his father, who gave him the surname "Namgung," only provided minimal protection to prevent the name from being tarnished, never sparing him a glance.

Perhaps due to this environment, he started going astray after passing The age of seven.

He practically lived in brothels and seduced countless women to bed using his family name.

When news of these delinquent acts finally reached the family elders' ears, his father finally looked at him.

[Get out. If I had known I would have a child like you, I wouldn't have gone to that brothel that night..]

"Sorry to interrupt your reminiscing, but we're running out of time. I'll just say what needs to be said."

"..Fine. They weren't good memories anyway."

"That's fortunate then. First, from what I can see, your misfortune is tremendous. In my personal opinion, I'd like to express my respect for the fact that you've survived until now."

Though the expression and gesture were exaggerated, strangely, it didn't feel unpleasant.

"Be careful of water."

"..Water?"

"The more details I reveal, the more it becomes a Leakage of Heavenly Secrets. This is my limit for now. Remember this, Young Hero. Be careful of water."

"..Tsk."

Water is everywhere in the world.

Telling someone to be careful of water—how is that any different from saying be careful everywhere?

His interest, which had been piqued by the clever talking, rapidly cooled.

"Just wasted time."

There was no value in listening further.

The Man immediately stood up and headed toward his room upstairs.

"Wait, Young Hero!"

"..."

Though he could hear the Fortune Teller calling from downstairs, he ignored it and quickly went up to his room.


  *

"Sigh, he could've at least left a silver coin."

Looks like my first business attempt was a failure.

I thought I might be able to make some money.

"Sigh. He seemed interested too, what a shame."

Sighing, I collected the eight Wooden Tablets I had laid out on the table and put them back in my clothes.

"Well.. I should go to sleep too."

What I needed to do was simple.

Find an Inn as far away from this one as possible.

I didn't want to get hurt on my first day.
Chapter 6: Volume 1 - A Fateful Encounter in Shaanxi
"Ah, I slept well."

After spending the night at an Inn far from where he met that martial artist, he stepped outside.

"There you are!"

"Ah."

As I came out, that Man from yesterday was waiting for me.

"So, was my fortune-telling helpful?"

"It was. It was really helpful, thank you."

"That's good then. I'm glad to see you alive again. I don't like hearing about the death of someone I know."

Seeing him alive like this, it seems he safely avoided the danger.

"By the way, how did you..."

"Instead of talking here, shall we go inside?"

The Man seemed to have many questions.

And I had no intention of refusing.

"I'd like to fill my empty stomach with alcohol this morning."

.
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"Whew- Indeed, conversations need alcohol. You're really buying this, Young Hero?"

"Haha, what's so difficult about treating the one who saved my life to drinks? Don't worry and drink up."

"Well then, what are you curious about? I've received drinks, and we're meeting after a while, so ask away."

Though I said this, I roughly knew what the Man would ask.

"..How did you know?"

This much I could predict even without Precognition.

"Were you attacked while washing?"

"That's right."

"Haha.. I'm not sure if 'fortunate' is the right word to use, but I'm glad. Sometimes my predictions can go wrong."

According to my divination, this Man was destined to die that night, showing his back to an assassin while washing his face.

Actually, calling it destiny is too grand. It was something he could easily avoid.

"I told you, didn't I? I'm a Fortune Teller. A Sorcerer who practices the Bewitching art of receiving heaven's energy and peeking at its records. Is it so surprising that a Fortune Teller can see the Future?"

"No.. it's not that but.."

"Just think of it as good luck. Young Hero was lucky enough to meet a capable Fortune Teller and survived because of it."

When I did the divination yesterday, I realized that his seemingly tremendous misfortune appeared that way because it was at its end.

Don't they say misfortune can be a blessing in disguise?

Misfortune is like a coward—once properly defeated, it doesn't dare come back.

If you defeat it half-heartedly, it keeps clinging to you instead.

"By the way, since things turned out well, wouldn't you share your name with me?"

"Ah yes. Come to think of it, we haven't introduced ourselves. I'm Namgung Jin."

"Oh, so you're from a noble family."

I expected it, but the Namgung Family?

He was from an even more prestigious family than I thought.

Though judging by the assassin, he doesn't seem to be treated well by the family.

"Well, I'm a cast-out son. Though I receive minimal support, they don't really acknowledge me as a family member."

"By the way, your manner of speech has become quite bold?"

"Well, back then you were a suspicious stranger I'd just met."

"Well, I'll admit that."

Namgung Jin seemed to have dropped his guard against me after yesterday's events.

That was good for me. I had a favor to ask of him.

"By the way, is this Leakage of Heavenly Secrets really that scary? Saying 'be careful of water'—isn't that too vague?"

"Hmm.. how scary is Leakage of Heavenly Secrets.."

He seems internally dissatisfied with how vaguely I informed him.

"Let me give you an example. If I had told Young Hero Namgung Jin, 'Be careful because an assassin will target your back while you're washing today'..."

"We wouldn't know when, where, or how the assassin would try to take your life."

"You mean even your divination couldn't see it?"

"That's basic, and it would actually become harder to survive than if events had followed their original course. You could call it the sin of daring to commit Leakage of Heavenly Secrets. For example, if the assassin you faced was second-rate, the next assassin targeting your life would be first-rate."

When one tries to avoid Fate through Leakage of Heavenly Secrets, heaven prepares an even harsher fate.

"Well, I'll receive Heavenly Punishment too."

"What kind of punishment is that?"

"Haha, it's better not to know."

Heavenly Punishment.

Punishment bestowed by heaven.

The Heavenly Punishment that comes for the sin of daring to commit Leakage of Heavenly Secrets is truly harsh.

"And even if I wanted to tell you, I couldn't."

"Because that too would be Leakage of Heavenly Secrets."

Favorably speaking, it's receiving heaven's energy and spreading it to others; unfavorably speaking, it's daringly peeking at heaven's records and attempting to defy them

Truly a Bewitching art.

.
.
.

"You're planning to go to Shaanxi Province?"

"Yes. It seems safer there, and business should be good."

"It won't be easy for an outsider with nothing to start from scratch alone. I'll write you a Letter of introduction to a merchant I know on the way there and an acquaintance in Shaanxi Province. Take this money too."

Namgung Jin turned out to be a better person than I expected.

He gave me a good amount of money, and the merchant he introduced happened to be heading to Shaanxi Province and offered to let me ride in his carriage.

After that long journey, I was able to arrive in Shaanxi Province.


  *

I headed to the Academy with the Letter of introduction Namgung Jin had written.

The name was... what was it again..

"Ah, Tang A-yeong."

Seeing the surname Tang, I wondered if it's the Tang Family I knew of.

'His connections are broader than I thought?'

Well, thinking about it, he's from one of the Five Great Clans too, so it's not strange that he has connections with the Tang Family.

Still, it's a bit beyond my expectations that it's someone from the Five Great Clans currently studying at the Academy.

It should be very helpful for me.

'I should ask her to spread some rumors.'

With high hopes, I went to the Academy and saw buildings of enormous scale.

It must really be an important institution.

'There are guards at the entrance.'

While I was wondering how to approach them, they spoke to me first.

"What brings you here?"

"..I came to find someone."

"Ah. We can't let outsiders in freely. If you have a letter or something, we can deliver it."

..The guards were kinder than expected.

.
.
.

I need to take back what I said earlier.

Namgung Jin turned out to be crazier than I thought.

'Crazy bastard, crazy bastard, crazy bastard, crazy bastard.'

"So.. you came with Namgung Jin's introduction, right?"

I was sitting in a teahouse with my head down before the Woman who was called after receiving Namgung Jin's letter.

It wasn't that they were complete strangers. They were indeed friends. But...

"I never thought I'd hear that person's name again in my life..."

"..."

Only after meeting her did I understand their relationship.

[He confessed to me before, but I rejected him and said we should stay friends. Friends we are indeed.]

'He really is a crazy bastard..'

During Namgung Jin's time at the Academy

He confessed to Tang A-yeong and was rejected.

Then he dropped out.

..That was their relationship.

'Did he have some grudge against me?'

He couldn't have held a grudge because I couldn't tell him everything due to Leakage of Heavenly Secrets, right?

No, really, this is...

"Um.. actually, I'm not that close with Namgung Jin..."

"It's okay. It was written in the letter. That you saved his life."

Damn. He had to nail that coffin shut?

'This is going to complicate things..'

According to the merchant on the way here, it was almost impossible to start a business in this area without any help.

The land situation aside, the merchants already had their own networks, making it difficult for outsiders to break in.

Now it's not just about not getting help—it would be fortunate if she doesn't actively interfere.

'What should I do? Should I get on my knees and beg?'

Just as I was considering acting submissively since I couldn't waste my limited time, I heard unexpected words.

"..Well, I suppose this kind of connection is still a connection."

"Pardon?"

"Regardless of that person, you seem to be a capable Fortune Teller. I'll help you."

She's an angel.

A complete angel.

"Thank you! Thank you!"

"I'm not helping you right away. I can't completely trust Namgung Jin's word. From my position, I can't completely rule out the possibility that you two are working together."

"Of course. How would you like me to prove myself? Should I tell your fortune?"

"Can you tell any kind of fortune?"

"Yes. I can do most things. Love Fortune too."

"No.. that's fine.. um.. ahem.. well.."

Tang A-yeong blushed and cleared her throat.

Is she trying to request something embarrassing?

"I have a test coming up.. and since I've been focusing on martial arts training, I haven't studied at all for the written exam.. um.. ahem.."

"..Ah."

I guess people are the same everywhere.

.
.
.

Three days passed.

"You really are a capable Fortune Teller."

"I'm glad you're satisfied."

I had to speak indirectly to avoid Leakage of Heavenly Secrets, but it seems to have worked somehow.

"I'll take care of the land and local business issues. You think about how to set up your fortune-telling shop."

"Yes!"

I started thinking about the general structure of the fortune-telling shop I would build.

At first, I only thought about having a single tent, but now maybe I could do something more substantial.

While letting my imagination run wild, I heard Tang A-yeong's voice again.

"And I have conditions."

"Ah, of course, I'll listen."

"When other students come, you can't do what you did for me."

"........."

"I can't see your face, but somehow I feel like I'm being stared at."

"No, of course I'll comply."

"I-I'm saying this because I don't want it to look like I'm just trying to benefit myself, but if rumors spread in the Academy, they might come looking for us?"

"..Ah!"

"Th-This is just an unavoidable measure for you to run your fortune-telling business safely. There's absolutely no other ulterior motive."

It sounded like an excuse, but she had a point.

If all the students start coming to find out about test questions, it would be troublesome for the Academy too.

"Yes, I understand. That would definitely be dangerous."

"And I have one more condition."

"What is it?"

"Show me your face."

"...That's impossible."

I could agree to give up half the profits, but showing my face is impossible.

Absolutely not.
Chapter 7: Volume 1 - The Fortune Teller of Shaanxi
"Have you heard the rumor? There's a famous fortune-telling shop in Shaanxi."

"Fortune-telling? Isn't that Sorcery?"

"Bah. By that logic, wouldn't the divination by Daoists from the Kunlun Sect be Sorcery too?"

"No, that's different.."

"Besides, even if it is Sorcery, what of it? What harm could it do to us? It's just fortune-telling?"

"..Well, you have a point. So. Is this Fortune Teller really that good?"

"I heard they're incredibly skilled. They say it's almost supernatural. Birth charts, Love Fortune, whether business will prosper, what to do about infertility.. they can accurately predict just about anything."

"Next you'll tell me this Fortune Teller even has a title."

"Ah. I heard they do.. what was it.."

"Faceless Gold Ghost..?"


  *

-Ding

"Welcome.. Ah, Young Lady, it's you."

"You seem disappointed that I'm not a customer?"

"Well, a customer would have been nice. Not that I'm not happy to see you, Young Lady. After all, you're my benefactor who helped me make a living like this. Besides, you're the only one I can really talk openly with."

I lowered my gaze from Tang A-yeong back to the floor as I swept with the broom.

"I hear you're doing well these days? Your reputation as the Faceless Gold Ghost is quite widespread."

"Having 'ghost' in a title isn't usually a good thing, is it?"

"Well, maybe you shouldn't have been so obviously money-hungry?"

Faceless Gold Ghost.

It's a title I gained in the half year since coming to Shaanxi and opening my fortune-telling shop.

At first, I wondered why a Fortune Teller would even get a title, but I later learned that there's no special reason for titles to emerge.

It's just that people in the Central Plains love making up these things, so anyone somewhat famous ends up with all sorts of titles.

'A faceless ghost who loves money..'

It's quite a fitting title, I must admit.

Since no one knows my face, and I do love money.

"Still, calling a living person a ghost? What's with that? Even if I practice a Bewitching art, I'm clearly alive."

"Why? It's your unique selling point! A fortune-telling shop run by a ghost. Isn't that interesting?"

When you put it that way, it does sound kind of good.

Well, it might be a decent title as long as no martial artist misunderstands and tries to exterminate me thinking I'm actually a ghost.

"They say no one has ever seen your face, and they're not even sure if you're a man or woman... That you're incredibly greedy for money but spend most of it every night on alcohol and Gambling at Taverns..."

"Word gets around, huh."

"There are rumors that either an incredibly handsome young master or a Beauty that could topple a nation is hiding inside. Some wealthy person even put up a bounty for anyone who can find out your face."

So that's why some gamblers at the Gambling table were betting on seeing my face instead of money.

I firmly refused, so they settled for normal monetary gambling.

"What's it to them, putting money on seeing someone's face?"

"They have a bad reputation. They're notorious as a playboy who seduces women with money for one night stands and then abandons them."

...Surely they don't actually believe there's a beauty inside.

"Please tell them this: what's inside is an incredibly ugly man."

"Well.. there's no guarantee they'll back off just from that. The only sure way would be for you to show your face without that Cloak..."

"That's impossible."

Showing my face is not an option.

That woman has been trying to peek inside my Mantle for a while now, but it's not happening.

"Even if they offered ten million in gold, I wouldn't consider it."

Even if I could make a lot of money momentarily, I'm more worried about the trouble that would follow.

I have no intention of taking this off until I return to Master's mountain within three years.

"What's under there that makes you so precious about it?"

"I told you. I'm extremely ugly."

"I smell something..."

"Come to think of it, I did drink quite a bit yesterday. Maybe the alcohol smell got into my clothes?"

Having lived with Master, I knew how terrifying a woman's intuition could be, but this still gave me goosebumps.

What smell? There's no such thing.

-Drip drip

Just as I was wondering how to get rid of this leech-like woman

-Knock knock

"Um... is anyone in there?"

"Oh welcome, customer!"

A lifeline had descended.

.
.
.

The customers turned out to be pretty women—plural.

"Wow.. you really can't see anything inside the Mantle.. how fascinating."

"I told you so. Even focusing martial energy into your eyes doesn't work, right? Now do you believe me?"

"..Excuse me, customers. There's a separate viewing fee."

"There's a viewing fee?"

"Yes.. After a previous custom- ahem, customer came in and just stared at the Cloak without getting their fortune told, we implemented a viewing fee."

I couldn't tell which faction two of the women belonged to, but one's affiliation was crystal clear.

-Glare

A cold gaze that clearly didn't approve of me, and a pure white martial uniform with plum blossoms embroidered on the sleeves.

Mount Hua Sect.

Although not to the same extent as the Kunlun Sect, they are still Daoists, and likely disapprove of this type of Bewitching art that manipulates Heavenly Secrets.

I'd met several Mount Hua Sect members before, and most had similar reactions.

"How much is the viewing fee?"

"Ten Silver Coins per quarter-hour. Note that it's charged per person."

"Why is it so expensive?!"

"It's meant to discourage just looking and encourage getting your fortune told instead. Fortune-telling is cheaper."

For reference, one fortune-telling session is two Silver Coins.

It's a bit expensive, but not unaffordable. After all, this isn't like the casual fortune-telling from Earth—this has real utility.

Two Silver Coins is actually cheap for being able to know and prepare for your future.

Plus, since this area has many martial artists, people tend to have money.

'Though I'd like to make one big score...'

Rather than aiming for sudden wealth, it's better to maintain stable earnings like this—not huge amounts, but enough to enjoy myself comfortably.

Besides, an opportunity for sudden wealth will come someday.

Like right now.

"..I have no intention of having my fortune told by you."

The woman in the Mount Hua Sect uniform spoke with a disgusted expression.

'Then why did you come to a fortune-telling shop?'

This is why I hate Daoists.

It's not like they have a monopoly on reading Heavenly Secrets. I'm just trying to make money with skills I worked hard to obtain. There's no shortage of people who say things like 'How dare you use a Bewitching art to make money by mocking Heavenly Secrets!'

"Yes. Then that young lady can pay the quarter-hour viewing fee... and the other two ladies..."

"Don't push your Sorcery on my friends."

"..Would you two also like to just pay the viewing fee and leave?"

"Well.. um.. that.."

"Forget it. Don't look at this kind of thing."

The Huashan woman cut off her two friends who looked uncertain and threw something at me.

When I looked at what it was...

"..Oh."

A Silver Origin Treasure.

Worth dozens of Silver Coins.

With this, I can close shop for today and still profit.

"If you really want your fortune told, I'll ask another Daoist for you, so don't mess with this kind of Sorcery. Let's go."

"O-Okay.."

While I was grinning under my Mantle, the woman started leaving with her friends.

And before leaving

"Faceless Gold Ghost."

"?"

The Huashan woman stopped at the doorway and called out to me.

"You should stop fooling people with that Sorcery."

So it was just picking a fight.

But who am I?

I'm the Faceless ghost who loves money.

"Have a safe journey!"

And customers who bring in big sales are kings.

When a king departs, of course you have to see them off.

.
.
.

"Wow.. a Silver Origin Treasure.. it's been so long.."

I placed the Silver Origin Treasure on the table and fiddled with it.

"Whew.."

How many drinks could this buy...

With this much, I could even try those expensive dishes I couldn't afford before.

While I was lost in these happy thoughts

"..You don't seem particularly upset?"

Tang A-yeong, who had been hiding her presence inside the tent, revealed herself.

"That woman in the Plum Blossom Patterned Robe just now. She was clearly from the Mount Hua Sect. Didn't she come to pick a fight? Coming for fortune-telling but saying she has no intention of getting her fortune told, then just paying the viewing fee and leaving?"

"Huh? Why would that matter?"

"..Why? Doesn't it hurt your pride?"

"I made money without working—why should pride matter?"

Not just a few coins, but a whole Silver Origin Treasure.

That's like a full day's earnings on a good day, made in just a quarter-hour.

"..Now I really understand why 'gold ghost' is part of your title."

"I told you I don't like that title."

"You say you don't like it, but you responded right away when she called you Faceless Gold Ghost earlier."

"Customers who pay well are kings. When a king calls, you must answer no matter what they call you."

"..You're remarkable in many ways."

Why? You might not understand because you're rich, but I have to earn desperately to play desperately.

Half a year has already passed.

"I was wrong to worry about your hurt pride. If I had just shown myself then, they would have all trembled in fear."

"Maybe the two others, but even the Mount Hua Sect?"

"..Don't you know who I am?"

"You're Young Lady Tang A-yeong, daughter of the Sichuan Tang Clan?"

"..That's it?"

"Is there more? Do you have a title or something?"

"Hah.."

What? What is it?

What's going on? You need to explain for me to know.

It would take quite some time before I learned that Tang A-yeong was one of the Phoenix, a title given only to the greatest Aspiring Martial Artists in the Martial World.
Chapter 8: Volume 1 - The Way of the Fortune Teller
As the day drew to a close during Sulsi, when people finished their work, unwound from fatigue, and began preparing for yet another morning to come [TL] Sulsi (戌時) refers to the period between 7 PM and 9 PM [/TL]

The tavern was as noisy as any other day.

The sounds of people drinking, laughing, and chattering, those who lost control of their emotions due to intoxication and started brawling, and the spectators surrounding them, cheering them on.

And then there was the gambling table where some laughed while others wept.

"Did you see that! Did you see that!! I won this one, right?!"

"Aigoo, I lost again."

"Hahaha! Had another great time today, Master Fortune Teller!"

The man who had been playing against me patted my shoulder as he got up from his seat.

I've gotten somewhat used to it, but mahjong is still difficult.

If it were poker or blackjack that I'd played a few times as games back on Earth, I'd be more familiar with them, but there's no way such things exist in the Martial World.

-Pat pat

"My, my, lost again today? Hyung, I don't think I've ever seen you win."

"Sometimes when heavenly luck is on my side, I do win. My win rate is probably around 20 percent."

"Goodness, do you even break even with that?"

"Do I gamble to make money? I do it for fun."

I took a swig of the alcohol I'd ordered in advance.

I could feel the sharp burn of alcohol traveling down my esophagus to my stomach.

"Whew.."

Now this is living.

After enjoying all sorts of culture through the internet on Earth, then falling into this Martial World and being stuck in the mountains for 10 years, my current life felt like nothing short of heaven.

"But hyung... I've been wondering something... You're a fortune teller, so why do you keep losing?"

"Does it seem strange that a fortune teller who can see the future can't even read a gambling table?"

"Honestly, it is a bit questionable."

-Silence

The atmosphere around us suddenly grew quiet.

Sigh, did they have to hold their breath just because they were curious about that?

-Slurp

Well, it's nothing special.

"That would invite Heavenly Punishment."

I'm just doing what I need to do to live a long life.

My goal is to live long and keep enjoying this fun life.

I don't want to extinguish that spark by getting greedy.

"If I really wanted to make money, I wouldn't be running a fortune-telling business, I'd be out there chasing fateful encounters and treasures. There's a reason I do things this way~. A sorcerer has their own struggles~."

"..Well. I suppose it's not our concern."

"Heavenly Punishment, huh.."

I could hear murmuring from those around me.

-Slurp

I wondered what they were so curious about, but it was just that?

"Originally, fateful encounters and treasures are predetermined by the Gods of Heaven and Earth. Isn't there a saying that heavenly luck only comes to those who are prepared? If a sorcerer like me dared to intrude in that domain, the Gods of Heaven and Earth would be angered. Heaven is sensitive to the greed of those who aren't prepared."

"..."

-Gulp

I could hear people swallowing around me.

They must all be deep in thought.

Some might be hoping they're destined for a fateful encounter, while others might be getting cold feet about being greedy after hearing my words.

-Smirk

"Come now, come now. Why create such a heavy atmosphere in this pleasant tavern? Let's all just continue enjoying ourselves. Don't let the words of a mere sorcerer sway you too much."

I raised my cup above my head to lighten the mood.

I was worried they might not join in, but fortunately, several of the drunkards I'd become friendly with while playing around in Shaanxi raised their cups as well.

"Cheers-!"

Ah. I didn't know at first, but in the Central Plains, when someone calls for a toast, you really have to empty your cup.

-Thud!

"Phew--!"

How can life possibly be this enjoyable?

I wonder if I'll receive Heavenly Punishment later for this.

"Meat.. alcohol.. this is truly living the good life.."

"Hyung. To truly live the good life, you need women too."

"Women, huh.."

It's been half a year since I entered the Martial World, but I haven't embraced a woman yet.

I could if I wanted to. I make enough money, and in my current circumstances, I could afford to hire two or three courtesans from a brothel at once.

"..I'm not particularly interested in that."

Still, I didn't feel particularly inclined to do so.

Is it because of some aversion to women who sell their bodies?

No. Even without that, I've had plenty of opportunities to embrace women.

Since I spend every day at taverns and gambling tables, it's natural for men and women to exchange flirtatious glances when the mood is right.

Some have approached me too. Women who could objectively be considered quite attractive.

But I remember refusing them all.

"..."

-Slurp

Why is that stubborn woman's face appearing in my mind at this moment?

Here I am, finally escaped after 10 years and enjoying myself properly.

'Ah.'

It must be because I got too used to her appearance and my standards became too high.

Well, after seeing such a woman every day for 10 years, my eyes couldn't possibly be normal.

Most women walking down the street looked plain in comparison.

Even after finally getting out, she's still interfering with my life.

"..."

Just a little bit.

Just a tiny bit

Tonight's solitary bed would feel particularly cold.

.
.
.

-Stumble stumble

"Whew. Expensive alcohol really is different."

What was it called again? Girl's Blush?

They said it was usually too expensive to stock in taverns, but they got some in this time, and after trying it, it really did taste different from ordinary rice wine.

If it weren't for the Silver Origin Treasure that Mount Hua Sect woman gave me today, I probably couldn't have afforded it either.

'Where did that old man get something like that from..'

At that price, there would hardly be any buyers except heavy drinkers like me who don't mind spending money.

Maybe he even got it specifically with me in mind.

"Life is really fun.."

There's fun in listening to clients' stories while fortune telling. Fun in seeing their reactions after the reading.

The joy of making money, the pleasure of drinking, the entertainment of watching tavern scenes unfold, and the thrill of gambling.

Though it repeats daily, it was my perfect daily routine.

That's why I wanted to live longer.

In this dangerous world. Live as long as possible. And continue enjoying these pleasures.

'They're quite naive to believe it..'

It's a lie for survival.

A weak sorcerer who hasn't learned any martial arts, who can't even confidently beat a normal person, needs to avoid catching the eye of the strong to survive in this world.

Live as ordinarily as possible. Appear to have no special value. That's how one must live.

'The Gods of Heaven and Earth predetermined owners for fateful encounters and treasures? Heavenly luck only comes to those who are prepared?'

It's all lies.

In the end, fateful encounters are just fateful encounters, and treasures are just treasures. They're simply there, and whoever finds them takes them.

This is just a measure to somewhat prevent those seeking fateful encounters and treasures from approaching me.

As far as I know, there are no such restrictions.

This isn't a case of 'if I can't have it, others can't either.'

If word got out that I could tell others the locations of fateful encounters and treasures, I would no longer be able to remain just a 'somewhat skilled fortune teller.'

That's why I tell these lies.

It's an act for survival.

That's who Shaanxi's 'Faceless Gold Ghost' needed to be.

Can't be wealthy. They'll think I used my abilities to make money.

Can't be strong. They'll think I used my abilities to find fateful encounters.

Well, those are all just excuses.

In the end, I'm saying I can't be wealthy after blowing money on drinking at taverns and gambling every day to enjoy life.

I'm saying I can't be strong while not properly exercising, using my damaged dantian and poor health as excuses.

Because no matter how much wealth or martial power I accumulate in this world

It would be nothing more than child's play before the 'real ones.'

'..Well, isn't it fine as long as life is fun?'

Master, this unworthy disciple is enjoying the outside world well.

There's so much more to enjoy than when I was in the mountains, and there are more people, so it's fun.

But tonight, for some reason, I miss you.

..Are you doing well?


  *

-10 years ago-

[Um.. Master..? Where should I sleep?]

[Ah. Now that you mention it, I only have one blanket.]

[...What?]

[I apologize, child. I originally came down for other business and took you in unexpectedly, so I couldn't prepare in advance. Well. The blanket is big enough for two anyway, so just come over here. Let's share it.]

[...]

[What's wrong? Don't tell me you think this woman has designs on your body?]

[.....]

[Don't misunderstand. To this woman's eyes, you look like a meju that fell from a rooftop.]

[image: Master_sleep_shota.jpg]
It was truly an absurd statement, but.

At that time, I probably thought it could be true because of her overwhelming beauty.

If someone was that beautiful, maybe I really did look that way to her.

I think that's what I thought back then.

[It's about time for bed, so I'll spread out the blanket in advance.]

[Do that.]

And as time passed...

[Master, I'm already at the age of seven now, so I don't think it's appropriate to keep sharing a blanket with a woman. As they say, men and women should sleep separately after reaching seven of age...]

[Then go chop firewood or hunt beasts yourself. I'll sell those and buy you your own blanket.]

[...]

Time passed...

[Master, I've been having nightmares lately. I dreamed someone tied me up from behind and was touching my body. I'm worried it might be a bad omen.]

[It must be a ghost. You must absolutely not resist and stay still.]

Time passed...

..Looking back, running away was definitely the right choice.
Chapter 9: Volume 1 - Won't You Protect Me?
-Thud

"Please drink. It's a tea that has calming properties."

"..."

I handed the tea to the man before me.

To briefly explain about this man - he came to me two weeks ago for a fortune reading about his business trip, and back then, unlike now, he was with two friends.

Yes, he 'was'.

"You said... you said it would go well..."

"..I have no words to offer, even if I had ten mouths."

Back then, I told them their business trip would go well.

And hearing that, the men left the shop with bright smiles.

And now, two weeks later. Three had become one upon return.

'...'

I always say it.

That I'm merely a sorcerer who peeks at heaven's records, so never put blind faith in me.

But there are more than a few people who think these words are just a formality.

They think I'm some kind of prophet.

Me, just a fortune teller who can only perform a bit of the art of astrology.

"I don't know how to console you."

"..Say something. Even excuses would do. Move that mouth of yours like you did back then."

A voice mixed with hatred, anger, and resentment.

No matter how many times I hear it, I never get used to it.

"..The Gods of Heaven and Earth never prepare just one story from the beginning."

I try to make excuses as the man wants.

About why fortunes can be wrong.

"What I can peek at is merely the most likely outcome. The most apparent probable story. There are countless branches of stories that I cannot peek at spreading out."

Heaven is not careless.

It doesn't prepare just one story and let things flow only according to that.

It always keeps other possibility branches open, and if things flow that way, it continues the record from that branch.

What I can see is just the most likely story at the moment.

The thin branches of stories that heaven has prepared exist in countless numbers.

So many that no one would dare attempt to read them all.

"..My deepest condolences for the deceased. May they rest in peace."

"...Pay up.. Compensate.."

"..."

Strictly speaking, I have no obligation to take responsibility for the failure of his business trip and the death of his friends.

Still.

-Clink

"Here's twenty silver. It's not a large amount, but it's all I have right now."

This much consolation would be proper.

Since I gave him the fortune reading

And because that reading was wrong, his friends died.

"Don't be ridiculous.. I know you make good money.. They say you're the Faceless Gold Ghost.. drinking expensive alcohol every night and gambling.."

"I spend everything I earn that day on the same day."

"..."

The man's words were becoming disrespectful, but I endured it.

If I lost close friends, I'd probably react the same way.

"Feel free to stay until your anger subsides. If you want more tea, just say so. I'll serve as much as you'd like."

"..Forget it. I just can't stand looking at you anymore. Looking like some ghost.."

"Haha.. I don't particularly like my appearance either. That's why I cover it up like this."

"Damn bastard."

The man spat out curses as he stood up from his seat.

And as he walked towards the door, words I couldn't ignore came from his mouth.

"Because you said it would end safely, we canceled all the warriors we had hired and used that money to buy more goods instead. Damn.. you're nothing but a fraud."

...Wait a minute.

"You went.. without warriors?"

"Yeah, you fraud."

They went on a business trip without hiring warriors?

"You crazy.."

You're telling me this now?

No.. no.. wait. More importantly

"What do you mean you canceled the warriors you had hired?"

"What else? We canceled the warriors we had hired before coming to get your fortune reading."

"..And you're telling me this now?!"

The more I heard, the more I realized this guy wasn't just ordinarily crazy.

"You got the fortune reading when you had warriors hired, and that's why it showed a safe journey, how could you cancel them?!"

The presence or absence of warriors makes a huge difference in business trips.

If you think they're unnecessary just because you won't be attacked anyway, you only know one thing and not the other.

Warriors' mere presence can deter bandits and beasts from even attempting to attack.

Going on a business trip without warriors is like advertising 'We're defenseless, please attack us.'

Of course, with luck, you might complete a business trip without warriors, but..

"Hah.. what in the.."

I'm so dumbfounded I can't speak.

I never imagined there would be a case like this.

"..So you're saying the business trip's failure is my fault?"

"Then is it my fault?"

This is making even my apologetic feelings disappear.

I really say it every time. Please don't have blind faith.

But what am I supposed to say to this greedy pig who ignored that and went 'Wow, we're going to succeed!' and carelessly canceled the already hired warriors to buy more goods with that money?

"Grrr.."

The man's face started turning red with anger.

'..Ah. Right.'

"You damn bastard!!"

-Crash!

The man lunged at me.

By the way, I'm really not hiding any strength or anything like that.

I swear to heaven I can't even beat one ordinary person.

'Maybe I could beat an ordinary woman..?'[TL] I wouldn't bet on that.[/TL]

Anyway, that wasn't important right now.

Because the man had taken a mount position and was raising his fist, about to strike me.

'This is going to hurt.'

As I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing for the incoming impact

-Thwack!

"Aaaaargh!!!"

Instead of an impact sound, I heard the man's scream.

"I'm sorry, but I'm the only one who wants to mount that man."

"That could be misinterpreted."

"Oh my? A misinterpretation might actually be good. I could demand responsibility for blocking the marriage prospects of a Sichuan Tang Clan daughter."

"Don't say scary things."

While these might sound like exchanges between lovers, we actually have no such relationship.

Somewhere between friends and business partners?

"It might be a bit of a waste for me, but it wouldn't be a bad exchange if the Tang Family could monopolize those abilities, don't you think?"

"..Let's deal with this person first."

"Urghh..! My hand..!"

The man was writhing in pain, clutching his hand and rolling on the floor.

Looking closely, there was a dagger pierced through his hand.

Very cleanly through the exact center of his palm.

"For free?"

"..I'll read one piece of information you want?"

"Good. Anything?"

"Ah, except my face."

"..Tch."

She tried to pull a fast one in that brief moment.

As expected of the Sichuan Tang Clan. A family of assassins.

I can't let my guard down.

While I was fixing my clothes, Tang A-yeong approached the man with light steps.

Though her movements looked light, not a single footstep could be heard.

"Hey? Can you hear me?"

"Urghh..! Hick..!"

"If you don't answer, I'll do the same to your other hand, okay?"

"I-I hear! I can hear you!"

The man who I thought I couldn't beat even with all my strength was now trembling before a woman much smaller than him.

This was Martial Arts.

Something I could never have.

"It might sting a bit, but bear with it, okay?"

"W-wait.. what are you.."

-Swoosh!

"Aaaaargh!!!"

Tang A-yeong pulled out the hidden weapon that was stuck in the man's hand in one go.

'Ugh..'

The blood that spurted out along with it wasn't good for my heart.

"Here's a cloth. It's clean, so use it without worry."

"Hic.. hic.."

"Now, how did you get injured today?"

"..While.. eating.. by accident.."

"That's right, good boy~"

'Was she always like this?'

I only saw her bright and kind side usually, so I didn't know she was this merciless to enemies.

"Did you or did you not come to this fortune-telling shop today?"

"Did not.."

"Good. You can go now."

"Uuuugh.."

The man ran towards the entrance with a terrified expression, tightly gripping the cloth wrapped around his hand.

"You know what happens if you talk about this anywhere, right?"

"Heek!"

The man nodded frantically and disappeared like the wind.

"I got rid of him. Happy now?"

"..Thank you, Young Lady Tang A-yeong."

"It's nothing. We're not strangers anymore."

I looked for a rag to clean the blood on the floor.

"By the way, you really are weak, aren't you? Not being able to handle someone like that."

"Didn't I tell you.. I can't learn Martial Arts.."

"I thought you'd at least have some means of self-defense."

'Means of self-defense..'

I stared into space for a moment at Tang A-yeong's words.

'..Expensive.'

Still a long way to go.

I bent down to wipe the blood on the floor, stirring something translucent and wavering.

"Should I teach you something?"

"..But I can't learn Martial Arts?"

"No, I can't teach you our family's Martial Arts anyway since they're clan techniques. But I could teach you Grappling Techniques instead."

Grappling Techniques.

Skills for subduing opponents with bare hands.

It's closer to a supporting technique rather than Martial Arts.

"You might not be able to beat Martial Artists, but you should at least be able to handle ordinary people like him if you want to keep doing business. As you get famous, there'll be no shortage of people coming to pick fights. I can't protect you all day long."

"..Can't you protect me all day?"

"What?"

"I'm joking."

Learning Grappling Techniques is worth seriously considering.

Since it's not Martial Arts, I can learn it even with my damaged dantian, and I completely agree that I should at least be able to beat someone like that man even if I can't beat Martial Artists.

I won't get noticeably stronger with just Grappling Techniques anyway.

"I'll learn it."

I finally concluded that learning would be better.

"..."

"Young Lady Tang?"

"Hot."

Tang A-yeong's face had turned red.

"Ahem. Then after you close the shop. I'll come at the Hour of the Dog."

"Ah. Never mind, I won't learn."

"Why?!"

"I have to go to the tavern then."

After a brief physical discussion(?), it was finally decided that Tang A-yeong would come during the afternoon.
Chapter 10: Volume 1 - Want to Have a Drink?
At first, he was just someone who piqued my interest.

I was quite surprised when that infamous troublemaker from the Namgung Family sent what amounted to a humble request letter.

Considering his personality when I saw him still studying at the Academy, it was hard to imagine him bowing his head to anyone.

But what was even more surprising was that the reason was merely asking for help in helping someone run a shop well in Shaanxi.

And a fortune-telling shop at that.

[Among those connected to Shaanxi, most have terrible manners, so you were the only one I could think of.]

Though our connection was barely worth calling one, at least we weren't complete strangers.

It wouldn't hurt to grant this small favor as an apology for accidentally knocking him out during a martial arts match due to poor control of my strength.

After all, his already low reputation had fallen even further after that incident.

'Still, I should see what kind of person this is.'

Perhaps this was a ploy to harm me, holding a grudge from that time.

The person I met turned out to be extremely suspicious-looking on the outside.

"Hello. May I call you Young Lady Tang A-yeong?"

The Cloak covering their entire body made it impossible to discern their build, and no matter what angle the light came from, their face remained completely hidden within.

Even their voice was strangely different from a normal person's, making it impossible to tell whether they were male or female.

The only hint was their stride, which had a distinctly masculine quality, allowing me to guess they were male

If they had claimed to be female, I would have believed that too.

"If you don't mind me asking, what is your gender..?"

"Ah. I'm male."

It seemed he had no intention of hiding it.

However, his appearance was too suspicious to simply take his word for it.

My position isn't light enough to carelessly lend help to someone whose name, age, appearance, personality - everything - is unknown.

To begin with, it would be strange to expect significant help with such an appearance and just one letter of introduction.

"Alright. I understand what you want."

For now, there were no discrepancies between his words and the contents of Namgung Jin's letter.

Either this was the honest truth without any lies, or they had coordinated their stories beforehand.

Of course, if they were determined to deceive, this much would be basic, so it didn't do much to ease my suspicions.

"By the way, do you know what kind of relationship I have with Namgung Jin?"

"..Since I only received the letter of introduction, I'm not sure."

"He confessed to me before, but I rejected him and suggested we remain friends. Friends we are indeed. Though he dropped out right after that."

So I decided to test him a bit.

How would he react?

Of course, he had never actually confessed.

Even a troublemaker wouldn't want to confess to a woman who had embarrassed him so thoroughly in a martial arts match.

'I wonder how he'll react.'

Surprise? Denial?

I licked my lips slightly, anticipating his response.

And the response that came was

"....What?"

It was quite a cute reaction compared to his thoroughly suspicious appearance.


  *

The long-awaited exam day.

Not only my grades but also the day to verify whether that Fortune Teller's words were true or not.

And the result was

'..What is his identity?'

Out of 30 questions, 20 were exact matches.

Even the remaining 10 were very similar questions.

There's no possibility of the questions being leaked.

Even if it were the Beggars' Sect or the Hao Clan, it would be impossible to obtain information about this Academy's exam questions.

After all, who could possibly discover questions that the Murim Alliance Leader personally creates, carries on their person, and only reveals on the day of the exam?

'Can he really see the future..?'

Astrology.

I thought it was complete nonsense.

No, if this level of prophecy-like precognition was possible through divination, the Wudang Sect or Kunlun Sect should have already conquered the Central Plains.

'For it to be coincidence..'

The accuracy rate was just too high.

Even assuming he somehow hit astronomical odds and the questions he made up matched exactly

'Already twice.'

He also had the track record of saving Namgung Jin's life.

Once can be coincidence. Even twice can somehow be explained as coincidence.

But after that, it's no longer in the realm of coincidence.

'I need to keep watching.'

If that Fortune Teller's prophecy-like precognition is truly his ability, I must obtain it somehow. Must keep him within my sight.

Right now it's just exam questions, but if the scope extends to the Central Plains' political situation, Imperial Court movements, locations of hidden divine weapons, Demonic Cult activities - if such grand scale is possible, the potential is truly limitless.

And if the Tang Family could monopolize that ability?

'...'

It might be a dangerous thought, but

Perhaps it could upset the balance between the Nine Great Sects and Five Great Clans.


  *

I haven't reported about him to the family yet.

While suddenly helping someone open a fortune-telling shop might seem suspicious, it could be explained away as just helping an acquaintance's friend.

"It's your first day of business. Are you nervous?"

"It would be a lie to say I'm not..?"

Still amazingly, his face remained completely invisible inside.

If he becomes famous, I'm certain 'Faceless' will definitely be part of his title.

'It is a bit worrying.'

If his ability spreads throughout the Central Plains, it would be difficult to monopolize it then.

But I can't rush things when I don't even know his ability and personality yet.

For now, the best course is to help as he wishes, build up debt, and observe from the side.

"I'll stay with you on the first day, so relax. If any ruffians come, I can at least handle that much."

"Uh.. what about the Academy?"

"Missing one day won't matter."

I can make it up later.

"But.. isn't two silver too expensive?"

"No. That's rather cheap actually. Don't worry."

If he shows the same accuracy rate while doing business as he did then, two silver is indeed cheap.

Of course, since word hasn't spread yet and it's just starting today, he won't get many customers initially, but later...

-Knock knock

"Um.. excuse me.."

-Whoosh!

I hid myself as soon as I sensed someone outside.

The customer was a woman who appeared to be around thirty years old.

"Welcome! What would you like to know? Four pillars of destiny, love fortune, children's fortune, anything is possible!"

"Well.. my son will be taking the entrance exam for the Mount Hua Sect soon.. could you perhaps read about that?"

"Oh my, we have an exam taker's mother here. Come, come. Please sit comfortably. I'll pray to the Gods of Heaven and Earth, and mother, you can pray too.. oh, do you perhaps have any deities you believe in?"

..Though his words sounded more like a shaman than a fortune teller, it wasn't my concern.

"The Mount Hua Sect is good. They have many dignified and righteous Daoists, and being high in the mountains close to heaven with pure natural energy, if he gets in, he'll surely become a great person."

-Clack clack clack clack

He took out 8 wooden tablets and placed them on the table.

"Usually I don't like doing readings for others by proxy because it's difficult for me, but I understand a mother's heart, and since you're also the first customer after opening, I'll make a special effort."

It didn't take long for him to start speaking.

.
.
.

"Well, at least business ended well."

"..Did it really end well?"

"Getting three customers after botching the first one so badly means it ended well."

He was proudly jingling the six silver coins in his hand.

The first customer had stormed out of the shop hurling all sorts of curses after hearing his answer.

Naturally, she didn't pay either.

"Maybe I should have collected payment upfront from the start. Could have earned two more silver that way."

At least after that, he started collecting silver upfront, so he managed to salvage six.

"Couldn't you have just told her he would pass?"

"The first customer?"

"Yes."

After all, those types don't come because they truly want to know their future.

They come to gain a little peace of mind. To suppress their fears while receiving comfort from others.

That woman probably came ready to pay the not insignificant sum of two silver for that purpose.

"Then what if he fails and she comes back to complain? If I'm going to get cursed at anyway, isn't it better to at least do a proper reading and maintain high accuracy?"

"..Ah."

Put that way, he had a point.

"Human hearts are quite fickle, aren't they? They come to see the future, but when you tell them an inauspicious future, they accuse you of cursing them. I'm just telling them exactly what I see."

"Well.. no one likes an inauspicious future."

"I'm giving them advice to avoid that future, you know."

Fortunate, should I say

He didn't seem to take the first customer's failure too seriously.

"Ah, Young Lady Tang. Since business is done, would you like to go get a meal together? My treat."

"..Well. Why not."

Others might be surprised if they saw this.

Me, accepting a meal invitation from a stranger, and a man at that, right on the spot.

Just in case, I hope there are no misunderstandings.

'I still need to keep watching him.'

He's a man whose face and name I don't even know.

I'm only interested in his ability; romantic interest couldn't develop even if it tried.

He probably hasn't been in Shaanxi for more than a few days, so I quietly followed, wondering where he would lead me

"Oh, hyung, you're here again today? I don't mind, but don't blame me if you get an ulcer from drinking too much!"

"Haha. If I die drinking, I'd welcome it!"

"Aish, now that's a real Heavy Drinker. But you brought someone else today? A woman even?"

When I came to my senses, we were in a tavern.

'..Huh?'
Chapter 11: Volume 1 - A Fateful Encounter in Shaanxi
"What's wrong, Young Lady Tang? Don't you like alcohol?"

"Ah, no.. that.."

When I came to my senses, we were inside a tavern.

It's not that I dislike alcohol. While I'm not particularly fond of it either, I know how to enjoy it in moderation.

But drinking alone and drinking with someone else, especially a man, have completely different implications.

'How long have we even known each other?!'

I shouldn't have trusted someone sent by Namgung Jin so easily.

Bringing a woman to a tavern with just a few words.

This wasn't the work of an amateur.

'..What should I do?'

If I were acting like my usual self, if it were someone else, I wouldn't have even ended up in this situation, and even if I had, I would have firmly refused.

But right now, the person was someone a bit awkward to firmly refuse.

If I firmly refused here and hurt his feelings, it would cause problems in our relationship.

Right now, he hasn't properly established himself yet, and he owes me a debt, so nothing major should happen, but I didn't want to worsen our relationship when I hadn't properly grasped his abilities yet.

His ability to see the future was that tempting.

'If only his ability was truly prophecy.'

If I could be certain that his ability was prophecy, there would be no need to hesitate.

It would be obvious that I should offer myself and have him join the Tang Family as a son-in-law.

Even though I'm considered one of the most promising talents among current Aspiring Martial Artists, I'm still just first-rate, unable to break through the peak barrier.

While being at this level at my age is considered genius enough, it's not immediately helpful to the Tang Family.

But prophecy is different.

I can assert that its value surpasses even that of most supreme experts, both immediately and at any time.

'Hmmmm..'

While numerous possibilities were waging war in my mind, I realized something.

"Young Lady Tang? Aren't you drinking? This is a tavern recommended by all the Heavy Drinkers in Shaanxi. They say the alcohol here is exquisite?"

He had already finished one bottle by himself.

..This man.

Now that I look at it, he wasn't interested in me at all.

From the start, his gaze was directed at the alcohol, not at me.

"..By the way, why did we come here?"

"Hm? Since it's a tavern, naturally to drink?"

"Ah.. right.."

I'd heard that sometimes real Heavy Drinkers are only interested in alcohol above all else, and it seems this Fortune Teller was one of them.

"Do you like alcohol?"

"These days, I feel alive thanks to alcohol."

Even with his face hidden, I could feel the 100% sincerity in his words.

"..Our Tang Family has many famous wines too."

Actually, the Tang Family's alcohol is quite well-known.

Since we handle poisons, sometimes alcohol is created during the process of researching new poisons, and I know these have become quite popular.

In fact, I've heard people say that the poison was just an excuse, and we were making alcohol from the start.

"..How can I get some of that?"

"Well.. if you become a member of the Tang Family, we could get you a few bottles as a welcome gift.."

"What do I need to do? Should I sign a contract?"

I was just throwing it out there, but he seemed quite serious.

Then I remembered.

'Ah. He said he came down from the mountains.'

Though he seemed to know about the Nine Great Sects and Five Great Clans from what he'd picked up, he appeared unfamiliar with the finer points of worldly matters.

This is an opportunity.

I could deceive him while he's still ignorant and have him join the Tang Family..

"..I'm joking. We sell it outside too. I'll get you some later."

"Really?"

"I'll keep it as a debt. When I feel enough debt has accumulated, I'll make a request, so be prepared."

"Of course!"

It's probably better to handle this nicely rather than trying to deceive him into joining.

Since we'll continue seeing each other, if things go well, it might not be impossible to legally have him join the Tang Family by accumulating debt like this.

"Ah. So how's the taste? Isn't it delicious?"

"Well.. the taste is.."

While it wasn't expensive enough alcohol to warrant such excitement

"It's decent."

"I'm glad you like it."

The atmosphere was delicious.

Sometimes I reminisce.

What if I had tried to manipulate him then?

What if I had known earlier that he was someone who had to return within three years?

Could I have created a better outcome?


  *

"Urghh..!"

"That's why I told you to listen."

I was immobilized, my body entangled in Tang A-yeong's arms.

First lesson after agreeing to learn Grappling Techniques.

"Just because Grappling Techniques use hands doesn't mean you only use hands, okay? You need to be aware of not just the legs, but every joint in your body to properly execute Grappling Techniques."

My stubbornness played a big part in ending up in this situation.

It seems I was too greedy insisting on wearing the mantle until I learned Grappling Techniques.

It's not suitable for movement, and being as flowing as it is to hide my build, it's too easily grabbed.

Of course, there's also the enormous difference in skill level, but being repeatedly subdued and knocked down before even learning anything is just...

"Alright. I'll take it off. This really isn't working."

I decided to bend my stubbornness just this once.

Tang A-yeong took time out to come here, and it would be rude not to learn properly.

"..You're taking it off?"

"Yes. Wait a moment. I'll change and come back."

Leaving behind a somewhat dazed Tang A-yeong, I opened another door inside the shop.

While I hadn't made a separate changing room, anywhere you use becomes a changing room, right?

-Swoosh

'It's been quite a while since I took this off.'

As I removed the mantle that now felt almost like a part of my body, a translucent window appeared before my eyes.

[Hermit's Mantle]

[Hermit, whose past no one knows. One of the heroes who played a great role in the war against the undying ones with his mysterious movements. It is said that until he finally returned to the goddess's embrace from among the deathless ones, no one knew his true appearance.]

The only thing I had when I came to this cursed world.

The Shop Window.

While not as good as a Status Window, it's still plenty useful.

It's one of the reasons I can live with hope in this Land of Blood and Iron.

If I didn't even have this, I might have truly lost my will to live.

'It really took forever.'

The currency used in the shop is points

And this mantle costs 2000 points.

Let's not question why there's a Shop Window or Korean in the Martial World. If we start questioning that, the fact that I was suddenly transmigrated into this world is strange to begin with.

By the way, there are only two ways to earn points.

One is time.

1 point per day.

And the second is money.

1 point per gold coin.

Living in the mountains for 10 years without touching a single gold coin meant I basically used the first method for 2000 days. It took just under 6 years to save up enough points to buy this.

There's a reason I refuse to show my face to this extent.

While part of it is because I almost went through terrible things before meeting Master

[Don't show your face. That face is destined to bring great calamity later.]

It's also because of my fortune that Master read.

Since I can't read my own fortune, I had to have Master read it.

After that, I endured and saved up desperately to buy this mantle.

Though it looks uncomfortable from the outside, it's surprisingly comfortable, breathes well in summer, and even keeps you warm in winter - a truly versatile garment.

You don't even need to wash it.

I could understand why this person called Hermit never took it off.

'It's a shame they don't sell spellbooks.'

Looking through the Shop Window, you can see it's connected to a fantasy world.

So at first, thinking 'Even if I can't learn martial arts, maybe I can learn magic?', I searched with burning eyes, but there was nothing.

Of course, there are many other eye-catching items besides spellbooks.

Among them, the most noticeable item is always at the very top of the Shop Window.

[Return]

[Price: 10000 points]

Ten thousand gold coins. Or about 27 years in time.

Even if I had earned one gold coin every day since coming to this world, I couldn't afford it.

Honestly, by the time I could buy that, would I even want to return to Earth?

If I had enough leisure to accumulate that many points, it would mean I'm living quite well in this world.

'Ah, she must be waiting.'

I spent too long changing while lost in idle thoughts.

Though my build is visible in these clothes that are easier to move in, there's no need to show my face.

[Phantom's Mask]

[A mask created by the White Tower Master, once counted among the continent's greatest beauties, to hide her face after it began rotting from the scratch of an undying one who craved blood. As she wished, even after she returned to the goddess's embrace, no one could see her hideously transformed face.]

This mask never falls off my face unless I want it to.

For reference, this one was 500 points.

However, unlike the Hermit's Mantle, it feels uncomfortable on my face when worn, so I usually just use the Hermit's Mantle in most situations.

-Click

'Now my face is covered too.'

Preparations complete.

Tang A-yeong seems curious about my face, but I'm sorry, that's not possible.

Really.
Chapter 12: Volume 1 - I'm Only Showing You Because It's You
When I came out after changing into comfortable clothes, Tang A-yeong scanned my body with burning eyes.

She made a disappointed sound upon seeing the mask on my face, but continued to scan my body up and down with a very surprised expression.

"Um.. by any chance, your age.."

"I've passed coming-of-age."

I knew she'd react like this.

"..With that body?"

I expected it, but it still stung a bit.

It's not like I wanted to have this kind of body.

My body was already smaller and weaker than others, and my height stopped growing too.

"Around the age of seven, I just stopped growing taller."

"Uh.."

Tang A-yeong seemed to be buffering, her thoughts grinding to a halt.

"But when you were wearing the mantle, you definitely seemed a bit taller than.."

"I wore insoles, okay? Happy?"

I added some insoles because I thought being short would ruin the mysterious concept.

Absolutely not because I was trying to hide it.

"I'm only showing you because it's you, alright? If you go around spreading rumors, forget about the debt or anything else, I'm never seeing you again."

The famous Fortune Teller of Shaanxi turning out to be a tiny runt not even five chi tall.

If such rumors spread, Tang A-yeong would be the only possible culprit.

Since I've never revealed this to anyone else.

"Then why did you show me.."

"You said I had to take off the mantle to learn properly, right? So I took it off."

"..."

Tang A-yeong was so taken aback that she couldn't properly speak.

Honestly, I'd probably be surprised too.

To think that such a suspicious-looking mantle was hiding this kind of runt.

If I didn't have the mask on, I'm confident I could shock her even more, but I couldn't risk that much just for a bit of fun.

"I trust you too. Besides, you're the only one in the outside world I can call a friend right now."

"..Only me?"

"Well.. the folks at the tavern only talk when there's alcohol involved, so they hardly count as friends. You're the only one I can properly call a friend."

I don't even know where Namgung Jin is or what he's doing.

I could find out if I wanted to, but I don't particularly want to seek out another man.

"..."

"Young Lady Tang?"

"Ah, no.. that.. it's nothing."

The way she hid her hands behind her back was suspicious, but I chalked it up to paranoia.


  *

"Haa.. haa.."

"Huff.. huff.."

The room was filled with the panting sounds of a man and woman.

One was mine, the other his.

We had been mixing our bodies continuously as I taught him Grappling Techniques, and naturally, most ended in my overwhelming victory.

"Hnngh!"

Seeing my tired appearance, he squeezed out his strength and reached out.

An extremely slow and clumsy movement.

A clumsy movement that couldn't even properly execute half of half of half of the technique I taught.

-Snap

I lightly caught his hand and inserted my leg between his legs, causing him to lose balance and start stumbling.

Despite experiencing this same technique countless times already, he showed no improvement in countering it.

It was clear as day that he would hit the ground if left like this.

I extended my other arm to wrap around his chest.

In that position, it was inevitable that my face would press against his neck.

-Whiff

His body's scent entered my nose almost directly.

While sweat should be unpleasant regardless of gender

Though I might sound crazy, it smelled somewhat fragrant.

'Haa.. haa..'

This wasn't the first time.

Something was building up inside my body.

My head was getting hazier, and sometimes I'd black out for just a moment.

I saw his thin arms and legs.

Saw that delicate, weak body.

Even a young master who'd spent his whole life reading in his room couldn't be this delicate.

Skin smoother and more delicate than most women's, hard to believe he was male.

Every single one of his movements caught my eye.

'My body is hot..'

It wasn't heat from moving around.

Something deeper, related to biological instincts, was stirring.

"Um, Young Lady Tang, could you please let go now.."

I don't want to let go.

I want to stay like this longer.

Iwanttoprotecthimembracehimcaresshimhughimtastehimsavorhim..

"Young Lady Tang?"

"Huh?!"

'Wh-What was I just thinking?!'

I must have lost my mind for a moment.

No matter how erotic his body might be, he's still a man whose face I haven't even seen.

Hasn't he kept saying it himself? That he's extremely ugly. That there's a reason he covers up. That he doesn't like his appearance either.

-Whoosh!

"S-sorry. I was just lost in thought for a moment.."

"It's fine. You're going out of your way to teach me."

I couldn't take my eyes off him as he fixed his disheveled clothes.

Still, I had to say something right now, or something would happen.

Not to him, but to me.

"H-Hey!"

My voice raised without me realizing.

If I didn't do this, I felt I wouldn't be able to control my body.

My hands, eyes, legs were ignoring their owner's commands and pointing in one direction.

"Um.. would you be interested in learning something other than Grappling Techniques?"

"..Something else?"

I managed to change the subject successfully.

"Yes.. well.. since your body doesn't seem suitable for direct combat.. and since the goal is self-defense anyway, how about learning hidden weapon techniques instead of this?"

"..Hidden weapons?"

"You might be criticized as cowardly, but it's an extremely efficient technique, you know? If you land a hit properly, you can subdue even opponents of higher cultivation through surprise attacks."

I continued speaking while desperately controlling my body.

Is this how a coachman feels holding tight to the reins of an excited horse?

"Hidden weapons.."

His gaze briefly turned toward empty space.

I turned to look in that direction too, but there was nothing but an ordinary wall.

"Hidden weapons sound good."

"Ah, then I'll leave for today and come back prepared to teach hidden weapon techniques next time."

"Leaving already? You could stay a bit longer."

...

..........................................

"Hey."

I grabbed his shoulder and spoke in a low voice.

"That's really dangerous, so don't do it again next time."

I barely held back.

I almost did something.

Really.
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The Mount Hua Sect.

A sect whose name means 'Brilliant Mountain', using the characters for 'brilliant' and 'mountain'. [TL]"화산": 화 (華): Radiant, brilllaint. 산 (山): Mountain.[/TL]

They are one of the most powerful forces in Shaanxi with their main mountain located there, and like the Righteous Faction and Nine Great Sects, they at least outwardly advocate justice

While they have a stronger martial artist flavor compared to other Daoist sects, they are still proper Daoists.

And there was a figure who represented this Mount Hua Sect - the famous Sword Empress.

Though she now spends most of her time on Mount Hua, her righteous and gentle personality and beautiful appearance that she showed since her younger days when she was known as the 'Sword Flower' have only become more perfect with time, never diminishing.

.
.
.

-Click

As the Sword Empress opened the door and came out, a woman who had been waiting as always brought her things to clean up with and clothes.

"How long was it this time?"

"Exactly 190 days have passed."

"I was in there longer than I thought.."

The woman must have been curious if she had gained anything during that time, but she didn't ask.

"Even though I know secluded training at this level of cultivation doesn't mean much.. my heart is still uneasy."

The Sword Empress wiped her body with the towel the woman gave her and changed clothes.

Though she had long since passed the level where impurities would accumulate in her body, clothes couldn't be free from the passage of time.

"Has the Demonic Cult shown any movement?"

"Fortunately not."

"Hah.."

The Sword Empress recalled the Heavenly Demon's martial might that she witnessed during the war with the Blood Cult.

Such overwhelming might that made one think if there was anyone who had reached humanity's highest possible position, it would be the Heavenly Demon.

One who overwhelmed even the maximum strength humans could imagine.

She was such a powerful figure that even if all the masters of the Righteous Sects, no, even if all the masters of the Evil Sects and outer Martial World joined forces, victory seemed unimaginable.

"Honestly, I dare not even think I could reach that level."

The Blood Cult was truly strong.

Especially their leader, who boasted techniques bordering between martial arts and sorcery, was an opponent that even she at the time found difficult to be confident about defeating.

Yet such a Blood Cult was essentially annihilated by the hands of one woman.

Because of their arrogant thought of dyeing the whole world with their blood, they foolishly provoked the quietly waiting Demonic Cult and made a monster that should not have emerged take its steps.

If the Blood Cult hadn't provoked the Demonic Cult, perhaps the Central Plains would be in their hands now.

While the Heavenly Demon could be considered a benefactor in some ways

That was a different matter from this.

If she and the Demonic Cult, like other Heavenly Demons before, moved to achieve their goal of conquering the Central Plains, she would have to stand in their way.

For the sake of the Central Plains, if nothing else.

"Did anything happen in the Central Plains while I was inside?"

"It was peaceful. Even the bandits and pirates haven't shown any particular movement lately."

"That's good."

The Sword Empress smiled contentedly, thinking her efforts hadn't been in vain.

"Ah, come to think of it, there is some unpleasant news."

"What is it?"

"A Fortune Teller called the 'Faceless Gold Ghost' has appeared in Shaanxi. An impudent one who dares mock heavenly secrets with bewitching sorcery."

Like most people of the Mount Hua Sect, the woman also disliked the Faceless Gold Ghost.

She was a Daoist after all.

"Has he committed fraud with sorcery?"

"..Probably not. He seems to have quite a reputation for accuracy."

"Has he demanded unreasonable amounts from those in desperate situations?"

"..He charges everyone the same two silver coins, I hear."

"Then has he caused trouble with his sorcery or the money he earned?"

"..I've heard he spends his days at taverns and gambling tables, but he doesn't seem to have caused any conflicts with others."

"What makes him evil then?"

He hasn't committed fraud, hasn't exploited others' desperation for money, and hasn't caused trouble.

While he can't be called good yet, he's not evil either.

"Even if he hasn't done evil deeds, he dares use heavenly energy for tainted money-making.."

"Enough. Who are we to be the masters of heavenly secrets, and by what right would we interfere with him earning money through abilities he gained through his own power?"

"Th-that's.."

"Unless he commits evil acts, from what I've heard so far, I see no problem. If there were people who could avoid inauspicious futures through his help, wouldn't that actually be beneficial?"

"..."

"I understand your feelings. But at least from what I've heard so far, I can't particularly call him evil."

"..I apologize."

"Don't worry. I'm more sorry to you, who can't even go sightseeing outside because of me every day."

The Sword Empress headed off to announce her emergence from secluded training.

Only she would know that her interest was piqued by the news of the Faceless Gold Ghost that entered her body along with her first breath of outside air in a while.
Chapter 13: Volume 2 - Vampire
"Vampires?"

A familiar word came up during my conversation with Tang A-yeong at the inn, making me ask without thinking.

"Yes. Vampires. Just as the name suggests, there are rumors of strange people who kill others and drain all their blood. The rumors started spreading about a month ago."

"Hmm.."

-Slurp

While it's probably just a nickname given by the people of the Central Plains, it's an extremely familiar term to me.

After all, it's a regular guest that appears without fail in games, movies, and novels.

If this were a fantasy world, having such vampires wouldn't be strange, but

'Isn't this the Martial World?'

Why would there be vampires in the Martial World?

Probably just humans who are either evil-natured or practice that kind of Martial Art.

Then again, with possessed people and fantasy-connected shops around, who's to say there can't be vampires?

Anyway.

"So a suppression force was formed to eliminate them.. and I was included in it."

"You, Young Lady Tang?"

"You might underestimate me, but I'm quite remarkable, you know?"

She certainly was remarkable.

Being one of the best Aspiring Martial Artists of the era.

"But aren't there many other masters in Shaanxi?"

"Ah. It's not just one vampire. The same phenomenon is happening in other regions too.. I'm going to one of them. And coincidentally, their estimated martial prowess is first-rate."

"Aha."

Still, I had some doubts about Tang A-yeong joining the suppression force.

From what I'd seen of her personality, she wasn't exactly purely righteous.

She knew how to calculate her own benefits and wasn't the type to spread favors around without compensation.

While she seemed like a good person fundamentally, she wasn't someone who put justice above all else..

"The reward must be quite generous?"

"Hehe."

As expected, she wasn't joining the suppression force purely out of a sense of justice.

"The Martial Alliance promised generous compensation. And naturally, handling such matters builds reputation. The Aspiring Martial Artist of the Tang Family. The reputation of Poison Stinger defeating vampires. As reputation rises, influence in official settings naturally rises too."

"Aren't there many other Aspiring Martial Artists?"

"Well, our Sichuan Tang Clan's Martial Arts specialize in subduing or killing opponents without leaving wounds. The Martial Alliance's goal isn't just to eliminate the vampires. They want to research whether they might be remnants of the Blood Cult that was annihilated 20 years ago, or if there's any connection."

"Ah."

Now it made sense.

While human research might sound unsettling, this was just how this world worked.

Especially since I'd heard they were sensitive about traces of the Blood Cult.

"Personally, I don't really think there's a connection to the Blood Cult, but that's not what's important. Who would refuse an opportunity to secure both compensation and reputation?"

"So when are you leaving? It'll be quite lonely without anyone to talk to for a while."

"Ah. You're coming with me."

Ah, so I'm going too.

...

"What?"

Excuse me?

"Young Lady Tang. Even though I've learned some hidden weapon techniques from you, I can't even handle a third-rate warrior. So why would I.."

"Of course I'm not suggesting you come along recklessly. It's a proposal. First, read this. It's a letter from the person in charge of this suppression force."

Tang A-yeong pulled out a piece of paper from inside her clothes.

While I usually wear a mantle, I always wonder how much space she has for hiding things like hidden weapons in those clothes.

'Come to think of it, her clothes seem to have gotten mysteriously thinner lately.'

Her clothes had gotten thinner compared to when I first saw her.
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The curves of her body seem more visible than before.

It probably started changing gradually about a month ago

'Well, it has been hot lately.'

Even on Earth, clothes naturally get thinner in summer due to the heat.

Seems the Martial World is no exception.

I'd heard high-level Martial Artists have resistance to cold and heat, but Tang A-yeong probably hasn't reached that level yet.

"Are you thinking something disrespectful, or is it just my imagination?"

"How could it be?"

Regardless of Tang A-yeong's martial prowess, the fact that I couldn't beat her even with all my strength remained unchanged.

"Well, let me at least read it."

I carefully read the paper Tang A-yeong handed over.

One should always check contracts thoroughly.

But still

"4 gold for a 4-day schedule?"

"Nice, right?"

The compensation was substantial.

I earn at most 40-50 silver coins a day, so this is more than double my income.

However..

"Considering the risk, it's not very appealing. I don't even understand why you want to bring me."

No matter what, this was still monster subjugation.

I don't want to go along with a body that can't even beat a third-rate Martial Artist.

"First, the reason for bringing you is to track the vampires using your fortune-telling."

"Why do you think fortune-telling is omnipotent?!"

"Can't you do it?"

"I probably could if I tried, but.."

"What? You really can?"

"You were just guessing.."

Anyway, I'm not very interested.

Even if I'm not direct combat personnel, my safety isn't 100% guaranteed.

4 gold is a huge amount, but not enough to risk my life for.

"Anyway, I'm not really interested.."

"I thought you might say that, so I brought a modified proposal."

Tang A-yeong quickly took the paper from my hand and gave me a new one.

And the difference in this paper was

"10 gold?!"

"Is that enough?"

"Nngh.."

10 gold for 4 days.

'With this money, I could buy so much alcohol..'

I could visit high-class taverns instead of my usual ones.

'I wonder how alcohol bought with 10 gold would taste.'

My mouth started watering.

The alcohol I usually drink costs at most 30 silver coins.

While that's already expensive alcohol, as a heavy drinker, I can't help but be curious about the taste of gold-tier alcohol.

Or I could add some points to the shop window since I'd have accumulated a good amount of money.

"But.. wouldn't it be dangerous.."

The strength in my voice had weakened considerably.

10 gold was that significant an amount.

"Come on, I'm participating too, and other warriors are coming along. If a battle breaks out, just hide behind the warriors. I'll tell them to protect you no matter what."

"..Can I trust you?"

"Oh, and this is information I got through personal channels, but the person in charge of our suppression force is quite the alcohol enthusiast and keeps many rare spirits.."

"I'm in."

The risk is worth it.

"Heheh, if you flatter me more, who knows what else might come your way?"

"Young Lady Tang is the only one for me. Meeting you was the greatest fortune of my life."

"...Even knowing it's flattery, it still feels nice."

Tang A-yeong's cheeks showed a faint blush.

"The detailed schedule is all written in the paper, so you can refer to that.. I'll be going now for today."

"Already?"

"If I stay any longer, something serious might happen.."

"Pardon?"

"Ah, it's nothing."

With those words, Tang A-yeong instantly left the inn.

"Must have some urgent business."

-Slurp

Tang A-yeong had been acting a bit strange lately.

.
.
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When I returned to my shop after finishing my meal, there was someone wearing a mantle like mine standing in front of the store.

"Hmm?"

Even though I was still quite far away, they seemed to sense me, turning their head precisely in my direction in an unusual manner.

"Here for a fortune reading?"

"Might you be the fortune teller known as the Faceless Gold Ghost?"

"It's not my favorite nickname, but yes, that's me."

"Hooh, interesting. Your face truly can't be seen."

"Let's go inside first. We can discuss your business at leisure."

The voice was that of a woman.

After entering the shop, I seated the woman in a chair and sat across the table.

"Now. What brings you here? Four Pillars of Destiny? Love Fortune? Children's Fortune? Test? Anything else is possible too."

"I've heard rumors of your accuracy spreading to other regions, is it true you're never wrong?"

"Ah.. Unfortunately, that's not the case. How could a mere sorcerer like myself dare to know all the intentions of the Gods of Heaven and Earth? I can only see parts of it. But I guarantee it won't be completely useless."

"Hmm.."

A faint smile appeared on the woman's lips visible beneath her mantle.

'What's this?'

This was a first.

Until now, most people either showed disappointment or told me not to be modest, but this kind of mysterious smile was a new type of reaction.

"I like it. Good. You said you could read anything?"

"I'll do my best with whatever you request."

"Then.. read my fortune as well."

After all that build-up, just a normal fortune reading?

Just an unusual customer after all.

-Clack Clack Clack Clack

As usual, I took out 8 wooden tablets and arranged them on the table.

"Eight Trigrams.. a traditional method."

"..."

Maybe she's not just a strange person but a Martial Artist.

Though the energy I sense from her is completely that of an ordinary person.

"..Now then.."

"If you don't mind, could I touch your hand for a moment?"

"..Customer?"

"Ah, my apologies. I got excited for a moment."

Who is this person really?

'Hah..'

If Tang A-yeong were here, she might have found a way to chase her out.

Even though I'd learned hidden weapon techniques, I wasn't capable of taking on someone who seemed to be from the Martial World.

"Here. Go ahead and touch."

"Oh, thank you."

When I obediently offered my hand, the woman began touching it.

It had a woman's characteristic softness while also feeling hard.

The calluses were especially noticeable, feeling them even without looking.

'I would've been screwed if I'd resisted.'

Feeling relieved that I hadn't acted rashly, I was wondering how long she would keep touching when she spoke.

"Have you ever studied under any Martial Arts sect?"
Chapter 14: Volume 2 - The Past
-10 Years Ago-

This happened before Master took me in and taught me anything.

"Since your Dantian is damaged, it seems I won't be able to teach you Martial Arts."

"..What?"

Cannot learn Martial Arts.

That was the moment my secret hopes of learning Martial Arts were shattered.

"What exactly happened for your Dantian to be damaged? If it had never been formed due to never practicing Martial Arts, that would be one thing, but there are clear signs it was once formed and then damaged."

"..You mean me?"

"Yes. I mean you."

"..."

Of course I didn't know.

When I opened my eyes in this body, I was already nearly dead in a back alley.

Having barely survived in that state until meeting Master, how could I know this body's past?

"Well, I suppose it's understandable that you wouldn't know. After all, it's not even your body."

"...!"

"Why are you so surprised? Did you think I wouldn't know even that?"

"How did you.."

I hadn't particularly tried to hide it, but I hadn't planned to reveal it either.

After all, if I said I came from another world and this body wasn't mine, I'd naturally be treated as a madman.

"It's not easy to tell at a glance, but if you observe closely while in close contact, you can distinguish that much. Your soul and body are unbalanced and distorted. Like something that doesn't fit being forcibly inserted."

"..Master. I didn't intend to.."

"Why are you afraid? It's nothing to worry about."

"..Don't you think I stole this body?"

"Someone capable of such advanced sorcery would have had countless better bodies to choose from, so there'd be no reason to choose such a body. Weren't you nearly dead when I first found you anyway?"

"..."

"Well, at least your looks are decent."

A body with nothing but looks going for it.

Small, delicate, and weak.

And now I learn I can't even learn Martial Arts.

'Why am I in such a state..?'

If I'd done something wrong to deserve this possession, I wouldn't even feel wronged.

Being suddenly thrown into this unfamiliar body in an unfamiliar world with no explanation, I couldn't help but feel wronged.

"..By the way, Master."

"What is it?"

"Didn't you say yesterday that I looked like meju?"

"..."

For some reason, I had a nightmare that night.

Such a terrifying nightmare that I unconsciously burrowed into the woman's embrace beside me.
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"..I have not."

"Oh my. Excuse my rudeness. I asked because I saw familiar traces."

It was an extremely rude question.

Asking a stranger if they had studied under any Martial Arts sect in the past

It was rude enough that I would have been justified in expressing displeasure.

"If your curiosity is satisfied, may I tell you your fortune now?"

But I wasn't capable of doing that to a Martial Artist who was clearly incredibly powerful.

Those calluses were truly no joke.

Like someone who had spent their entire life wielding a sword.

"Hooh, you're done already? Faster than I expected."

"Well, I've been doing this for 10 years in the mountains. The Gods of Heaven and Earth seem to look upon me favorably."

If those Gods of Heaven and Earth were the ones who dragged me to this world, I'd need to unleash a torrent of curses to feel better

But I've adapted and am living well now, so.

'Surely there won't be a war across the entire Central Plains.'

If something like that happened, I'd need to find a way to escape, but at least for now, there seemed no need to worry.

What's important now is the customer before me.

"Hmm.."

At this point, let me explain the principle behind how I read fortunes and tell them to others

First, when I read fortunes, I receive a kind of revelation by receiving heavenly energy or reading records.

Then I translate this content into words to convey to others, but here's where the problem arises.

The Leakage of Heavenly Secrets is entirely at heaven's whim, so the scope isn't always the same.

Instead, I can instinctively know 'I can say up to here' and 'I shouldn't say beyond this,' but without exact standards, it's exhausting for me.

Sometimes customers complain about why I give detailed readings to others but vague ones to them.

'All that talk about heaven being fair is nonsense. Complete nonsense.'

In my view, heaven is the most biased thing in the world.

Sometimes there are people who are clearly 'loved by heaven,' and for such people, not only is the content good, but the restrictions on heavenly secrets are few, so I can tell them good things.

'Among those I've seen so far, perhaps Tang A-yeong?'

Anyway, the reason I'm saying this is

This woman also seems to be greatly loved by heaven.

.
.
.

"Is there someone you keep in your heart?"

"..What?"

"Ah. This could be misunderstood. Not a romantic interest, but just a person. Someone you think about and worry about often."

"Hmm.."

The Sword Empress thought of one woman at the fortune teller's words.

If there was someone she thought about and worried about most frequently, it could only be the Heavenly Demon.

While she did worry about the elders of Mount Hua Sect and such figures, ever since witnessing the Heavenly Demon's martial might, there hadn't been a single day she hadn't thought of her.

While wielding her sword, while training, while resting.

"There is."

"That person will take something precious from you."

"...!!"

When told the Heavenly Demon would take something precious from her, there was only one thing she could think of.

The Central Plains. Mount Hua Sect would be attacked.

-Trembling

It was terrifying just to imagine.

She had been dedicating herself to training all this time to prevent this, yet to hear such words...

'..No. Not yet.'

It's too early to jump to conclusions.

It might not be referring to the Heavenly Demon or Mount Hua Sect.

Since it wasn't explicitly stated.

"..What will be taken from me?"

"Hmm.. You could say it's something like your life itself. Something like a life companion?"

"..."

Something like my life. Something like a life companion.

Mount Hua. Or the sword.

If the latter, it means I will fight the Heavenly Demon and my sword will break before her.

This would be better.

It's something I've been mentally preparing for, and it's better than the former. Even if I fall, the Central Plains... Mount Hua will remain intact.

..But what if it's the former?

Or what if it's both?

"..Are your predictions usually accurate?"

"I do make mistakes often.. but they're usually about 80% accurate."

80%. A high probability.

While she couldn't fully trust this fortune teller's words, considering his reputation, she couldn't deny his exceptional ability to read heavenly secrets.

"Let me give you some personal advice.. Fate isn't set in stone. The Gods of Heaven and Earth always prepare different futures. And from what I sense.. this is a future that can be prevented. If you make the effort."

"..What should I do?"

"Hmm.. You need to pay more attention to yourself."

"Hmm.."

She thought she needed to focus more on training. [TL]Hilarious novel 10/10.[/TL]

.
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"Wow, I could tell almost everything."

This was an unusual customer.

Since Eight Trigrams divination doesn't let me see exact scenes of the future but only provides fragments of information, it's usually difficult to convey while being mindful of the Leakage of Heavenly Secrets.

But to have such a rare customer where I barely needed to worry about heavenly secrets.

"You must be loved by heaven."

What kind of merit did they accumulate in their past life for that prickly heaven to treat them so well?

'They certainly must have accumulated a lot of merit.'

After the customer left, they threw me a Silver Origin Treasure as thanks.

I feel like something similar happened about a month ago, but I can't remember clearly.

As long as I make money, it's fine.

Probably nothing important.

'Come to think of it, I'd like to try handling this soon.'

I fondled the fist-sized orb in my chest.

It's an orb Master treasured, which I sneakily took before leaving.

She's in closed-door training anyway.

She won't need it. Someone out here should use it.

Tools exist to be used effectively.

The problem is I can't figure out how to use it.

'I can manipulate the energy inside when fortune-telling, but..'

When I saw Master before, she did all sorts of things with this orb.

She even used it to read my fortune.

'At minimum, it should be possible to tell fortunes with this..'

Even when I infuse energy into the orb like this, it shows no signs of working.

Let me think. How did Master use this orb when reading my fortune back then?

'Ah right. My hair.'

She definitely placed my hair on the orb when reading my fortune then.

'Then if I try my own..'

Though I remembered and placed my hair on the orb, there was still no response.

'..Perhaps it doesn't work on the caster?'

Considering fortune tellers can't read their own fortunes, that was possible.

I thought about picking up any hair in the shop, but using a stranger's felt uncomfortable.

So, someone I could ask for just one strand of hair..

'..There's only one person.'

I decided to ask later.
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'That fortune teller though.. those traces were definitely familiar..'

The Sword Empress thought about the traces she saw in the fortune teller's body while returning to her quarters.

'Though it was hard to see clearly due to the damaged Dantian.. that was definitely a trace of Mount Hua Sect's internal energy cultivation.'

It would be hard to think she had seen wrong, of all people.

Those traces were definitely the internal energy cultivation that newly entered disciples of Mount Hua Sect learn.

'A damaged Dantian means either they committed a crime or suffered an accident..'

A newly entered disciple. And a damaged Dantian.

A memory was trying to hazily surface.

Her painful finger and transgression.

'..It couldn't be.'

How much effort had she put into searching for that child back then?

She must be mistaken.

After all, it was something that happened over 10 years ago.
Chapter 15: Volume 2 - Sword Flower
Gentle.

That was how people in the world perceived the Sword Empress.

According to numerous eyewitness accounts, her personality of treating everyone gently, not just ordinary people but even villains, made her seem incredibly mild-mannered even by civilian standards, let alone as a Martial Artist.

Even when she went to subjugate villains, if they weren't completely beyond redemption, her radical approach of giving them opportunities to reform by apologizing and compensating their victims would have put her in great danger if she had been just a woman with her head full of flowers

But she was strong.

That's why she could carry out her justice.

However, even someone like her showed no mercy to those who strayed from her justice.

Villains who spurned even one chance. Those beyond redemption.

They were ones who had deviated from her justice, and she gave them no opportunities.

And regarding this Sword Empress, there was an incident known to only a few people within the Mount Hua Sect, not widely known in the Central Plains.

The unbelievable incident of her cutting down with her own hands the Disciple she had taken in with those same hands.
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Just as the Sword Empress of Mount Hua Sect was famous, her Disciple was also well-known.

It's said that hardly anyone had seen her actual appearance since the Sword Empress kept her hidden and raised her like a precious treasure, but after her first appearance at the Martial Arts Competition hosted by the Martial Alliance, everyone called her the Sword Flower.

The Sword Empress's Disciple, who inherited even the title from her Master's days as an Aspiring Martial Artist, returned to Mount Hua after the competition, leaving countless men waiting for her to emerge into the Martial World, but

She never emerged from Mount Hua again.

"What are you looking at so intently?"

"M-Master! I'm not neglecting my training.."

"I haven't even scolded you yet, why are you already lowering your head? I just asked what you were looking at."

Far from her usual training spot deep in the Main Mountain.

It was near where the Lay Disciples trained as a group.

"Ah, the Disciples who just entered a few days ago. So-yeon, I was worried because you seemed completely uninterested in others, but perhaps I can worry a bit less now."

"N-No! I didn't come here deliberately.."

"Oh? So you came looking for one person? I thought you came to see all the Disciples."

The Sword Flower's face instantly flushed at the Sword Empress's words.

"Do you know someone there? Most of the Disciples here should be children who haven't even reached the age of seven yet."

"No! No! I just came down to see the children learning swordsmanship under Mount Hua's name, even if they're Lay Disciples! I swear I have no impure intentions!"

"..For someone saying that, your gaze seemed particularly focused on one person earlier."

"Y-You saw?"

"I wasn't sure, but your reaction confirms it."

The Sword Empress sighed inwardly.

Her Disciple, who she'd worried about for showing too little interest in others, had finally shown interest, but it was directed at a child ten years her junior.

If it had been directed at someone her age, she could have matured mentally through interaction, so it was regrettable in many ways.

The Sword Empress naturally didn't think her interest was impure at all.

It was impossible according to her common sense.

She thought it was just pure curiosity toward another person.

'Well, maybe she'll try to show a mature image as a senior, so there might be something to look forward to there.'

"So, which child is it?"

"D-Do I have to say?"

"Unless you plan to keep sneaking out here behind your Master's eyes, you should."

"..There. That child."

The Sword Empress looked in the direction her reluctant Disciple was pointing.

At the end of Sword Flower's finger was a boy diligently training.

A young boy who clearly hadn't reached the age of seven yet.

And her first impression of him was

"..The 'Hua' in Mount Hua shouldn't mean flower."

A child who seemed like he might have come to the wrong sect.

Far from being strong, his body seemed much weaker than his peers, and he was short too.

Honestly, it was questionable how he'd passed the entrance test.

He didn't seem suited for Martial Arts, and rather, if he'd used his looks in another direction, he could have made a great name for himself in the Central Plains.

The kind of looks people say will make many women cry when he grows up.

Though for now, he was just cute.

"By the way, it seems he doesn't know how to train properly."

He seems to be trying to push against rocks in his own way, but that will only harm his body.

People often say the human body is like iron, growing stronger the more it's hammered, but that's only possible when you have the recovery ability for it

At his age with that body, training with rocks will only poison him.

"What are you doing? Go correct him."

"Wh-What?!"

"Isn't he studying under the same Mount Hua name? If something's wrong, you should guide him as a senior, not just watch."

"...! I'll go right away!"

The Sword Flower rushed over, even using lightness techniques, as soon as she received permission.

'..She's gotten much faster than before.'

I thought she was going all out back then.

While briefly rejoicing in her Disciple's growth, she had already approached the boy and started talking.

The boy must have had an unwary personality, as he quickly started chatting with her with a smile.

Or perhaps he noticed her clothes, clearly different from those of Lay Disciples.

'She'll know to come back on her own.'

Though she wanted to watch her Disciple conversing with someone else

She quietly left, thinking it might actually have a negative effect on her Disciple.

.
.
.

Her Disciple seemed to have quickly become close with that boy.

"His name is Dan Yooseong. He says he entered Mount Hua because he grew up under a kind elderly person without parents, and when that elder passed away, he wanted to fulfill their dying wish."

"What a pitiful situation. But what was this dying wish?"

"They said they wanted to smell Mount Hua's Plum Blossom Fragrance once."

An ambiguous statement that could mean either the actual plum blossoms blooming on Mount Hua or Mount Hua's swordsmanship.

Still.

"..Guide him well."

"..! Then.."

"We should fulfill it, even if belatedly, shouldn't we?"

A wish of that level should be granted.

It would be best to let him hear it directly through the boy connected to it.

"Though his physique doesn't look promising, if you guide him from the side, he should quickly grasp the basics. Still, carefully consider before teaching him Martial Arts he hasn't learned yet."

"Ah, understood! I'll stay right by his side..!"

"No, not that much.."

After that, Sword Flower and Yuseong seemed to grow close quickly.

There wasn't a day when Sword Flower didn't meet him, and she told her Master about him every day.

The Sword Empress just smiled, watching her Disciple enjoy communicating with someone else.

Then one day, the Sword Empress called her Disciple.

"It seems I need to enter training for a few days. I need to organize some recent insights."

"Understood! Don't worry about this Disciple, and I hope you achieve what you desire!"

With that brief farewell, the Sword Empress left for training

And the incident occurred after she came out.


  *

"..."

What greeted the Sword Empress when she emerged from training was news that her Disciple had been imprisoned.

And the crime she heard about on her way was something even she found hard to believe.

"Have you come, Master..?"

"Tell me with your own mouth. What did you do?"

"You must have heard everything on your way here anyway. It's exactly as they said."

"..."

The Sword Empress gestured to dismiss the person watching her Disciple from behind.

"Speak."

"..."

"SPEAK!!!!"

While she was in training

Her Disciple had tried to forcibly violate a boy, and in his resistance, an accident occurred that damaged his Dantian.

And that boy left Mount Hua.

This was the news she heard as soon as she emerged.

"How dare you call yourself a Daoist!! How dare you wear the mask of a human being!!!!!!"

She was a Disciple she had raised like her own child.

A Disciple she had taken in from childhood, watched grow up, and been beside from first learning Martial Arts to entering the Martial Arts competition.

"You!! How could you!!!!"

How could you forcibly violate someone who said no?

How could you harbor lust for someone 10 years younger, not even seven years old?

"If you have a mouth, then speak!!!! Why!!! Why did you do it!!!"

"..He seduced me first."

"..What did you say?"

"That child looked at me first with those innocent eyes. Called me sister. Thanked me. Told me he waited. Told me he missed me."

The Sword Empress felt an ominous energy from her Disciple's low voice.

"He pressed his body against me. Asked me to hold his hand. Blushed when looking at me."

"If this isn't seduction, what would you call it?"

Broken emotions.

Clouded eyes.

Sword Flower was no longer sane.

"Isn't that natural for someone learning Martial Arts..?"

Even setting aside the form of address

Thanking for teaching Martial Arts.

Saying he waited for the next lesson.

Saying he missed her.

Asking her to check his form.

And of course his face would be red after training.

"Because of you, that child lost his Dantian. That means he can't use what he's learned until now, nor can he learn in the future. Because of you. Because of you whom that child trusted and followed so much, he ended up like that."

"..Hah."

"Find him. Search the entire Central Plains if you must and bring that child here. Then kneel before him and apologize in front of me. Take responsibility and fix his Dant-."

"Why should I do that for something I can't have?"

There was not a single spark of light left in Sword Flower's eyes.

"Even if I did that, even if I fixed his Dantian, could I have that child for myself? No, I couldn't. In the end, he'd end up in another woman's hands. So why should I do that?"

"..What are you-?"

"Ah.. Come to think of it, were you interested in him too, Master? Was that why you asked so many questions about that child? Why didn't you say so earlier? If it was you, Master, I might have been willing to share him."

It was becoming more absurd by the minute.

She never imagined her Disciple would become this broken.

"Ah.. Now that child will live a hard life in the outside world. He'll seduce other women just like he seduced me, spending his days exploiting their hearts and wealth."

"Stop this nonsense..! How did that child become like.."

"Still, no matter what woman he meets in the future, he'll never forget me."

-Shiver

A chill ran up her spine.

An unthinkable thought crossed her mind.

"You.. Did you deliberately.."

"..Ahah! Ahahahaha!!!"

Sword Flower laughed like a madwoman.

No, she was already mad.

"I left an indelible mark on his body. No matter what life he lives from now on, he'll think of me whenever he sees that scar."

"You.. You've truly gone mad. How dare you even think.."

Even the Sword Empress, who had experienced all sorts of villains, couldn't help but be shocked by her Disciple's madness.

At this point, the Sword Empress had no choice but to make a decision.

The justice that had supported her life, that maintained her, was urging her to make a choice.

Her Disciple now clearly fell under her standard of 'irredeemable evil'.

One who had spurned even the single chance given.

"..I'm sorry."

The Sword Empress made her decision.

And placed her hand on her sword hilt.

-Slash!

Ending it with one stroke was a sign of apology.

An apology for failing as a Master to educate properly.

And there was one more person who needed atonement.

"..Find that child. Search the entire Central Plains if you must. You must bring him back."

She had a debt to repay to that child too.

As the Master who had such an unworthy Disciple.
Chapter 16: Volume 2 - A Secret Just Between Us
As soon as I woke up in the morning, I checked first if my heart was still beating safely.

It wasn't because I was worried I might have died from drinking too much the night before.

Just being able to live and enjoy each day in this unpredictable world. I find small happiness in that.

Being able to see others' futures but not knowing a single thing about my own future is scarier than one might think.

I don't even know if I'll be able to safely open my eyes the next day before going to bed.

That was what it meant to live as a fortune teller.

'Did I pack everything properly?'

Today was the day I would follow Tang A-yeong to subjugate that so-called vampire.

From what I heard about the schedule, we would need to camp once each way during travel, so we'd probably have to ride in a carriage for a long time.

While conversation with people was nice, I didn't think we'd have that much to talk about for that long.

Since they said they would prepare the food, I only packed some light snacks and books to pass the time.

Just in case, I also tucked some hidden weapons in my clothes.

'I wonder if this will work.'

I spent all my points buying expensive items from the Shop Window, but I wasn't sure if they would actually work against martial artists.

I'll just have to believe they're worth the points I spent.

-Creeak

As I went down to the first floor of the inn carrying my bundled belongings, Tang A-yeong waved at me.

I knew there was still quite some time until the meeting time, but it seemed she wanted to have a meal together before leaving.

"You're early? I thought we still had quite some time."

"I wanted to talk about some things before we leave and have a meal together. You know we'll have to eat preserved food for a while, right?"

"..Ah."

Come to think of it, that was true.

After enjoying all these delicious worldly foods lately, to think we'd have to eat preserved food...

Though it would probably taste better than the grass I used to eat in the mountains, I couldn't help feeling disappointed.

"Sit down. You'll have beef noodle soup, right? I saw you enjoying it last time."

"..You're treating me?"

"You spend all your money the same day you earn it, so you don't have any in the morning, right? Even if you did, you could only afford thin noodles, right?"

"Young Lady, you know me too well."

She's probably the person who knows me best besides Master.

I sat across from Tang A-yeong and looked at the waiter dozing off in the corner.

"Having alcohol first thing in the morning might be a bit..."

"Young Lady, my hands shake if alcohol isn't flowing through my blood." [TL]He said it in English.[/TL]

"Al... what?"

"Ah, I meant alcohol."

I've gotten pretty used to this world, but it's still hard to stop certain things from slipping out sometimes.

Anyway, alcohol is important.

"..Well. Should I buy you a bottle too? But wouldn't it be bad to be drunk before meeting our companions?"

"Have you ever seen me get drunk, Young Lady? Try bringing out a whole barrel. I'm confident I won't get drunk."

This is the only thing I like about this body.

My alcohol tolerance is no joke.

Seeing how I spend every day soaked in alcohol without getting sick or passing out drunk even once, it seemed unlikely I'd cause any accidents from drinking.

"But isn't your stomach empty right now? Won't it hurt?"

"Young Lady."

I spoke in an unusually serious voice.

"That's the best part."

.
.
.

"Besides you and me, there are 3 warriors in our party. They're all men."

Tang A-yeong was explaining the schedule while I poured drinks.

But I had a question about the personnel.

"Wasn't it originally supposed to be two men and one woman?"

According to the letter, there was supposed to be one woman.

But now suddenly it's three men.

It wasn't a big deal, but I was curious.

"She suddenly had urgent business to attend to. She arranged for someone to go in her place before leaving. Why? Disappointed it's all men?"

For some reason, her voice seemed slightly murderous, but that must have been my imagination.

"No. I'm not interested."

And I really don't care about the gender ratio of our companions at all.

I'm so used to Master's appearance that most women look the same to me anyway.

Even Tang A-yeong, who in my previous life would have been beautiful enough to make me turn around for a second look...

-Shake shake

'That woman is cheating.'

While her personality was problematic, I couldn't find a single flaw in her appearance even if I tried.

Truly a beauty that could topple a nation. A beauty worthy of being called one who could bring a country to ruin. A beauty deserving of that phrase.

After seeing such a woman almost daily for 10 years, my standards for beauty couldn't possibly be normal.

If Master was a 100, celebrities from my past life would be 70, and Tang A-yeong would be about 85?

Even though her figure was quite impressive now, it still wasn't at Master's level.

"..Why do I feel an unpleasant gaze from somewhere?"

"Must be your imagination."

I'd probably be in trouble if she found out about these disrespectful thoughts,

However, the mantle allowed me to keep my poker face perfect.

Not that my expression could be seen anyway.

I wonder how I would be living now if I didn't have this mantle.

I didn't really want to imagine it.


  *

-Bump! Bump!

It had been about 3 hours since we started traveling by carriage.

I frowned at the gradually increasing pain in my lower back as I turned the page of the book I was holding.

The three men and Tang A-yeong were having a conversation, seemingly finding common ground as martial artists.

'This is boring as hell.'

I brought this book because it was supposedly popular, but I couldn't help wondering what this garbage content was.

While it might have been considered quite stimulating by this era's standards, for someone from Earth, this was as bland as unseasoned salt.

There were also quite a few parts I couldn't understand due to cultural differences.

'Should have just kept reading the travel guide.'

I regretted trying to read a novel, now I was in for 4 boring days.

"What are you reading?"

While I was regretting my book choice, Tang A-yeong came over to me.

"Why? Aren't you having deeper conversations with your fellow martial artists?"

"Well, we had to discuss things like battle tactics and formation arrangements. Are you upset?"

"..I'm not a child to get upset over something like that."

I'm just small in height and build, but the contents are completely adult.

It doesn't feel good to be treated like a child.

Besides, what child could drink alcohol like this?

"So what are you reading? Is it interesting?"

"..It's not interesting. Just another common novel about a man who finds a fateful encounter, completes his training, comes out to the Central Plains and gets his hands on all sorts of treasures and women. The presentation is cliché too."

"Ah. I think I've heard of that one. Isn't it quite popular among men?"

"..This is popular?"

"Yes. I heard the author bought a building after writing it..."

I thought I'd just fallen for a baseless rumor, but it's actually popular?

This?

"..I guess this just isn't my taste."

"Why not? Isn't it cool? Isn't it every man's dream? Finding a fateful encounter, becoming the strongest under heaven, and getting all those beautiful women?"

"..."

Let me think about it. If I became the strongest under heaven...

"I could forcefully take all the precious alcohol hidden by various sects..."

"Do you really have nothing but alcohol in your head?!"

"Well, I've never really imagined it before."

I had long since abandoned dreams of becoming stronger.

If I were to become stronger, it would be just to secure enough safety to protect myself, not for some strange goal like becoming the strongest under heaven.

Besides, it's not possible with this body anyway.

"Then are you not interested in women? There's a saying that heroes should have at least three wives and four concubines. You're not interested in monopolizing the beautiful women of the Central Plains?"

A harem, huh.

"I'm not really interested in women right now."

I have to return before Master appears anyway.

Even if I were to date someone, we'd have to part ways eventually.

But if...

"But if I were to have feelings for a woman..."

Then...

"I would dedicate everything to that one woman."

I have no interest in three wives and four concubines or whatever.

The heart is barely enough to give to one person, let alone dividing it among many.

If there was someone who said they would do that, I'm confident I could curse them out.

"..Just one person?"

"Yes. A person's heart is barely enough for one person. Love even more so."

"..."

Tang A-yeong seemed lost in deep thought.

.
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As the day grew dark, it was time to make camp.

Despite how I might look, I was properly doing my job.

We were heading to our first destination, which was a mix between where the vampire was last spotted and the location I had divined.

"It seems to still be in the same location as before. Let's check again tomorrow morning just in case."

I was properly checking the location periodically like this.

Though there was one regret...

'Should have brought alcohol.'

There was no alcohol.

I need at least one bottle before bed to sleep properly.

-Crackle

I mindlessly tossed a branch into the campfire while keeping watch.

My shift was first and Tang A-yeong's was last.

I could understand why Tang A-yeong was last, since she was the strongest among us and needed to conserve energy, but it was a bit surprising that they put me first.

'Did they consider me because I'm a civilian?'

Seems not all martial artists are ill-tempered people.

-Crackle

As I threw another branch into the campfire, I felt a strange sensation on my shoulder.

When I turned my head, there was a familiar face.

"Keeping watch well?"

Tang A-yeong sat down beside me.

"Isn't your shift last, Young Lady?"

"I was worried and came to check. Wondering if you were doing alright."

"..It's tough without alcohol, but I have to endure."

I sighed.

Should have brought alcohol instead of that combination of letters.

We still have 4 days ahead - maybe I should ask if there's a village on the way where I can restock...

-Slosh

"Looking for this?"

At the familiar sound, I quickly turned my head to see a familiar-shaped bottle.

"H-How..."

"I figured you'd react exactly like this, so I brought some. How about that? Aren't I the only one who understands you?"

"Really, I can't do anything without you, Young Lady."

"Heheh, try flattering me more?"

"I love you, Young Lady."

"..."

Tang A-yeong's body froze completely.

Just as cold sweat was about to break out thinking I'd made a mistake, thankfully Tang A-yeong came to her senses.

"A-Ahem. You shouldn't say such things carelessly."

"..I'm sorry."

"No need to apologize... Here you go."

Tang A-yeong placed the bottle in my hand and stood up.

"Don't let the others catch you drinking."

"Is this our secret?"

"Yes, our secret."

Perhaps because of the campfire's light, Tang A-yeong's smile looked especially beautiful that day, appearing slightly flushed.
Chapter 17: Volume 2 - Love Fortune
After safely waking up again in the morning, I tidied up my bed and once more divined the vampire's location.

The position had changed slightly, but fortunately, it hadn't strayed far from its original location.

'But Heavenly Gods, is this actually supposed to work?'

Honestly, even I was surprised after doing it.

Location tracking. This already exceeded the scope of astrology.

I thought it might work in principle since it was a bewitching art that received heavenly energy to peek at celestial records, but I never expected it to actually work.

Thanks to it, I could earn a lot of money, but I couldn't help feeling strange about it.

Despite trying every trick in the book, the heavens absolutely refused to show me 'my future,' yet location tracking worked just fine.

The heavens were truly unfathomable.


  *

-Clack clack

It was already the second day of idly passing time in the carriage.

I had stuffed the book I'd been desperately trying to read back into the corner with my luggage.

It was truly impossible to read.

But it was too boring to just sit like this.

"Young Lady."

"What is it?"

"Are those warriors decent people? I just need to know they're not the type to throw punches when someone speaks to them."

"...I think I just figured out what kind of image you have of martial artists in your head."

The image Tang A-yeong had figured out was probably very similar to the one in my head.

An unpredictable bomb.

It was hard to feel completely at ease around someone who could determine my fate with a single swing.

I imagine most ordinary people in the Central Plains have a similar impression of Martial World practitioners.

Especially innkeepers, who supposedly get so anxious when Martial World guests arrive.

Even if I take up a side job later, I'll absolutely never run an inn.

Who knows when it might get destroyed.

"There's no way a warrior participating in a Martial Alliance-related mission would do such a thing to a comrade. Unless you gravely insulted them, of course."

"..So would it be alright if I tried to have a conversation with them?"

"..Have you been too scared to talk to them this whole time?"

"..."

It couldn't be helped.

I suppose this was the disconnect between meeting someone as a customer at my fortune-telling shop versus meeting them outside like this.

At least in my shop, it was my space and they were customers, which made me feel a bit more comfortable, but meeting them outside like this made me somewhat nervous.

If you were actually in my situation, you'd understand the feeling.

The feeling of being next to superhumans who could pierce a watermelon with their fingers.

"Sigh. You really do have your weak points. Then why weren't you afraid of me?"

"Because you are you, Young Lady."

Honestly, when I first met Tang A-yeong, I had a letter of introduction, and I hadn't yet fully grasped how strong martial artists were.

I only knew they were strong but hadn't properly seen a sword being swung, and Tang A-yeong's appearance was far from what one would consider intimidating.

"..You're not doing this on purpose, are you?"

"Doing what?"

"Haah.. really.."

Tang A-yeong patted her chest with an exasperated expression.

She must have been frustrated by how fearful I was of martial artists.

"It's just too boring to keep passing time like this. I was thinking of telling their fortunes to help pass the time."

"For someone who supposedly lived in the mountains, you sure can't handle boredom, can you?"

"It's precisely because I've been enjoying worldly entertainments that I'm like this. Aren't you bored, Young Lady?"

"Patience is a fundamental virtue for martial artists."

Fair enough. People who can sit in uncomfortable positions like the lotus posture for an entire day if necessary are difficult to judge by ordinary standards.

"Shall I call them over then? But keep in mind they might not come, since they seem to be enjoying themselves already."

"Then try saying this when you call them. They'll probably come."

"What should I say?"

"Tell them I'll read their love fortunes. For free."

No man would be able to resist that.

.
.
.

Just as I expected.

"Will you really read it for free? I heard it usually costs quite a bit."

"I can't charge after soliciting business myself. Think of it as fate and just listen comfortably without any burden."

All three men came.

Two of them were practically sparkling with anticipation, while one had a somewhat indifferent expression, though there was a faint trace of expectation in his face.

The man with the indifferent expression spoke.

"I've had my fortune told a few times, and it's all fraud. They just tell you plausible-sounding things."

"Well then, you don't have to get yours read. We'll get ours done."

"They say this fortune teller is so skilled that his reputation has spread all the way to Sichuan. It normally costs two silver coins. How often do opportunities like this come along? Stop with the unnecessary pride and sit down quickly."

"..."

The man silently took a seat.

"Then I'll start with you. Could you please tell me your name and place of birth?"

"Gang Gu-eon. From Gangseo."

"Then let's see Young Hero Gang's love fortune.."

-Swoosh!

I took out eight wooden tablets at once and laid them out.

Actually, laying them out like this doesn't mean much. It's just a show to make it look good for the observers.

"I'm asking just in case, but have you had any romantic experience before?"

"..If just holding hands coun-."

"Alright, I understand."

Seems like I touched a sore spot.

"Heaven is the father and Earth is the mother. Thunder is the fastest, thus called the eldest son, and Wind is the second fastest, thus called the eldest daughter."

Of course, there's no need to do this when telling fortunes either.

It's just to make it look impressive. If I wanted to finish quickly, I could just make a few hand gestures and say it's done.

But since I'm doing it anyway, wouldn't it be better to look impressive?

-Bang!

"There. The results are in."

I released the remaining heavenly energy outward, creating a small light.

A dreamlike blue light slowly faded away in the air.

"This is a bit delicate to mention, but.."

I glanced at Tang A-yeong and slightly waved my hand, and she nodded and stepped away.

Somehow I felt she could handle hearing it, but it seemed a bit inappropriate to speak with a woman right beside us.

After confirming Tang A-yeong had moved far enough away, I covered my mouth slightly and spoke.

"You should be careful with your lower body."

"What..!"

"Haha, is this friend destined to be a playboy? I'm envious."

The result showed that he's already dating one woman, but spends a night with another woman who becomes pregnant.

As much as he'll suffer for the sin he committed by getting caught in between, it's honestly his own doing.

If you seduce a woman, you should take proper responsibility, not turn your eyes to another woman.

'Sigh. I feel sorry for the woman.'

Having seen the futures of all kinds of couples breaking up while reading fortunes for customers in Shaanxi, it hit even closer to home.

I told him to be careful with his lower body, so I just hoped he wouldn't cheat.

'Well, well!'

The next man was even more ridiculous.

He already had a childhood friend who had liked him for several years.

"Somehow I'm just not popular with women at all. Do you see any possibilities?"

And yet he responds like this.

"If you look carefully, there might be a connection nearby. Take a good look around you."

The man needs to be more perceptive.

The relationship could be established with just a small trigger, or at the very least, a confession, but how long has he been wasting time like this?

"Nearby..?"

Seeing him pondering with his hand on his chin, I hoped he would get a good result.

And the last person...

Uh...

Um...

"...I'm sorry."

"..I don't believe in fortune-telling."

"..The future is inherently uncertain, Young Hero."

"..."

I couldn't say anything after that.

The other men were also looking awkwardly at the last man, and fortunately, a savior appeared to break this atmosphere.

"Are you finished now?"

"Haha.. our turn is over, so we'll be going now. The next person has arrived."

"Y-Yes, let's go. You get up quickly too."

"..."

The two men dragged the third one out of there like lightning.

"..What happened? Did I make a mistake?"

"..No. You came at just the right moment."

Although there was a crisis(?) at the end, I was about to clean up after passing a decent amount of time when I looked at Tang A-yeong.

"..Are you interested as well, Young Lady?"

Come to think of it, I've read her minor fortunes a few times, but never her love fortune.

Since it's come to this, it wouldn't be bad to read Tang A-yeong's too.

"M-Me?"

"Yes. I just realized I've never read your love fortune."

"That.. uh.."

Tang A-yeong's face turned bright red.

Is she sensitive about this because she's a woman?

"If you're not interested, it's fine.."

"N-No! I'll do it!"

Tang A-yeong sat down at a speed invisible to the eye.

With a slightly sullen expression, I laid out the eight wooden tablets again and prepared to use the heavenly energy.

I was preparing for the familiar sensation that would soon be felt, but what came wasn't the records.

-Crack!

"Ack!"

A small blue lightning struck the wooden tablets.

It didn't hit me directly, but the stinging sensation made me cry out involuntarily.

"A-Are you okay?!"

But before I could wrap my hands around my own, Tang A-yeong's hands enveloped mine.

"W-Was that normal? Does this happen when it fails?"

"N-No... This doesn't happen just because it fails.."

The stinging sensation quickly disappeared under her gentle touch.

I started thinking about what had just happened.

What just occurred was a form of Heavenly Punishment, though very mild.

Not the kind of heavenly punishment where lightning strikes from the sky, but literally a punishment from heaven.

A punishment for trying to see something that a fortune teller shouldn't see.

'But what did I do wrong...'

I wasn't trying to see my own future, just Tang A-yeong's love fortune, yet I received heavenly punishment.

The will of heaven was truly unfathomable.

"Um.. these all seem burned. Is that okay?"

"..Ah."

And all eight wooden tablets were completely burned.

They weren't difficult to make, but it was quite a troublesome task, so I inwardly cursed at the heavens.


  *

-Trudge.. trudge..

I couldn't remember anything.

Who I was.

Where I came from.

What I had done.

As if erased, I couldn't remember anything at all.

"H-Hey you! Are you alright?"

I heard an unfamiliar voice nearby.

Before me was an elderly man who seemed good-natured.

"Why are your clothes covered in dirt like that..? Did you dig up a grave or something..?"

Grave..?

The place where the dead go..?

Did I enter such a place...

-Crackle

"Urgh!"

"Y-You?!"

"I am.. I am.."

Amidst the confused memories.

A single voice clearly echoed in my head.

[Crave blood. That will save you from the swamp of death.]

"Blood.. blood"

"Blood?! Are you bleeding severely?!"

[Now. Your master desires blood. Rise, young undead one. Rise and join in dyeing this world with blood.]

"Blood.."

When I raised my head again, it was no longer the old man who was there.

Prey.

Fresh prey.

-Crunch!

"Aaaaargh!! What are you doing?!!!"

-Gulp! Gulp!

I didn't need the flesh.

I didn't need the bones.

Those were for others.

What we craved was only blood.

-Gulp! Gulp!

The blood of a living creature, though aged, flowed into my body.

"Ugh..uh.."

When I came to my senses, there wasn't a single drop of blood left in the old man.

I needed blood.

More blood. More prey.

Enough to fill this world.
Chapter 18: Volume 2 - Are You Okay?
As we were getting closer to the location where I had last seen the Vampire.

"Fortune Teller, sir. Is it not working at all?"

"I'm almost done making them.."

-Scritch scratch

I was diligently carving the Wooden Tablets.

Having to make all eight—Geon (Heaven), Tae (Lake), Ri (Fire), Jin (Thunder), Son (Wind), Gam (Water), Gan (Mountain), and Gon (Earth)—was quite a troublesome task.

'When I was on the Mountain, Master would make these quickly for me.'

Though they hadn't been damaged by Heavenly Punishment like this time, I had often broken them through my own carelessness.

Each time, Master would quickly make new ones for me.

Of course, with a scolding to accompany them.

[How can someone learning Astrology be so clumsy with their tools? When will you ever be ready to descend the mountain?]

Despite saying that, she never actually let me descend in the end.

That's why I escaped like this now.

-Crack

If she had just taken me out to enjoy the world earlier, I wouldn't have needed to escape during her Closed-door Training.

I am grateful for her kindness, but I also cooked, did laundry, and washed dishes for her, so I have plenty to say too.

"Being a Fortune Teller must be hard. Having to make everything yourself without anyone being able to help."

"Well, Young Lady, since you cannot handle Heavenly Secrets, it can't be helped."

The process required infusing Heavenly Secrets while carving the tablets, so one needed to know how to handle Heavenly Secrets at a basic level.

That's why Master could make them easily, while I, with my poor craftsmanship, was struggling like this.

This was actually better than before, as my skills had improved somewhat from learning Hidden Weapons from Tang A-yeong. In the past, I would have prepared at least 16 extra pieces before starting to make a set on my own.

-Clack

"That's the last one."

Fortunately, I only broke one this time.

Eight Wooden Tablets completed.

"But they're really crooked. Is that okay?"

"As long as they're recognizable, the heavens don't seem to mind."

Of course, aesthetically pleasing tablets would be better for customers, but at least the heavens don't seem to care much about appearance.

For now, I'll use these as a temporary measure, and when we return, I'll make proper ones with good quality wood.

-Clonk

"Hmm."

The feel in my hand wasn't satisfying, but I had no choice.

This was an urgent situation.

"Now let's see... the Vampire's current location."

I spread out the map, roughly pointed to our current location with my finger, and laid out the tablets.

I should have been checking the location periodically as we got closer to the original position, but I was delayed by heaven's inexplicable meddling.

-Swish

With time being of the essence, I skipped unnecessary flourishes and visual effects and infused the Heavenly Secrets.

The Heavenly Secrets flowing into the Wooden Tablets were preparing to receive the records from heaven.

The familiar sensation swirled in my head.

After applying the location given by heaven to the map, I pointed to that spot.

"..Right her-"

"Danger!!"

-Crash!

Along with the urgent voices of the men, a rock flew through the wall where my head had been just moments ago.

"Are you okay?! You weren't hit, were you?!"

"Th-Thanks to you."

Thanks to Tang A-yeong quickly grabbing and pulling my mantle's hood, my body was unharmed.

Worried my mantle might come off, I held down the hood with my hand and looked at Tang A-yeong, seeing an extremely serious expression I had never seen before.

"I'll take care of this quickly, so stay close to Changsu over there."

After saying that, Tang A-yeong put me down and disappeared in an instant.

-Tremble tremble

"..Changsu?"

"That's me."

For reference, Changsu was the man who had received the unfortunate result from my fortune-telling.

When I couldn't say anything, the man sighed.

"Don't worry, it's nothing. Hide behind me and get out of the carriage quickly."

"Wouldn't it be... safer inside?"

"If the carriage gets overturned, that would be more troublesome. I've heard this Vampire has considerable strength, so hurry."

-Tremble

Perhaps because I had just smelled death up close, I could barely move my trembling hands and feet as I managed to get out of the carriage.

Once outside, I could see at a glance what was happening around us.

In that moment, I truly realized I was in the Martial World.

-Clang! Clang!

"This fellow's External Cultivation is no ordinary level!"

"The sword won't even penetrate properly.."

"Grrrr.."

Two men were facing off against a man with bloodshot eyes and a body covered in dirt and bloodstains.

The men's swords seemed to penetrate the Vampire's body for a moment before bouncing off, and each time the Vampire swung his fist in retaliation, the savage sound of wind could be heard even from where I stood.

As I wondered where Tang A-yeong had gone

-Thwack!

"Guhk!"

A dagger flew in from somewhere and pierced the Vampire's left shoulder.

"Seems she was aiming to kill in one strike. The Hidden Weapon was precisely aimed at the neck."

"..So he dodged it?"

"I suppose so."

Both the person hiding so well I couldn't even tell where they were and precisely aiming for the neck with a Hidden Weapon, and the person who could dodge such an attack—.

These were things that couldn't happen on Earth.

"Still, as expected of someone at the First-rate level, she can penetrate even with his strong External Cultivation. Those fellows are Second-Rate."

"Is the difference between levels that significant?"

"Not all Second-Rate are the same, and not all First-rate are the same. We're in the middle range of Second-Rate, but that monster and the Young Lady appear to be First-rate approaching Peak level. Naturally, we're no match."

"I see.."

Even as I listened to the man's explanation, the fierce exchange continued.

The two men barely managed to block the Vampire's attacks by combining their strength, tying him down, while Tang A-yeong shot Hidden Weapons whenever she saw an opening.

I could see the wounds on the Vampire's body increasing.

"Will it end like this?"

"This Vampire fellow seems to have brute External Cultivation strength but almost no Reason. Probably just a monster obsessed with Evil Arts."

"RAAAAAAAH!!!!"

The murderous intent that echoed around us was terrifying, but seeing the reassuring presence of the men and Tang A-yeong, my fear was gradually diluting.

It seemed that despite being called a Vampire, he was just a monster obsessed with Evil Arts.

'I thought there might be real vampires.'

Even the name "Vampire" didn't really resonate with me anymore.

Since he hadn't managed to inflict any meaningful damage on our side, we hadn't seen him drinking blood either.

-Thwack!

At that moment, Tang A-yeong's Hidden Weapon pierced the Vampire's heart area.

"Guh.."

Though the Vampire had been struggling violently even when hit by Hidden Weapons, his movements visibly slowed, and Tang A-yeong's Hidden Weapons continued to pierce through his body afterward.

"Grrrr.."

The Vampire, with Hidden Weapons sticking out of his body like a porcupine.

"RAAAAAAAH!!!!"

He let out a monstrous scream and threw a punch at the two men.

"Haha! I've read all your moves now!"

One man said that as he raised his sword to block the Vampire's fist and stepped back, but.

-Thwack!

"Gak.."

The Vampire's suddenly elongated fingernails bypassed the sword and pierced through the man's body.

"...!"

"Huh..!"

I froze in shock, and the man beside me drew in a sharp breath.

"Are you alright?! Get a hold of yourself?!"

The other man facing the Vampire swung his sword at him, but

-Slash!

The Vampire cut through his sword like tofu with the elongated nails on his other hand.

The surprised man froze in place.

Anyone could predict the horrible fate awaiting him, even without fortune-telling.

-Thud!

I felt the man beside me kick off and run forward.

However, the Vampire didn't react as we expected.

-Thud!

He kicked away the man who had lost his sword as if uninterested, and pulled his nails out of the body of the man he had impaled.

Then he put his mouth to the wound and...

-Gulp.. gulp..

"Ugh..!"

An unbearable scene unfolded.

He was literally a Vampire.

Even Changsu, who had been running toward him, had to stop in his tracks at the sight.

-Gulp.. gulp..

The only sound in the vicinity was coming from the Vampire's throat.

"Puha.."

As if finished with his meal, the Vampire tossed aside the man he had been holding.

What I had seen so far was already beyond my common sense.

But what unfolded next was even more so.

-Wriggle

The Vampire's body began to wriggle, and the wounds Tang A-yeong had inflicted started healing instantly.

The Hidden Weapons that had been embedded were helplessly pushed out, and new flesh grew where they had been.

Having finished his meal, the Vampire began looking for his next prey.

A monster without Reason. A beast following only instinct.

The next prey this beast found was-.

One separated from the group.

The weakest.

And one who knew this about himself and could only tremble helplessly.

"Ah.."

Such a prey.

-Tremble tremble tremble

My legs wouldn't move.

I needed to run away quickly.

But my legs wouldn't listen.

'I-I don't want to die..'

The terror of death approached right before my eyes.

Why had I come to the Central Plains?

The peaceful days living with Master in the mountains weren't so bad.

Why had I followed them to such a dangerous place?

I could have just quietly run my fortune-telling shop.

I didn't want to die.

I wanted to live longer.

I wanted to live and enjoy more pleasures and indulgences.

I desperately tried to move my hands to take out what I had kept in my bosom.

The Shop Window. The only thing I had when I came to this cursed world.

I had spent all my Points to buy an item from there, but-.

-Tremble tremble tremble

Perhaps because my hands were shaking too much

The Vampire, already extending his nails toward me, arrived first.

The Vampire stretched out his nails, aiming for my heart wrapped in the mantle.

When I closed my eyes in the face of death's terror, what I saw was the figure of a woman.

.
.
.

"Haa.. haa.. I barely made it in time. Are you okay?"

"Ah..?"

Before my eyes was a woman's back.

The sight of a woman desperately grabbing the Vampire's wrist with her slender arms and delicate hands.
Chapter 19: Volume 2 - I'll Show You
"Y-Young Lady?"

"If you're unharmed, could you quickly move away from there? I can't keep holding on like this for much longer.."

Tang A-yeong looked at me with a smiling expression.

-Tremble tremble

Even though I could clearly see her hands trembling as she gripped the Vampire's wrist,

She was forcing a smile, trying not to worry me.

"I-I want to move too..!"

However, my body, which had been paralyzed with the fear of death just moments ago, refused to listen to me.

Just as I thought we were all doomed

-Thud!

"Hold on tight!"

Changsu returned and snatched me up.

We quickly moved away from Tang A-yeong and the Vampire.

Though I was worried about her, the reality that my presence would be of no help pierced through me like a dagger.

"Huff.. huff.. You should be a bit safer here."

"..."

The man set me down safely.

"Why are you so still? Are you injured somewhere?"

"Will the Young Lady... be alright?"

"Huh, I wonder who this fellow is worried about. Are you in any position to worry about her?"

An ordinary person caught in a battle of superhumans.

That was my current situation.

A situation where even a stray blade could be life-threatening.

'Damn it..'

Why was I like this?

What sin had I committed to wake up in this dangerous world with a powerless body?

All I had was my appearance, and even that I had to keep hidden to protect myself.

Because I had no power to protect myself.

'I did try..'

I had tried to learn Martial Arts with a damaged Dantian and nearly died.

I had searched for ways to restore my Dantian, even using the Shop Window, but found nothing.

I had tried physical training, thinking that even if I couldn't learn Martial Arts, I could at least strengthen my body, but no muscle would develop.

So I ended up learning Astrology.

To know if someone was dangerous, if a place was dangerous, and to avoid them.

In the end, what I chose was escape and avoidance.

And just now, I had felt the terror of death with my entire body and realized:

This world was far more dangerous than I had thought.

.
.
.

"Are you coming to your senses now?"

I barely managed to peek out from the fear that had consumed my mind and look at reality.

Honestly, I thought Tang A-yeong had a low chance of winning against the Vampire.

After drinking blood, the Vampire had regenerated all his previous wounds, and we had lost the people who had been drawing his attention.

However, reality defied my expectations.

"..She's fighting well, isn't she?"

"There's a common misconception people have. That if you can just get close to a Sichuan Tang Clan Martial Artist, you can win."

It was common sense.

Of course an Assassin who mainly dealt with Poisons and Hidden Weapons would become significantly weaker if they revealed themselves and allowed close combat.

"If that were true, the Tang Family wouldn't be one of the Five Great Clans."

But Tang A-yeong was not like those common Assassins.

-Thwack!

Tang A-yeong's palm struck the Vampire's solar plexus.

When the Vampire swung his nails, a Hidden Weapon appeared from somewhere and sliced off his fingers.

Sometimes she dazzled the opponent's eyes with flashy moves, and sometimes she targeted vital points with extremely controlled movements.

Though she couldn't utilize the advantage of being completely hidden like before, she wasn't being pushed back by the Vampire.

"And who is that woman? She's the Poison Stinger, isn't she? The one who took second place in the last Martial Arts Competition for Rising Stars."

"..I didn't know she was a runner-up."

"For a Fortune Teller, you don't seem to know much."

A runner-up in a Martial Arts competition...

Wait.

"Can't you properly use Poison and Hidden Weapons in Martial Arts competitions?"

"Of course not. The purpose isn't to kill your opponent."

So she achieved second place without using Poison or Hidden Weapons?

"She really is amazing.."

I had just thought of her as a rich and strong woman.

But she was even more impressive than I had imagined.

.
.
.

As time passed, the wounds on the Vampire's body increased.

Tang A-yeong also seemed quite exhausted.

Although she was dodging everything for now, her defense wasn't high enough to withstand those nails that could slice through swords like tofu, so it wasn't yet certain that she would win.

One hit allowed would be fatal.

'Gods of Heaven and Earth, if you're listening, couldn't you help just this once?'

I prayed to the heavens that, as usual, showed no response.

It was true that my life depended on her, since if she fell, we would all be finished,

But I genuinely hoped Tang A-yeong wouldn't die.

She was the person who had helped me the most since I came down to the secular world.

I had built up feelings for her too.

I couldn't say she was entirely a good person, but at least to me, she was.

Although Tang A-yeong was the reason I joined this Suppression Force, I had received fair compensation and had agreed to it myself, so I couldn't blame her.

Prayer was all I could do right now.

In this Land of Blood and Iron, I was just a weak Fortune Teller.

Even fortune-telling, the only thing I could do, was something I dared not attempt now.

For fear that Tang A-yeong's death might be written in the heavenly records I would peek at.

In this situation, even the items I had bought from the Shop Window were useless.

Even if I had them.

I absolutely lacked the courage.

To join that battle.

"RAAAAAAAH!!!"

The Vampire swung his nails toward Tang A-yeong.

I prayed she could dodge this time too, but Tang A-yeong seemed to have reached her limit.

-Slash!

The sharp nails cut through her clothes, leaving a long wound on her arm.

My heart sank.

But Tang A-yeong's subsequent reaction made me doubt my eyes even more.

-Thwack!

Tang A-yeong pushed her wounded arm into the Vampire's mouth.

It wasn't simply to attack the inside of his mouth—the wounded area specifically went into his mouth.

'What on earth is she trying to do..!'

From what I had seen earlier, the Vampire regenerated after drinking blood.

So why was she pushing blood into his mouth?

I wanted to believe Tang A-yeong had some plan, but I couldn't help having ominous thoughts.

-Splash!

Blood spurted from the wound on her arm and poured into the Vampire's mouth.

I expected to see that grotesque scene from earlier again, but

"GUHAAACK! KUHAK!!"

"..Huh?"

Far from regenerating, the Vampire clutched his throat and fell to his knees.

Like someone who had eaten something Poisonous.

-Crack!

"GAAAAH!!"

Tang A-yeong's foot connected with the Vampire's face.

I heard the sound of something breaking.

-Crack!

Once more.

-CRACK!!

And again.

-Crunch! Crack! Crackle!

Tang A-yeong continued to stomp on the Vampire.

Her anger seemed difficult to quell; I could feel her fury from here.

"..That's a bit excessive. I should go stop her."

"Excessive..?"

"We get a higher reward if we bring him back alive."

"..Ah."

So that's what he meant by excessive.

I followed behind the man toward Tang A-yeong, prepared in case the Vampire might rise again.

-Swish!

Tang A-yeong sensed our presence and looked in our direction, but

-Shiver

I froze in place when I saw her face, cold enough to be frightening...

-Smile

"Ah, you're safe?"

Her expression instantly changed to a radiant one.

"Huh..?"

"Are you hurt anywhere? I'm sorry for being a bit cold earlier. It was really urgent, I couldn't help it."

"No.. just now.."

"Just now? Oh. You're wondering why the Vampire is like this? As a Poison Human, in the Tang Family, from childhood they feed us Poison.."

Seeing her with her usual bright expression as if nothing had happened, I thought I must have seen wrong.

There's no way Tang A-yeong would make such a savage expression.

Her facial muscles must have been tense from the difficult battle.

"..Are you alright, Young Lady?"

"I'd like to say I'm fine... but I don't even have the strength to stand anymore.."

Seeing her stagger, I hurried to her side.

-Embrace

Fortunately, I was able to catch her before she collapsed.

'Wait, but what do we do if she collapses now?'

What about the aftermath?

Shouldn't we be taking that Vampire back now?

"Uh.."

"I'll take care of the cleanup, so you take the Young Lady back to the carriage. She seems very exhausted."

"..Can you handle it alone?"

The man pulled out an extremely thick-looking rope from his pocket.

"It's supplied by the Martial Alliance. They say once tied with this, even a Peak Master's strength can't break it."

'What kind of rope is thicker than my forearm.'

Leaving the man behind, I supported Tang A-yeong, who was practically leaning her entire body against me, and headed toward the carriage.

"Hey..."

"What is it, Young Lady?"

"I really tried my best... even if just for a moment, couldn't you call me by my name instead of 'Young Lady'?"

I didn't understand why she was asking, but it wasn't a difficult request.

"A-yeong?"

"Aah.."

Tang A-yeong made a strange sound.

It was like the sound a ghost with a grudge might make when finally finding peace.

I thought her request was surprisingly modest...

"And could you do me one more favor...?"

But it didn't end there.

"What is it?"

I sighed inwardly.

I had already anticipated what she would ask for.

"Could you show me your face..?"

Just as I expected.

It wasn't hard to predict. She was a woman who asked to see my face at every opportunity, so what else would she ask for here?

"I'm sorry, but my face is absolutely..."

Just as I was about to answer as usual, I remembered Tang A-yeong struggling alone against the Vampire.

She had also saved me when I was targeted by the Vampire and nearly died.

In a way, she was my lifesaver.

"..."

"Really... even after all this, if you won't show me, what do I have to do..."

"I'll show you. Later."

"..."

Tang A-yeong's breath stopped for a moment.

"R-Really?"

"I'm not showing you right now. Later. I'll show you much later."

"B-But you're saying you'll show me someday, right?"

"Yes, yes."

I hadn't forgotten Master's words, but

Somehow.

I thought I could trust this woman.

That's what I believed.
Chapter 20: Volume 2 - It's Fine If It's You
I brought Tang A-yeong into the carriage and was rummaging through the luggage inside.

It was common sense to bring medicine when going into battle.

"Young Lady, do you know where you put the medicine?"

"Ah, inside the bundle I brought.... Wait a moment. I'll find it myself."

"Aren't you injured? If you just tell me where it is, I can find it for you.."

"No!!"

Tang A-yeong pushed me away with a desperate expression, making me think she must have something precious in there.

Even between close people, there are things one can't show to others.

Since Tang A-yeong had found the medicine, I went outside the carriage so she could apply it comfortably.

The most noticeable wound was on her arm, but she must have sustained many small and large injuries during the close combat.

In fact, due to the holes in her clothes, looking at her from the front would create quite an embarrassing scene in many ways.

She must have brought spare clothes, so I could wait until she applied the medicine and changed before going back in.

Coming out of the carriage, I watched the man restraining the Vampire, whose face was almost completely smashed, when I noticed the man who had lost his sword and been kicked away by the Vampire awkwardly joining them.

'Come to think of it, that man was there too.'

Given my situation, I had completely forgotten about him.

As for the man who had been impaled by the Vampire's nails...

'May you rest in peace.'

I offered a silent prayer for him.

Watching the men busy with the cleanup, I had complicated thoughts.

Though I had participated this time, blinded by alcohol and money, I needed to reconsider things after this was over.

Why had I escaped and left the Mountain in the first place?

Wasn't it to enjoy myself?

More pleasures, more indulgences.

Wasn't that why I had risked danger to join the Suppression Force?

'10 Golds..'

It was a substantial amount.

More than substantial—it was an excessive amount. In terms of my revenue, it would take a month of saving without spending, and it was such a large sum that most commoners couldn't save this much in their lifetime.

I could convert it to Points by putting it in the Shop Window, but since it wouldn't give it back once I put it in, I needed to think about that.

So what should I do with this money?

'Obviously, I should enjoy myself.'

I had earned this money by risking my life.

Using it for pleasure was only natural.

But what should I do?

Wouldn't it be too wasteful to squander it all on alcohol and gambling tables like I had for the past half year?

Money I had earned by risking my life?

'..About 2 to 2.5 years left.'

That's the time I had remaining.

And that was the maximum estimate; considering Master might appear at any time, I needed to consider the possibility of returning earlier.

Thinking about my usual interests, my thoughts eventually settled on one thing.

'Travel.'

I think I've enjoyed Shaanxi enough during the past half year.

It was certainly a perfect place for business with its high foot traffic and good security, but my goal wasn't to make a living by doing business.

My aim was to enjoy worldly pleasures as much as possible during my limited time before returning to Master.

For that, it seemed like the time had come to leave Shaanxi.

Since my reputation had spread to other regions, I could probably do decent business by setting up anywhere, and with 10 Golds as travel funds, I could enjoy plenty of pleasures.

I spend money like water usually, but if I just cut down on gambling, my expenses would decrease dramatically.

I can't cut down on alcohol.

I might save on other things, but I can't skimp on alcohol.

'Ah, I should hire a Warrior just in case.'

I plan to visit only safe areas if possible, but you never know in this world.

While a First-rate might be difficult, I could quickly find a Third-Rate or Second-Rate Warrior with enough money.

'Still, leaving immediately would be difficult.. It would take quite some time to prepare.'

I was making a mental note to plan my journey after returning when I heard Tang A-yeong's voice from inside the carriage.

"..Hey."

"Why are you calling me?"

"Help me a bit."

'Is she having trouble reaching?'

Thinking she might be having problems applying the medicine, I removed the screen and entered the carriage.

"What happened to you?!"

"..."

Tang A-yeong was in a provocative state, her face deeply flushed.

She had removed her upper garment, and the only thing covering her upper body was the bandage around her chest.

The rest of her upper body—stomach, armpits, arms—was completely bare, and even the bandage covering her chest wasn't properly secured and was about to slip down...

"Q-Quickly put on your clothes first. Since you called me this time, don't talk about responsibility or anything later.."

"W-Wait! I really need help!"

"Don't reach out! Your bandage is falling!"

I decided to cover my eyes and listen to Tang A-yeong's explanation(?)

She had applied medicine to all other parts, but couldn't reach her back by herself.

Since there were no other women in the group, she had tried to manage somehow on her own, but in the process, her bandage had torn.

To make matters worse, she had no strength left to wrap a new bandage due to exhaustion.

"Even so, calling in an unrelated man.."

"It's fine if it's you."

"..Young Lady. When you say things like that, ordinary people may misunderstand."

It was a thoughtless remark, but Tang A-yeong made an incredibly incredulous expression.

"Wow, I can't believe I'm hearing this from you.."

"..What have I been saying usually?"

"..AAAARGH!!!"

I had heard she had no strength, but hearing that exasperated voice, she seemed full of energy.

"Haah.. haah.. really.."

But seeing her clutch her head immediately after, it seemed she truly was exhausted.

"You better keep your promise to show me your face. I'll show you what happens when a Tang Family woman holds a grudge."

"..I said I'll show you someday. And please cover yourself with clothes if not bandages."

I deliberately averted my eyes from Tang A-yeong's skin and picked up her scattered clothes.

"Really.. I'll make you regret being born a man.."

"What did you just say? Your voice was too low, I couldn't hear."

"Hmph, it was just a mutter, don't mind it."

It probably wasn't anything important.

"So.. should I apply the medicine for you?"

"And please wrap the bandage for me too."

Bandage.

Come to think of it, this world didn't have bras.

When I had just met Master and she looked uncomfortable, I had just shared the idea, and she made one herself and wore it well, so I had forgotten about it.

But wouldn't it hurt to wrap with a bandage...

'..Were they always this big?'

Tang A-yeong's chest, freed from the compression of the bandage, was impressive.

Master still had a slight edge, but they were almost comparable in size.

They looked far too large to be held in one hand.

They looked heavy just from sight.

"..Isn't it uncomfortable?"

I asked without thinking.

That's how impressive the compression ratio(?) was.

"It is uncomfortable. But what can I do? Do you know how inconvenient it is without binding them? There are so many inconveniences during training or fighting.. especially when sleeping face down, it's hard to breathe.."

Come to think of it, I don't think I've heard about this from Master.

When that person sleeps...

'...'

I suppose that person doesn't have occasion to sleep face down, so it wasn't relevant.

It wasn't her breath that was taken away, but mine.

[image: square_2.png]
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Tang A-yeong was smiling as she watched him struggling to wrap the bandage from behind.

'I thought he was a mysterious person..'

But it turned out he was just awkward.

There were times when she thought he was extraordinary, seeing how he casually dropped emotional bombs on people's hearts.

Maybe he was just pretending to be innocent but was actually a sly fox inside.

Maybe he had already enjoyed all there was to enjoy with that small, delicate, and sensual body.

She had thought that at times.

But.

"Ouch."

"A-Are you in pain?"

"No. I'm fine."

Seeing his clumsy behavior, it seemed he was genuinely innocent after all.

'He doesn't seem to have experience with women either.'

She had subtly tried to seduce him several times but got no reaction, which made her more suspicious, but seeing him now, she understood.

He was definitely a virgin.

Seeing how quickly he reacted now that things had escalated, his lack of response before was probably just due to his obliviousness.

When she had removed women from the initial team composition, she hadn't specifically planned for this, but she had gained an unexpected bonus.

'If things continue like this..'

It wouldn't take long.

There was plenty of time.

As long as he stayed in Shaanxi, they would encounter each other frequently, and if she gradually increased contact(?) like this and conquered him...

-Lick

She would soon have him in her grasp.

The key was his face.

How delicio— no, handsome must he be to hide it like that?

According to him, he was very ugly, but with a body that sensual, his face couldn't be that bad.

No, it might actually be fortunate for him if he really was ugly.

If, when he removed his mantle and revealed his face, it matched his sensual body.

Then she might not be able to control herself.
Chapter 21: Volume 2 - I Can Trust You, Right?
After safely completing the mission and returning to Shaanxi, I slowly began to plan my travels.

If possible, areas with well-known righteous factions like the Nine Great Sects or Five Great Clans would be safer.

'Henan.. Hubei.. Qinghai.. Sichuan.. Anhui..'

Deep down, I wanted to see Kunlun Mountains, but that place was rather burdensome.

Unlike Mount Hua Sect, which has been somewhat tainted by the secular world, those are real Daoist practitioners training in the mountains, so they probably wouldn't appreciate someone making money with bewitching arts that use Heavenly Secrets.

Of course, there are some Mount Hua Sect Daoist practitioners who pick fights, but they're mostly young people, while the truly high-ranking ones didn't say much.

But Kunlun is definitely a no.

It's truly frightening.

I can't enter such a dangerous(?) place just to see a mountain.

For similar reasons, I should avoid the Wudang Sect as much as possible.

'Sichuan.. or Anhui and Henan..'

To get from Shaanxi to Anhui, I'd have to pass through Henan anyway, so it would be better to consider them as a single option.

Sichuan, or Anhui+Henan.

'Come to think of it, isn't Sichuan where the Sichuan Tang Family is located?'

Since Tang A-yeong belongs there, if I go that way, I could get help from her.

If I time it right, we might even go together.

So, since I know someone there, Sichuan would be...

'..What is this ominous feeling?'

The moment I tried to decide on the location, I felt a very ominous sensation.

Even without divination, I somehow felt that going there would end my life.

'Gods of Heaven and Earth, did you just give me some kind of sign?'

Of course, our noble Heavens doesn't typically provide revelations in this manner.

It had never happened before.

So this was purely my intuition...

'Hmm..'

I can't see my own future, but as a Fortune Teller who sees the future, shouldn't I trust my intuition?

'Alright. Hunan and Anhui it is.'

Sorry to Tang A-yeong, but my intuition says going there would be disastrous, so what can I do?

I can always ask her to go together another time. [TL]Basement ending avoided... For now.[/TL]
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I continued doing business as usual, but I cut down on gambling and started saving money little by little.

After two weeks, the item I had been waiting for finally arrived.

"Here it is, liquor brewed with 20-year-old ginseng. I tried to get more, but they said I'd have to kill them and take it, so this is the limit."

"Ooooh.."

Before me was Ginseng Liquor in a large glass container, emitting a brilliant golden glow.

It's something I couldn't get even if I tried. Apparently, it's already fully reserved.

Considering that wild ginseng is treated almost like an Elixir in this area that people wouldn't dare touch, this is one of the best alcohols I could possibly obtain.

In terms of value, it might be worth even more than 10 Golds.

"How did you get this?"

"Hmph, I got it through completely peaceful means!"

It's clearly something that wouldn't be given up willingly, but I suppose it's peaceful as long as there was no physical violence.

"Well, I saw you had quite a collection of alcohol. What's the point of just piling it up? This liquor is probably waiting to be drunk too."

The suppression force captain would weep tears of blood if he heard that, but it wasn't my concern.

"And the investigation results about the Vampire are out. Are you curious?"

"Wasn't it just a strange person who learned Sorcery?"

"We thought so too... but there's more to it than we expected. The results are somewhat shocking."

"What, don't tell me it's actually related to the Blood Cult?"

I blurted out without much thought, distracted by the alcohol, but

"..It seems that might be the case."

..it was true.

.
.
.

"..A Jiangshi?"

"Yes. Upon confirmation, all the vampires identified in this incident were confirmed to be already deceased individuals. Some for weeks, others for months."

The Jiangshi I knew were zombie-like creatures that hopped around with their arms outstretched and legs together, but it seemed to have a slightly different meaning in this world.

It's essentially a term referring to the undead, which is quite similar...

'Drinks blood.. has long nails.. died and resurrected?'

Isn't this basically a vampire? [TL]Vampire was said in english this time.[/TL]

It's practically a vampire, just without dying in sunlight!

Maybe I should have brought garlic?

'..Nah, that can't be right.'

Why would there be vampires in the Martial World?

It's better to think of it as a coincidence.

"Well, the Martial Alliance is in an uproar now... but the details are only known to higher-ups, so I don't know much either."

"Even you don't know, Young Lady?"

"As impressive as I might be, I'm still just at the level of an Aspiring Martial Artist. It's not my place to be involved."

Tang A-yeong sighed and shook her head.

It seems the Martial Alliance is taking the Blood Cult matter very seriously.

'I hope they don't cause trouble later.'

For reference, if the Central Plains gets engulfed in war, I'm heading straight back to the Mountain.

It might be boring, but it's better than living in a world where I might die.

By then, Master should be there too, so at least I won't be alone.

-Rustle

I carefully put the alcohol aside and took out my travel guidebook to read again.

It was a book listing famous places in Anhui Province, and I planned to visit as many of the places mentioned as possible.

"Come to think of it, you've been reading that book a lot lately. Are you interested in Anhui Province?"

Ah, I realized I hadn't told her yet.

"I'm going on a trip for a while."

"..."

"Young Lady?"

"..Where are you going?"

Tang A-yeong's voice felt strangely cold.

"A trip. I've stayed in Shaanxi for quite a while, so I thought I'd go to Anhui for a change of scenery and some fun. Through Henan."

"A trip.."

"I've earned a lot of money recently, and it feels wasteful to just blow it all on alcohol and gambling like I always do."

"..."

"Why are you silent, Young Lady?"

"When?"

Tang A-yeong's demeanor felt somehow strange.

Clearly different from her usual self.

"My preparations are almost complete, so I'll be leaving soon. Within the next few days."

"...And what about your face?"

"..."

So that's why the atmosphere became so serious—because of my face.

Was she that curious about it?

"Didn't I say I'd show you someday? Even after I come back, anytime..."

"How am I supposed to know when you'll return."

"..."

"Show me before you leave. Today."

Tang A-yeong approached and grabbed the chair I was sitting on.

Her determination to not let me escape was clearly evident, and I began to contemplate internally.

'Can I really reveal it?'

[Do not reveal your face. You are fated to suffer great misfortune because of that face later on.]

Master's prophecy.

And adding my honest feelings about my face that I'd seen in the mirror,

If I had shown my face from the beginning when I first entered the Martial World, I might not have even made it to Shaanxi.

I might have been kidnapped and sold off somewhere.

An appearance that might make people think I was a young master from a good family, kidnap me, and try to extort a ransom.

'Well, Tang A-yeong wouldn't do something like that.'

Her family is already one of the best in the Central Plains, so she wouldn't do such a thing.

However, what worried me was

".. I can trust you, right?"

That her attitude might change after seeing my face, and that she might tell others about it.

"You won't tell anyone else?"

"I won't tell anyone, no matter what happens."

"Haah.."

Alright.

I suppose Tang A-yeong is trustworthy enough.

Surely our relationship wouldn't change so easily just because I showed my face, after all the time we've known each other.

She'll probably just see me as a cute younger brother.

Though my appearance might be youthful, my inner self is fully adult, so she won't perceive me as young anyway.

"Let's go somewhere private."

"...What?"

"What? I can't show you in front of all these people. Isn't there a place where absolutely no one else is around? I don't have a home either, so I stay at an inn."

".....Haaah.."

Tang A-yeong exhaled with a strangely rough breath.

I thought she had a peculiar way of making sounds when contemplating.

"Um.. then.. shall we go to my house?"

"You have a house in Shaanxi, Young Lady?"

"I don't use it much.. but yes, I do."

"That's good. Let's go there."

-Tremble tremble

Tang A-yeong's body shuddered.

"T-Then let's go. My house, right? You're the one who said you'd come, right?"

Why did she need to confirm so many times?

I took Tang A-yeong's hand as she continued to act frustratingly.

"Which way is it? It's getting late, we should hurry."

I was in a great hurry, planning to show my face quickly and return to open the ginseng liquor.

So I couldn't help but feel impatient with Tang A-yeong's sluggish behavior.

"..Night..."

For some reason, Tang A-yeong's voice felt strangely frightening today.

.
.
.

Tang A-yeong's house was better than I expected.

I didn't think it would be this large for a place where she lived alone.

"Well, I need various facilities for training. I have to research poisons.. and train.."

I understood why she said she didn't use it normally.

Even I would feel uncomfortable using such a large house alone.

"Did you close all the doors properly?"

"..Yes."

After confirming that all the doors in the house were closed, I placed my hand on my mantle's hood.

-Thump thump

My heart started racing at the thought of showing my face, which I had kept hidden almost constantly since buying the mantle, to someone else.

The thought kept arising: Master told me to keep my face hidden, but would it be okay to ignore that advice?

It was the final moment of decision.

To lower the hood and reveal my face...

-Rustle rustle
Chapter 22: Heavenly Secrets Leakage - The Price of Trust (1)
I decided to trust Tang A-yeong and reveal my face.

-Swish

The hood that had been concealing my face in some mysterious way fell down, losing its power, and my face was exposed to the outside.

Tang A-yeong froze in place upon seeing my face.

"...Is that better?"

Personally, it's a face I'd rather not show for long.

I admit it's handsome and cute, but it's a bit much to call it the face of a full-grown adult.

Moreover, knowing what kind of fate awaits those who are looked down upon in this Land of Blood and Iron, there's no way I could carelessly reveal such a seemingly fragile appearance.

"Ah..."

"Why are you staring so intently? Is this the first time you've seen a human face?"

I sighed inwardly as I looked at the dazed Tang A-yeong and raised my hand to my hood again.

"I showed you as promised, so I'll be going now. I really want to taste some alcohol."

I turned my body toward the door, leaving behind Tang A-yeong who still showed little reaction...

-Thud!

'...Huh?'

It took me a moment to understand what had happened to me.

My field of vision had changed drastically—I was now looking at the floor, feeling pain in my knees and stomach, and a weight on my back.

"Young Lady...?"

It didn't take long to realize that Tang A-yeong had pushed me down.

"Wh-What's the meaning of this sudden—"

"...Why are you trying to run away?"

"Run away? What are you talking about—"

"You were about to leave. Alone."

Something was wrong with Tang A-yeong's state.

She wasn't the gentle person I knew.

"After seducing me so thoroughly... after making me burn like this... how could you try to escape alone? What am I supposed to do? Huh?"

When I moved my head and our eyes met, I could feel the flames of desire rising in her eyes.

Intense flames, like a bomb that had been suppressed over and over finally exploding.

Only then could I identify the type of desire she was harboring.

'Sexual desire...'

The rough breathing, the hands tracing my body over my clothes, and those two eyes containing heat like a volcano.

I couldn't react, like a herbivore standing before a predator.

Nevertheless, the reason my mouth opened was probably thanks to my instinct warning me.

That if things continued like this, something terrible would happen.

"What seduction are you talking about..."

"Asking me to watch over you all day. Showing me your body that you haven't shown others. Saying I'm the only one. Saying you love me. You said all that. With your own mouth."

"That was... just a joke."

"A joke?? A JOKE????"

"Eek!"

Suddenly, Tang A-yeong's face came very close.

"Do you know? How my heart reacts to each and every word you say? How my mind reacts? It's killing me. Every day is a struggle trying to control my feelings that respond to those seductive words coming from your cunning tongue. And you say it's a joke?"

"Y-Young Lady... you seem very excited right now, please calm down a bit—"

"Do I look like I can calm down? Just today alone, how much did you seduce me? You wouldn't show your face no matter how much I asked, then you said you'd show it if I took you somewhere private—if that's not seduction, what is?"

My face turned pale.

I never thought my words and actions would come across that way.

"After seducing me like that, with this body and this face... how do you expect me to hold back..."

Tang A-yeong's hand caressed my face.

The hot desire I felt through her skin was enough to give me goosebumps.

"W-Wait a moment. I have something to say."

But I couldn't just let this happen.

Look at those eyes full of desire.

This is definitely not something I can handle in just one night.

And if I let this happen today?

If it happens once, what's to stop it from happening again?

'...I have to stop this somehow.'

Even if her emotions have exploded now, I don't know what will happen afterward.

In the worst case, I might never be able to escape from her.

I barely managed to turn my head and think of a way to break through this situation, and I blurted it out.

"Actually, I already have a woman I'm seeing, so this kind of thing..."

Not realizing it was the worst possible move.


  *

The appearance of his face when he lowered that strange Cloak was at a level difficult to express in words.

If I were to borrow words I know...

'Beauty that could topple a nation.'

This expression is not wasted on his appearance.

If the high officials of the imperial court were filled with women, this man's appearance would surely be able to shake the nation.

So it's not my fault that I can't control myself right now.

After being seduced like that, if you then see such a face, I can guarantee that even a Daoist Master practicing asceticism couldn't have resisted.

It's all his fault.

It's his fault for seducing me.

It's his fault for looking so lewd.

'Haa... Haa...'

I never imagined that my first time would be rape, and that I would be the one doing it.

I'm not sure if I have the right to say this at the point of committing rape, but I didn't want to give him a bad experience.

I did say I would make him regret being born a man, but that was half a joke,

and since it would be the first time for both him and me, I didn't want to create such a memory from the start.

I even had a drug I carried around in case something like this(?) happened.

With this drug, we could probably just enjoy pleasure without any burden.

That's what I thought.

"Actually, I already have a woman I'm seeing, so this kind of thing..."

-Snap

Until I heard those words.

"...Ha."

He already has a woman?

Now he tells me?

"Haha..."

After seducing me like that.

After making my heart flutter like that.

After shyly showing me his face like that.

"Hahahahah...!"

Now he tells me?

"Don't joke around."

It must be a lie.

A blatant lie to escape this situation.

It must be, surely.

It has to be.

"I-It's true..."

Why can I read the emotion of longing in your expression?

Who are you longing for?

Who are you waiting for?

When I'm right in front of you.

When I'm here thinking of you so much, why.

WHY!!

"...Hahah..."

It's okay.

You've done nothing wrong.

You're just a little sick right now.

I'll fix you.

-Click

When you wake up after a good sleep, everything will be fixed.

I'll make sure you never remember that woman again.

Oh, should I say 'treat' instead of 'fix'?

No, 'fix' is the right word.
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"Ugh... Ungh..."

'Tang A-yeong, you crazy bitch...!'

This is driving me insane.

My body has been strange ever since Tang A-yeong forcibly made me take some weird drug.

"I trusted you...! I trusted you...!!"

To think that someone called the Phoenix of the Righteous Faction would do this to a man who said he has someone he likes

If I had known this would happen, I should have just kept quiet...!

"Don't cover your face."

Tang A-yeong grabbed my arm that was covering my eyes and pushed it upward.

"Why do you look like you've been betrayed? I'm the one who was betrayed first."

'When did I ever betray you...!'

Through the tears welling in my eyes, I could see Tang A-yeong's face, smiling only with her mouth.

Her mouth was clearly smiling, but her eyes weren't smiling at all, and they still contained all that heat from before, making it the scariest expression I'd ever seen in my life.

I desperately tried to resist the power of the drug, but-.

What good would it do for an ordinary person without even a Dantian to resist the power of a drug?

"Hngh..."

Soon the drug's power spread throughout my body.

In an instant, strength drained from my body, and conversely, my dick stood up straight, asserting its presence.

"No...!"

I don't want to be raped.

No matter how beautiful Tang A-yeong is, or how much money she has, or that she's a first-class marriage prospect, I don't want this.

The sex I wanted was something more where hearts connect between people and they share love, not this one-sided outlet for desire.

But now I had no more strength to resist.

Not only had strength left my body, but my arms were held by Tang A-yeong.

My legs were also pinned down by her, unable to move at all.

I was completely subdued.

In that state, Tang A-yeong began to tear my clothes.

'Those clothes were made by Master...!'

I couldn't bear to watch my cherished clothes being torn, so I squeezed my eyes shut.

Master's face appeared in my mind.

How would Master have reacted if she had seen this scene?

[Foolish one. I told you not to show your face.]

Would she scold me like this, or would she come to save me, showing that occasional gentleness?

Either way, it couldn't happen in reality.

Master had entered closed-door training, and I was the one who came out to see the outside world during that time.

'I'm sorry... I'm sorry...'

I was supposed to listen to Master well.

I was supposed to heed the warning that the Martial World is dangerous.

I was supposed to heed the warning not to show my face.

'I miss you...'

Master's face, which usually seemed so tiresome, was now the one I wanted to see more than anyone else's.

"Ah..."

Finally, the moment came.

Tang A-yeong was swallowing her saliva as she looked at my penis, which was standing at attention due to the drug's effect, exposed through my torn clothes.

I could easily predict what would happen to my companion—the only part of my small and delicate body that wasn't so small and delicate.

I could only resent the fellow who was already dripping precum, preparing to be inserted into her vagina.

"Haa... Haa..."

Tang A-yeong exhaled rough breaths as she climbed on top of my body.

The gentle Tang A-yeong I knew was no longer there.

There was only a beast stained with sexual desire and obsession; the Tang A-yeong I knew was gone.

-Squish

As Tang A-yeong's waist moved, my dick began to cross her vulva.

Even though just the glans was entering, an enormous pleasure was already rushing in, perhaps because I had become sensitive due to the drug.

-Thump

I felt something catching at the tip of my glans.

It was probably what I had only heard about in words.

I had a small hope that Tang A-yeong would get scared and back off, but

-Crack!

"Kyaah...!"

"Ungh..."

She didn't seem to fear the pain and lowered her waist anyway.

The glans successfully penetrated her vagina, tearing through the thin membrane.

And though it seemed unrelated to the current situation.

For some reason, I felt that this sensation wasn't my first time.
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For a moment, I had this strange feeling, but I didn't have the energy to pay attention to it anymore.

"Hngh.. hic.. heek.."

An enormous pleasure rose from my dick.

It's not that I hadn't masturbated since becoming this body, but it certainly wasn't this sensitive.

"Wh-What did you do to my body..!"

My penis, which should be entering a woman's vagina for the first time, dug powerfully into the woman's inner flesh as if familiar with it.

Not only that, it had been dripping precum even before insertion, screaming to be let in, and now it was moving on its own, seeking stronger pleasure, regardless of its owner's will.

"Hngh.."

Not knowing that it was making things harder for its owner.

-Twitch twitch

"Ugh.. ungh.."

"You still have many drugs to take, but if you're already this sensitive, what will you do later?"

Tang A-yeong hadn't even started moving her hips yet.

My vision was blurry with tears.

I felt fear at the pleasure that was overwhelming me, even though we hadn't properly started yet.

It seemed like a big deal just to finish in this state, but she said there were still more drugs left

"No..."

That scared me more.

It sounded like she had plenty of drugs worse than this one.

And even the time I could barely endure was now coming to an end.

-Squish

Tang A-yeong began to move her hips.

She was clearly moving very slowly, but at every moment, my semen was screaming to be released.

"Hic.."

It would be nice if I could at least hold back my moans.

With all my limbs restrained, all I could do was turn my head and bite on a piece of clothing.

Even this couldn't be done perfectly, so faint moans escaped my mouth.

-Plap!

"Kuk!"

Tang A-yeong's hips, which had risen to the highest position, came down at once, striking her pelvis against mine.

My dick, ambushed, ignored its owner's command and demanded to release semen.

'Should I just give up..?'

I wanted to compromise.

I wouldn't be able to escape the pleasure Tang A-yeong was giving me while pinned under her anyway

I just wanted to give up and be comfortable.

If I could somehow endure just today... wouldn't she return to her normal self tomorrow?

Maybe she just couldn't control herself after suppressing her feelings for so long.

If I... if I just say the right things, couldn't we go back to our normal relationship?

Then I could look for an opportunity to escape...

"Come to think of it, there's something I haven't told you."

The words that came out of Tang A-yeong's mouth afterward completely shattered my expectations.

"Today is my dangerous day."

-Shudder

I couldn't help but understand what she meant by "dangerous day."

"N-No... right? You're joking...?"

"I'm not?"

Her expression was completely serious.

"Y-You're crazy..."

She really wasn't in her right mind.

Of all days to do this, she chose such a day

It was impossible unless she was determined to ruin my life.

"You should have been more moderate with your seduction. Do you know how much I've endured? How could you expect me to resist when you seduce me like this on such a day? Me, a woman in her fertile period."

"I keep telling you, I never seduced—"

-Plap!

"Argh!"

From this moment on, I could no longer accept pleasure as pleasure.

If I surrendered to the immediate pleasure, I would lose my future.

'How long...?'

Due to male physiology, no matter how determined I was, I couldn't hold back ejaculation indefinitely.

But if I ejaculated, I would lose my future.

In this contradictory situation, all I could do was try to block the waves of pleasure crashing into my body.

-Plap! Plap!

"S-Stop... stop...!"

No matter how much I begged, Tang A-yeong didn't respond at all.

The more I resisted, the harder she shook her hips.

Semen had already filled to the tip of my glans and was leaking drop by drop through the tightly closed slit.

I had already exceeded the limit of pleasure I could endure, and my dick was about to lose my control.

Still, what was the reason I could hold onto the rope until the end in this tug-of-war that was on the verge of defeat?

'Master... Master..'

I didn't know.

I felt another drug approaching my mouth.

I couldn't see anything clearly because of my tears, but it certainly couldn't be anything good for me.

I closed my mouth tightly in resistance, but Tang A-yeong forcibly opened my mouth with just one hand and pushed the drug in.

As soon as the drug entered my mouth, it dissolved and flowed down my throat.

-Whoosh!

"!!!!"

The drug's effect came instantly.

My senses, already sensitized, were further enhanced, and everything I felt around me was perceived as pleasure.

-Pop

That's when my efforts turned to nothing.

-Splurt! Spurrrrt! Spurt! Splurt! Spurrt!

"Unnngh...!!"

My dick had been continuing an unreasonable fight.

With the brakes broken, there was no more strength to stop it.

-Spurrrrt! Splurt!

The ejaculation continued for a long time.

As soon as I declared defeat, Tang A-yeong was helping the ejaculation by skillfully tightening her vagina, and now my dick was completely beyond my control.

It was merely serving as a conduit delivering mind-blowing pleasure to its owner.

.
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-Ringing

"Ahak.. ahahak.."

After ejaculation, my body's condition was not normal.

It was a climax that came with drug effects stacked twice.

Naturally, I couldn't be fine.

There was tinnitus in my head, my eyelids were trembling, and my tongue was so weak that it was difficult to speak properly.

During ejaculation, I thought my dick would be broken too, but surprisingly, it was the most intact part of my body.

"At this rate, pregnancy is guaranteed, right?"

"..eheeek.."

I couldn't see it directly, but the ejaculation had lasted for a very long time.

It had never been pulled out once during that time, so her vagina must have swallowed it all.

'What do I do now...'

As anxiety about having to live bound to Tang A-yeong for the rest of my life dominated my mind, a ray of hope descended.

"You don't want to become a father like this either, right?"

Although she was the one who put me in this situation, she was also the only one holding the key to resolving it.

"It's not too late yet. If I take the contraceptive pill made by the Tang Family in time, what you're worried about probably won't happen."

"Aah.."

But I couldn't be purely happy.

Because there was no way she would take the pill willingly.

"So I'll give you one last chance."

As expected, she made an absurd proposal.

"If you stay conscious until sunrise, I'll take it willingly."

Without an accurate clock, I couldn't know the exact time, but it was clear that there were at least 6 hours left until sunrise, making such a condition nothing more than torture of hope.

-Ringing

Already my head was strange after just once, and until sunrise?

Impossible.

100% impossible.

But even knowing that, I couldn't refuse.

"I-I'll do it.."

Because at this rate, my life would truly be over.

.
.
.

"Here, this is a gift."

Tang A-yeong forcibly pushed another drug into my mouth.

I thought it would be another aphrodisiac, but as the drug took effect, I felt my head clearing, my vision improving, and my mind becoming more alert.

"It's a stimulant. It will help you not lose consciousness easily."

"Ah.."

Proving that humans are foolish creatures, at this moment I felt grateful to her.

Despite her being the one who put me in this state, I wagged my tail at the ray of light she offered.

Still, I could feel a little relieved inside.

Tang A-yeong is Tang A-yeong after all.

Even she wouldn't want to get pregnant like this...

-Thud

"I'm looking forward to it."

Numerous drugs rolled out from the pouch Tang A-yeong had untied.

Dozens of drugs emitting a scent similar to the one that had made my body sensitive earlier were scattered on the floor.

"I wonder when you'll start begging me to let you pass out."

Her hand, extending another drug toward my mouth, held three pills.

.
.
.

"I'm shorry.. I'm shorry.. Please stop.."

I want to pass out.

That was my only wish now.

Pleasure, enhanced dozens of times by the drugs, tore through my body.

It was such an enormous pleasure that it wouldn't have been strange to faint under normal circumstances, but the drugs made it impossible to lose consciousness.

"Uheheeek.."

-Spurt..

Even my dick, which had been valiant until just now, seemed to have realized its place and wanted to bow its head, but even that wasn't allowed.

Whenever the amount of semen decreased, whenever the strength of my dick weakened, a new drug inevitably arrived.

"No.. nooo.."

I didn't care about pregnancy or anything else.

I wanted to escape this hell.

I didn't care if my life went downhill.

Staying in this infinite hell of pleasure was far more frightening.

"Ah, here we go again. Here, take this medicine. Ah~"

"Mmph! Mmmph!!"

Tang A-yeong pushed the drug into my mouth with a smiling face.

Even though I tried to resist by tightly closing my mouth, my efforts were trampled every time.

.
.
.

"Hehe.. ehehe.."

Hours passed, and the surroundings were dyed with the scent of ecstasy.

My semen, Tang A-yeong's vaginal ejaculation, saliva, sweat, and all sorts of fluids mixed together, creating a lewd atmosphere.

-Twitch.. twitch..

I was lying on the floor, my body trembling.

The sunlight coming through the window was piercing my eyes.

I had succeeded in enduring.

"Ehe.."

Although my head hurt and I couldn't speak properly, I had succeeded in enduring.

But what was I enduring for again?

I can't remember well.

But there must have been something worth enduring for.

If I endured, that's what matters.

"Good job. You can rest now."

Tang A-yeong stroked my hair as I lay collapsed.

My eyelids were slowly closing at that gentle touch.

There seemed to be many things I needed to do, but I decided to do them after getting some sleep first.

When I wake up, surely all the painful things will be over, and only happy days will remain.

"I will take the pill. It's hard to enjoy properly if I get pregnant. So... I'm looking forward to tonight as well, okay?"

Although I couldn't understand the meaning of Tang A-yeong's words in my ear.

I just wanted to rest for now.

When I finally managed to relieve my body's fatigue and opened my eyes, it was already after sunset.

-Poke

.
Chapter 24: Volume 2 - Narrow Escape from Death
-Rustle rustle

"..."

I lowered my hand that had been raised to my hood.

I felt uneasy for some reason.

"..I'm sorry. I don't think I can do this right now."

I couldn't pinpoint exactly why, but I had a feeling that revealing my face here would lead to disaster.

Although I was a Fortune Teller who couldn't even divine fortunes or know my own future,

somehow I felt that, just for this moment, I should follow this instinct.

"..Are you joking?"

Tang A-yeong's expression turned hostile in an instant.

I understood.

After promising to show my face and coming all this way, now I was backing out.

If I were in her position, I'd be angry too.

Though I couldn't understand why she was so fixated on seeing my face.

"After getting me all worked up, you're trying to run away now?"

Tang A-yeong strode toward me with determined steps.

Even someone who didn't know her well would clearly understand that she was angry right now.

-Tremble tremble

My legs shook slightly from the aura emanating from Tang A-yeong.

I racked my brain trying to figure out how to defuse her anger.

-Swish

What happened next wasn't something I had consciously planned to do.

My hands cupped Tang A-yeong's cheeks and

-Smooch

My lips met hers.

Not a kiss, just a brief touch of lips, a peck.

"You know you're the only one for me, right?"

"Wh-Wh-Wh-What..."

Tang A-yeong's cheeks, still in my hands, turned bright red.

She looked considerably flustered.

"You still don't believe me?"

-Smooch

Our lips met again.

This time, the tip of my tongue licked her teeth before retreating.

"...Want more?"

I wiped my mouth with my sleeve.

Only then did Tang A-yeong, who had been in a daze, seem to regain her senses and started rambling.

"N-No. That's... It's not that I don't trust you... But... We came all this way... And you're leaving for a trip soon... I was just disappointed... So..."

Her words and actions showed how flustered she was.

I stood on tiptoe, rested my chin on her shoulder, and whispered in her ear.

"I'm just not fully ready yet... I'll definitely show you later."

-Thump! Thump!

Being so close, I could hear Tang A-yeong's heartbeat.

"I trust you... don't you trust me?"

That was the finishing blow.

"I-I trust you! Of course I trust you! Who said I didn't?!"

Tang A-yeong backed away, her face completely red like a radish.

That's how my meeting with Tang A-yeong concluded that day.

.
.
.

"..Hmm."

After leaving Tang A-yeong's house.

I reflected on what had just happened.

The strange(?) behavior I showed toward Tang A-yeong was definitely not my own will.

How should I put it? It was as if my body moved automatically.

'What was that?'

Thanks to it, the situation seemed to have been resolved somehow, but I couldn't shake this strange feeling.

It felt like a chill was running through my body for some reason.

'Gods of Heaven and Earth?'

As a Fortune Teller, the first thing to suspect when having such strange feelings is, of course, the Heavens.

Our Heavens are quite mischievous and capricious, so mere humans often cannot grasp their intentions.

'..Whatever.'

I decided not to think about complicated matters.

I thought I should just go back, drink some alcohol, and finish preparing for the rest of my journey

For some reason, I didn't want to delve deeper into it.


  *

Every Martial Artist has their own Heart Demon.

Heart Demons take different forms for everyone—some can be surprisingly easy to overcome, but for most Martial Artists, these Heart Demons are fatal.

While those of lower realms might not be affected much, the higher a Martial Artist's realm, the greater the danger of their Heart Demon, which is why Martial Artists must always be cautious of them.

Not only do they become obstacles to breaking through barriers, but in the worst case, they can devour you and cause Qi Deviation.

"..."

It happened again.

Today, without fail, the Heart Demon visited.

"Haah..."

'I used to think that at this realm, Heart Demons would no longer be a concern.'

If overcoming it once and breaking through a barrier meant never having to worry about it again, it wouldn't be called a Heart Demon.

As soon as a clue appeared, that scene would flash in my mind.

[Master, you've arrived?]

My once beloved only Disciple.

The hand of the child, who was like my own offspring and who had inherited my title from when I was a Rising Star, was placed on a young boy's chest.

The clothes of the boy, who hadn't even reached the age of seven, were roughly torn, and tears flowed from his obsidian-like eyes.

[But it seems you're a bit late.]

My Disciple's hand moved from the chest down to the navel area.

A mad smile bloomed on my Disciple's face.

-Crack!!

The boy screamed.

A cry filled with pain, anger, emptiness, and betrayal that couldn't escape his mouth, blocked by my Disciple's hand, and faded away.

-Throb throb

I've seen this scene hundreds of times.

Although I've never actually witnessed it in reality, it played vividly in my consciousness.

'It's all my karma...'

If I had educated my Disciple better.

If I had noticed earlier how abnormally obsessed she was with the boy named Dan Yooseong.

I could have prevented ruining a young boy's life.

I just watched, finding it admirable and pleasing that my Disciple was showing interest in someone else for the first time.

I could have noticed if I had tried.

After all, she was my Disciple.

"Sigh..."

It's been over 10 years since it happened.

If that boy is still alive, he would have grown into a robust adult by now.

But what if that's not the case?

With that fragile body, having lost all the martial arts he had learned and with a broken body, the Central Plains is not a forgiving place to survive alone.

In the worst case...

[Ah.. Now that child will live a hard life in the outside world. He'll seduce other women just like he seduced me, spending his days exploiting their hearts and wealth.]

"Ugh..."

There was no way that bright and pure boy could do such things.

If he did, it would be because he had no choice, because he was forced to.

And even if, just if, he somehow managed to overcome his wounds and stand up,

[Still, no matter what woman he meets in the future, he'll never forget me.]

He wouldn't be able to live a normal life.

Because he suffered such a severe wound.

So I couldn't blame others for carrying this Heart Demon.

It was all my fault, a responsibility I had to bear for the rest of my life.

But I couldn't remain blocked by the Heart Demon, unable to break through the barrier forever.

[That person will take something precious from you.]

I couldn't completely trust the Fortune Teller's words, but I couldn't ignore them either.

Judging from the rumors circulating, it seemed clear that he had quite a talent for reading Heavenly Secrets.

"What should I do..."

Thinking about the Heavenly Demon who might invade at any time, I needed to break through the barrier as soon as possible.

But blocked by the Heart Demon, there was no way to break through as things stood.

Perhaps even at the risk of danger...

'...Let's not be hasty.'

If I try to rush to a conclusion, I might ruin everything.

Sometimes, one needs to look around leisurely and take a rest to find answers.

-Rustle

Just then, I sensed someone outside.

"Come in."

"Excuse me."

-Slide

The woman who entered through the door had what appeared to be a letter in her hand.

"What is that?"

"I was asked to deliver news that a person who seems to be the boy you've been looking for has been found."

"...What a coincidental moment."

Ten years ago, I was nearly out of my mind, causing a commotion demanding that the boy be found somehow.

Although there seemed to be some dissatisfaction since it was none other than the Sword Empress's request, the Mount Hua Sect diligently searched for traces of the boy.

But strangely, as if he had soared into the sky, while traces were found, the boy himself was never seen.

Time passed, and occasionally news of sightings of men who looked like Dan Yooseong was delivered, but when I went to check personally, they were all different people.

Still, if news had arrived, I couldn't just sit still.

"It's been a while since I've seen the world."

Because it was a boy whose life I ruined due to my own mistake.

If an apology was to be made, it was something I had to do personally.

In truth, I had half given up.

This wasn't the first or second time this had happened.

"Anhui..."

But that doesn't mean I would completely waste that time.

I was in the midst of finding a way to overcome my Heart Demon, and a long-overdue tour of the world could provide a clue.

'It reminds me of my younger days.'

In the days when I was called the Sword Flower, I enjoyed traveling the world in disguise, helping people, eliminating bandits, and reforming them.

Now, with too many burdens on my shoulders, I couldn't carelessly do such things.

but perhaps it wouldn't be bad to revive old memories for a while.

"Then I'll prepare a carriage..."

"No, that's fine. Rather than a carriage, I'd like a Cloak that can conceal my body and a suitable fake identity. I'll handle the rest myself."

"..Understood."

The intention was obvious, but the woman showed no concern whatsoever.

It was natural.

She didn't think that the Sword Empress would get into trouble.

Nor did she think she would cause any.


  *

"Young Lady, did you perhaps not sleep well last night? The dark circles under your eyes make it look like you didn't get a wink of sleep."

"..It was hard to calm down... The more I did it, the more heated I became, and in the end, I barely managed after staying up all night..."

It seemed Tang A-yeong had been training all night.

"Is there a good bedding merchant nearby? I don't have anything to sleep under tonight..."

She must have sweated a lot too.
Chapter 25: Volume 3 - A New Connection
'How long has it been since I left Shaanxi..'

Though I had aged, my body hadn't aged at all, which might be why I felt a slight flutter of excitement.

Then as now, hitching a ride on a carriage wasn't difficult.

Find merchants heading to the same destination, ask if there's room left, and just showing some Sword Energy is enough to secure a ride.

I controlled it to show just the right amount of Peak-level Sword Energy, but even Peak Masters aren't common. There are countless Martial Artists in the world who never reach that threshold in their lifetime.

For merchants, giving up one seat in their carriage in exchange for safety during their journey and the chance to build a connection with a master is not a bad deal.

'It's a bit disappointing that we're not going straight to Anhui but staying in Henan for a few days first.. but it can't be helped.'

Since I've come out into the world with a proper reason, why not enjoy it a bit more leisurely?

"Daoist Master..? Then shall we depart now?"

"I'll only speak when there's danger, so please act as if I'm not here."

"Oh my, how could we do that.. Anyway, now we'll depart—"

"Excuse me!! Wait a moment!!!"

An urgent voice interrupted the merchant's words.

It was a voice that sounded familiar from somewhere.

"Huff.. huff.. just a moment.. I'm.. out of breath.."

The owner of the voice was in such a hurry that they could barely speak properly.

And seeing their appearance, I could recall where I had heard the voice before.

'Faceless Gold Ghost?'

It was a famous figure from Shaanxi, wrapped in a Cloak with their face mysteriously invisible inside the hood.

"Huff.. I heard.. there's.. huff.. a seat available in this carriage.."

"There is.. a seat available, but.. well.."

The merchant glanced at me.

The Faceless Gold Ghost, perhaps afraid of being rejected, continued speaking while gasping for breath.

"I'll pay for it.. isn't there any way? The merchant I originally arranged with suddenly said his carriage broke down, so my schedule is now.."

He had truly run here in a hurry, clutching the carriage wall and pounding his chest.

"I know this person. You may accept."

"Oh, you know each other? Goodness, you should have said so earlier.. There's room anyway, so just get in. No payment necessary."

"What..?"

The Faceless Gold Ghost climbed into the carriage with a bewildered expression and faced me.

"Oh, are you perhaps the customer who visited a few weeks ago?"

"It's been a while."

"Wow, I never expected to run into you like this. Where are you headed, Young Lady? I heard this carriage is going to Anhui after staying in Hunan for a few days.."

"Young Lady.."

It had been a long time since I heard that form of address.

It was a title I would never hear while staying at Mount Hua.

"..How long has it been.."

Since I maintained my youthful appearance through Return to Youth, I certainly looked like someone who would be called "Young Lady" on the outside.

Almost no one would look at a young person and think, 'Could this person be a master who has achieved Return to Youth?'

"..Perhaps you're uncomfortable with being called 'Young Lady'? Then I could use another form of address.."

"Ah, no. Go ahead and call me Young Lady."

No woman dislikes being seen as young.

And there was no reason to reject the title of Young Lady.

"Ah, you asked where I'm going? I'm heading to Anhui to find someone, so I'm imposing on this ride. It's not urgent, so I don't mind taking care of some business in Henan along the way."

"Oh, our schedules overlap. I'm not looking for anyone in particular, though."

It was a coincidence.

Who would have thought I'd encounter a connection like this on a carriage I just happened to hitch a ride on?

"Since we're in this situation, would you like to travel together until we reach Anhui? I've only lived in the mountains and Shaanxi, so I'm not familiar with the ways of the world."

The Faceless Gold Ghost extended his hand toward me.

Despite the suspicious atmosphere, his hand was smaller than expected.

'..Was it always this small?'

I'm sure it felt normal when I went to get my fortune told before, but seeing it up close like this, something felt different.

Perhaps this too was a mysterious bewitching art, like how his face couldn't be seen.

"..I don't mind, but it's been a long time since I've been to Henan or Anhui, so I might not be able to guide you properly."

"Haha, that's fine. It's better than having no experience at all."

When someone offers a handshake, it's polite to accept.

His hand, unlike his appearance, was delicate and soft.

This was something I hadn't noticed when I sent my internal energy to examine his body before.

"Daoist Masters! We're departing!"

-Clatter!

The carriage began to move.

.
.
.

No matter how fast a carriage might be, the Central Plains weren't small enough to reach our destination without camping overnight.

"My goodness, this fellow is quite the drinker despite his appearance!"

"Despite his appearance? You can't even see his face, can you?"

"Still, there's something about his aura."

"Keu-!"

As night fell and it was time to set up camp, a drinking party had begun.

The Faceless Gold Ghost, whether sociable by nature or not, had quickly integrated himself among the merchants and was now engaged in drinking bets.

"...Hmm."

I, of course, kept my distance from the drinking party, just picking at some food.

As a Daoist, I should stay away from alcohol.

Though at my level, I wouldn't get drunk no matter how much I drank, habits and principles formed over time were hard to break.

"Oh my, at this rate, we'll sell all our alcohol before we even reach our destination. We should have brought more."

That doesn't mean I find it uncomfortable when others drink.

It's just that I personally stay away from alcohol.

Still...

"This tastes great! Bring more!"

'Isn't he drinking too much..?'

He might not be a Daoist, but for someone who deals with Heavenly Secrets to be so engrossed in alcohol...

It wasn't a pleasant sight.

Having introduced him as my companion, and with both of us wearing the same Cloak, what kind of impression would his behavior give of me?

"I have plenty of money! You can even open another barrel over there.."

..This wouldn't do.

I quietly rose from my seat and approached the Faceless Gold Ghost from behind.

-Tap

"That's your last cup."

"..."

The lively atmosphere among the drinking merchants instantly quieted.

Though his expression wasn't visible, I could feel his deep dejection from outside the Cloak.

"Just.. one more cup.."

"No."

He hung his head low and swirled the half-empty cup.

"She looks young but keeps him on a tight leash."

"Tsk tsk.. A real man should boldly.."

"I saw the Sword Energy she used earlier, and even at a glance, it seemed above first-rate level."

"..A man should honor his wife's request."

They seemed to have made an unpleasant misunderstanding.

I had no interest in men to begin with, and even if I did, I would certainly decline one who was only interested in alcohol.

"We're just acquaintances, not that kind of relationship."

I spoke toward the merchants who were whispering and frowning in my direction.

"Ahem.. hmm.. I apologize.."

"I'm.. sorry about that.."

"..Please be more careful in the future."

I slapped away the Faceless Gold Ghost's hand, which was stealthily reaching for another bottle of alcohol, and pulled him back.

It seemed we needed to have a little talk.

  *

Though I was in a bad mood after being dragged away by the woman just as the atmosphere was heating up, I didn't have the confidence to say anything.

From what I heard earlier, she was at least at the Peak level.

'That means she's stronger than Tang A-yeong.'

There was no way I could express my dissatisfaction to such an opponent.

'No wonder her calluses were no joke.'

I never imagined she would be at the Peak level.

Judging by her appearance visible through the Cloak, she didn't seem much older than Tang A-yeong, which was impressive.

I had thought Tang A-yeong was the strongest in her age group, but the world was indeed vast.

'Her way of speaking doesn't sound like someone in their 20s though.'

Well, what does manner of speech matter in this world?

I just thought she was an unusual person.

"..Are you even listening?"

"O-Of course I am!"

"Haah.. So, even if you say you're not a Daoist who practices the Way, as someone who deals with Heavenly Secrets, being so addicted to alcohol is not a good look from a Daoist's perspective.."

If I had known it would be like this, I should have looked for another carriage, even if it meant being late.

Asking me to cut down on alcohol? I'd rather cut down on my lifespan than cut down on alcohol.

'Sigh..'

How could I change the mind of this woman who looked like she was in her 20s but seemed quite old-fashioned?

I had already proposed that we travel together to Anhui. If we couldn't reach an agreement, the rest of the journey would be difficult.

'Something undeniable.. what could be a good excuse?'

Words that wouldn't give her room to refute no matter what excuse I made.

That's what I needed to find.

'Ah.'

I got it.

"..Actually, I don't drink alcohol because I enjoy it. I drink because I have my reasons."

"..What is it?"

The woman asked with an expression that seemed to say my excuse was ridiculous but she would listen.

By the way, her appearance was quite remarkable too.

If she looked pretty to my eyes, which were accustomed to Master's beauty, then by ordinary standards, she would be in the top 0.1%.

Anyway,

"The truth is.. I have painful memories I want to forget."

I began my performance with all my heart.

I put as much sadness and pain as possible into my voice.

"There was a woman I trusted and gave everything to. At the time, I thought she was a good person on the surface, and I thought it would be okay to give her my heart."

The other person's expression instantly hardened.

Not missing the opportunity of her wavering, I continued speaking.

"But in the end, I was betrayed. What I thought was love wasn't love at all. She took everything from me.. We've broken up now, but occasionally when her face comes to mind, it's still painful."

"..."

"That's why I drink. At least in those moments, I don't think about that woman at all."

It was an artificially created setting I had just made up, but there was no way she could refute it.

Unless she had investigated my background.

How could she dispute what I claimed to have experienced?

"You said earlier that you lived in the mountains..."

I had anticipated this response as well.

"Why do you think I left the secular world and went into the mountains?"

"..."

The woman's expression completely froze.

She seemed lost in thought.

After a moment, she placed her hand on my shoulder.

"..I'm sorry. I pushed my opinion without knowing your circumstances."

"..So."

"Drink or do whatever you want. As an apology, I'll pay for your alcohol until we reach Anhui, so do as you please."

Indeed, one must know how to use their words well.

This is how I gained a good Sponsor(?), even if temporary.
Chapter 26: Volume 3 - Suspicion
'Without knowing that...'

I looked at the back of the Faceless Gold Ghost, who had returned to enjoy the drinking party.

To think he was drinking because of such a story.

My heart ached at the thought that I had treated him carelessly without knowing about his past.

"My goodness, after drinking so much earlier, you're having more? You'll get sick, you know?"

"Being without alcohol is scarier than getting sick. Come on, let's open another barrel."

"Haha, at this rate, we'll sell everything before we even reach our destination."

The amount of alcohol he had already consumed was enormous, yet he showed no discomfort as he poured more into his cup.

Thinking that the reason he compulsively drank alcohol was to soothe the pain of being betrayed by a woman he trusted, I felt a sense of pity.

If he had learned Martial Arts, it might be different, but ordinary people usually show adverse reactions when drinking that much alcohol.

Yet seeing him without any signs of discomfort, I wondered how painful those memories must be for him to endure this.

The pain in his heart must be greater than the pain in his body.

Especially being betrayed by a trusted woman reminded me of my disciple's incident, which made me feel even more withdrawn...

'...Wait a moment.'

When I examined his body before, I discovered traces of Mount Hua Sect martial arts and a destroyed Dantian.

At that time, I thought he had his own circumstances and didn't question it further, but...

'...'

And he was even betrayed by a woman he trusted?

Too many elements overlapped.

'Could it be...'

At the thought that the Faceless Gold Ghost might be the boy I had been searching for, an indescribable emotion welled up from deep within my heart.

There couldn't be that many people with such overlapping circumstances, no matter how vast the Central Plains were.

-Thump thump

'...It can't be.. it can't be...'

I had already met several people suspected of being that boy.

In the end, they were all different people.

So the Faceless Gold Ghost too...

'...What do I really want?'

I kept thinking about finding that boy to apologize, yet I was denying the possibility that someone else might be that boy.

To think that even at this realm, I still couldn't clearly grasp my own heart.

'...Perhaps it's because too much time has passed.'

It's been a full 10 years.

A period long enough that the child might have already lost his life, unable to withstand the coldness of the world.

In truth, even if I found that boy now, I wouldn't know what to say.

I always said I would apologize, but I couldn't clearly state how I would compensate for his ruined life and lost time.

The words I had prepared each passing year lost their meaning.

For a child who hadn't even reached the age of seven at that time, 10 years was a time too valuable to easily claim compensation for.

After all, I had ruined what could be called the golden period of his life because of my fault.

Even if I found that boy now, how could I possibly repay that debt?

No, wouldn't it be disrespectful to even show my face to that boy?

Wouldn't I just be reminding him of painful memories when he might have overcome his pain and be living well, now as a young man?

'What good is advancing in realm... when I'm still lacking in dealing with people...'

My master's words that people are more difficult than swords were absolutely correct.

"Young Lady, are you inside?"

-Startle

I had been so deeply immersed in self-reproach that I neglected my surroundings, not even noticing the Faceless Gold Ghost approaching from outside the carriage.

"Ahem, what is it?"

"If it's alright, may I come in?"

"Do as you please."

He pushed aside the tent and entered the carriage.

Seeing him in the midst of my troubled thoughts made my heart ache even more.

"I noticed earlier that you couldn't eat properly because of me, so I brought some food. If the drinking atmosphere is uncomfortable for you, you can eat inside the carriage."

The plate he was holding was filled with food.

Without looking properly, I offered words of refusal.

Given my realm, missing a few meals wouldn't bother me, and as a Daoist, I should avoid stimulating foods and meat, so there was hardly anything I could eat from such a men's drinking party.

"I appreciate your consideration, but a Daoist..."

"I heard that Daoists avoid stimulating foods and meat, so I asked for understanding and brought food avoiding those as much as possible. I've brought it anyway, but if you're still uncomfortable, you can leave it."

"..."

Indeed, most of it was grains and vegetables, with minimal seasoning.

And then.

"Where did you get the fruit..."

There was also a red fruit that wasn't visible earlier.

"They're merchants, aren't they? I heard they had fruit among their goods, so I thought it would be nice and bought it with money. Fortunately, it was fresh."

"Fruit at this time of year must be expensive...?"

"Didn't I get a free ride thanks to you? And you said you'd pay for my alcohol, so why would I begrudge this much expense?"

Even though his face was completely invisible inside the hood, I felt that he was smiling.

"We're traveling together to Anhui, aren't we? If there's discomfort or things we avoid, we should adjust to each other. A relationship where one side unilaterally sacrifices isn't good. I want to get closer to you, Young Lady."

"What..!"

"Haha, it's just because I don't know many people in the secular world, so there's no need to feel burdened."

A common flirtation.

I've experienced such flirtations countless times since long ago.

-Flutter flutter

'T-This man! How could I be so fickle?!'

Surely that must be the case, yet my face turned red.

I had achieved Invulnerable to Cold and Heat long ago, but I felt heat emanating from my body.

As I was fanning myself with my hand to cool down, he put down the plate and was heading out of the carriage.

"Ah, and Young Lady. You don't need to worry too much about what I said earlier."

"I barely remember her now. That woman."

-Swish

With those final words, he left the carriage.

"...Was he being considerate?"

It was I who had scolded him without knowing his circumstances, yet seeing that I was concerned, he came to comfort me first.

'Th-These days, Aspiring Martial Artists must be learning these things separately.'

-Flutter flutter

I thought I had grown accustomed to it, but the heat rising to my face wouldn't easily subside.

"Whew..."

To think I would feel such emotions at this age.

He was a fearsome one.

As far as I knew, I hadn't heard rumors about him having complicated relationships with women, but his skills weren't that of a novice.

The emotion felt was pure in itself, but his technique was no joke.

-Crunch

To calm my mind, I brought the food he had brought to my mouth.

It wasn't exceptionally delicious, but it tasted decent.

And the fruit...

-Crunch

The juice was quite sweet.

A sweet taste lingered in my mouth.


  *

'There's nothing bad about becoming friends with a Peak Master.'

It's a realm that most Martial Artists can't reach even after a lifetime of training.

She looks only in her 20s, but to be at that level, she's truly a monster among monsters.

A promising talent who could reach even higher realms in the future... but that's not something I need to worry about since I'll be returning to the mountains anyway.

'Come to think of it, someone at her level might have a nickname?'

It's just that I'm not well-versed in the affairs of the Central Plains, but someone of her caliber would surely have a nickname unless she had thoroughly concealed her abilities.

'She's from the Mount Hua Sect.. uses a sword and is a young woman.. Sword Peak? Sword Flower?'

In truth, I don't know the rules for how nicknames are given, so my range of predictions is limited to those two.

By the way, when I think of "Sword Flower," I get an eerie feeling, suggesting it's not a nickname with good energy.

It feels like a nickname that would have a negative influence on whoever has or had it, making me not want to get close to it.

Despite appearances, I am a Fortune Teller. I can read this much energy.

'Since I've also secured her promise to pay for my alcohol.. I should stick with her in Henan.'

She said she would pay for my alcohol until we reach Anhui, which should include the time spent sightseeing and playing around in Henan.

She seemed familiar with Henan, so if I ask nicely, I might also get help with my travels.

Even if she doesn't know much, just staying by her side is beneficial.

After all, she's a Peak Master.

She was a presence that completely dispelled any concerns I had about hiring warriors for safety before setting out on my journey.

Just following her around would guarantee my safety during my stay in Henan, and if I build up goodwill like this in advance, I might be able to suggest visiting places I want to go.

I didn't say we should adjust to each other if there's discomfort for nothing.

That's why I picked up a knife after a long time.

It's been a good 10 years since I cooked weeds every day in the mountains.

I knew how to extract maximum flavor with minimal seasoning.

Still, it can't match the taste of the secular world, but it's not inedible.

It was a skill that even Master occasionally praised.

"I noticed earlier that your vegetable cutting skills are quite something. Do you cook often?"

"I used to, yes."

"Haha, I don't know who your wife is, but she must be quite loved. There was a lot of affection in your knife work."

"..."

Affection?

Don't make me laugh.

I didn't feel any affection whatsoever for that cranky woman.

[Do you see that tree? It's the tree you planted when you were seven, and now it has grown so tall, surpassing even your height. Back then, it barely reached your knees.]

That woman...

"..."

...Perhaps it wouldn't be a bad idea to look into what kind of gifts women might like when we reach Anhui.
Chapter 27: Volume 3 - Sword Empress
It happened during the time I was living with my Master in the mountains.

"Master. I've been having strange dreams lately. Dreams where someone embraces me from behind and touches my body. I'm concerned it might be an ominous sign."

From a certain day, I began having strange dreams.

Dreams where someone tied me up so I couldn't move and touched various parts of my body. I couldn't break free no matter how hard I tried, and despite being a dream, it felt strangely vivid—enough to give me an ominous feeling.

For the first few days, I suffered alone and pondered over it, but there was no sign of resolution. Instead, the intensity grew stronger, so after much deliberation, I decided to consult with my Master.

"..."

"Master? Why are you silent?"

"...I wonder if you've built up a tolerance."

"Pardon?"

"Ah, just talking to myself. Sit down and explain in detail exactly what happened in these dreams."

Following Master's words, I sat down and began explaining the content of my dreams.

"First, my eyes won't open. In that state, something—whether arms or something else, I can't tell—binds my body."

"Hmm."

"After that, a sensation that clearly feels like hands roams all over my body. Head, chest, stomach, legs, umm... basically my entire body."

I couldn't bring myself to mention the embarrassing parts.

"It's strangely vivid for a dream. As if it were real. And even though I try to resist, my body is tied up, so I can't do anything. Do you know what this might be?"

"..."

Master wore a contemplative expression for a moment before opening her mouth.

"It seems an evil spirit has attached itself to you."

"An evil spirit?!"

"Yes. Even though you have a weak body and damaged dantian, you've learned from me, so it's unlikely to be a mere lowly ghost. Since I didn't notice it, it must be quite a powerful evil spirit."

"Hiiik..."

My face turned pale at Master's words.

An evil spirit? Isn't that the kind of ghost that drives people to ruin or forcibly takes over their bodies?

Moreover, if even Master, who sleeps with me every night, didn't notice it, then it must be an extremely powerful evil spirit.

One that I could hardly hope to face.

"Th-Then what should I do?"

"First, absolutely do not resist. Whatever it does to you, hold your voice and offer no resistance."

"W-Will that be enough?"

"If you endure like that for a few days, an opportunity will arise. Then I'll prepare a medicine that can drive away the evil spirit. Take it before sleeping. That should make the evil spirit retreat." [TL]Skull emoji.[/TL]

With an uneasy heart, I went to sleep following Master's words.

For the next three days, the touches became more obscene and stimulating, to the point where I had to check inside my pants first thing after waking up.

Eventually, unable to sleep properly at night and with dark circles forming under my eyes,

"It should be about time now."

Master, who strangely seemed full of energy lately, brought a solution.

"Here, it might be a bit bitter, but take this medicine before sleeping. You should be able to sleep comfortably starting tonight."

"...Every day?"

"Just try it for today. We'll decide what to do next after seeing its effects."

That night, after drinking the medicine that wasn't just a bit bitter but extremely so, I was able to sleep soundly without feeling the ghost's touch, just as Master had said.

"Master. I slept soundly today, just as you said."

"I'm relieved to hear that you slept well."

"But strangely, my body feels weak, as if my vital energy has been drained. Is this also a side effect of the medicine?"

"...That's just how the medicine works, so you'll have to bear with it."

That day, Master's skin looked strangely better, but I thought it was just my imagination.

"Anyway, since the medicine's effectiveness has been proven, take one each week from now on. Evil spirits are persistent creatures, and if you give them even a small opening, they'll return."

After that, on the days I took the medicine once a week, I felt weak and struggled, but Master increased the frequency of hunting game, so I was able to endure somehow.

Perhaps she couldn't bear to see her Disciple suffering because of an evil spirit.


  *

"Mmm..."

Before dawn had broken, I woke up feeling a chill.

There was still plenty of time before daybreak and when everyone would start moving again, but for some reason, I couldn't fall back asleep, so I went outside to get some fresh air.

Come to think of it, it's been a long time since I left the mountain and stopped taking that medicine, and since there haven't been any strange occurrences, I suppose the evil spirit has retreated.

The phenomenon disappeared as soon as Master entered closed-door training...

'Could it be...'

Did she take some measures before going in?

Though she has a rather eccentric personality, she does have a surprisingly kind side, so it's possible.

'Now that I think about it, the person on watch duty...'

As I rubbed my eyes and crawled outside, I saw the back of a woman in a Cloak, gazing at the moon.

'I never asked her name, did I?'

I should at least have something to address the young lady with. Or perhaps a title.

But wait, why is that woman alone?

"Young lady? Aren't you sleeping?"

"Ah, you're awake."

"I heard that other merchants or bodyguards would take the watch..."

"I simply volunteered because I don't need much sleep. You needn't worry about it. The air is still cold, so go back inside."

[The air is still cold. I'll come in soon too, so go back to sleep. I just came out because I couldn't sleep for a moment.]

Though she was clearly a different woman from my Master in appearance, somehow her side profile illuminated by the moonlight overlapped with Master's image.

"..."

"...What's wrong?"

"Oof."

I tossed a dry branch into the blazing campfire and sat down nearby.

The warm heat traveled through my skin into my body.

"I can't sleep either. Since we're both here, might as well enjoy the campfire."

"...Do as you please."

-Crackle, crackle

Since the woman continued to silently gaze at the moon, the only sound around us was the crackling of the campfire.

I was the first to break the awkward silence.

"If you don't mind me asking, who are you looking for?"

Even though Shaanxi and Anhui are neighboring regions, the Central Plains are not small by any means. There are countless people who live and die in one region their entire lives.

Unless you're like me, with the leisure to travel, or a merchant selling goods, or a wandering warrior looking for daily income, it's not common to travel to different regions without a special reason.

I had heard she was going to find someone, but I couldn't help being curious.

Also, since I planned to follow her in Henan, I wanted to ask in advance to avoid saying something wrong later.

"..."

The woman remained silent for a long time after hearing my words, showing only her back.

Just as I was about to apologize for my mistake,

"...I have a debt to repay to someone."

"A debt?"

"I owe a tremendous debt."

I thought she meant the common enemy-type debt, but it seems it was an actual debt.

"Actually, I'm not even sure if the person in Anhui is the one. I've been searching for similar people all this time, but they were all my mistakes."

"You don't know exactly who you're looking for?"

"...No. I know everything. Name, gender, detailed characteristics... but no matter... no matter how much I search, they can't be found."

"Hmm... You've been searching for quite a while, it seems."

"A long... time. More than ten years now."

That's an incredibly long time.

At her age, a debt from ten years ago—could it be a benefactor from her childhood?

-Crackle, crackle

"It must be a huge debt. I'm impressed you haven't given up."

"...It's an enormous debt. So large that I can't even think of a way to repay it."

I wonder what kind of person could place such a debt on someone who has reached the peak realm at her age.

'I'm a bit envious.'

She clearly looks like someone who will become a major figure in the future, and I'm curious what one could demand from a debt she describes in such terms.

It would be best not to ask about the detailed circumstances, as it might be sensitive.

Honestly, I thought that if she had been searching for so long, perhaps the person was no longer in this world, but I wasn't tactless enough to say that out loud.

"Whoever it is, I envy them. To have a beauty like you searching so desperately. As a man, there's no greater honor."

"...Pfft."

"I'm sure you'll find them someday. You've been searching for so long, I'll pray that the Gods of Heaven and Earth help you."

Since I could only see her back, I couldn't be certain, but I felt that she had just smiled.


  *

'An honor, he says...'

I wondered if that child could still have feelings for a woman after experiencing such things, but strangely, I felt my heart ease.

Would that peculiar man still say such things if he knew my true identity?

'Still, I appreciate the compliment.'

Whether he knew me or not, being called pretty was no reason to feel bad.

During my time at Mount Hua, I couldn't hear such words.

-Shing

With one hand fluttering the wind against my face, I drew my sword with the other.

"Come out now. You seem to have made up your mind to attack, so why hesitate?"

"..."

"Three behind the trees. Five in the trees. And two waiting for an opportunity behind the carriage. If you come out obediently, there won't be any bloodshed."

Despite being given a chance, the night assailants didn't move.

This was familiar.

"You should stay here, keep your head down..."

I was about to place my hand on the shoulder of the Faceless Gold Ghost, who had frozen with his hand in his bosom, but

-Woong

'...?'

A translucent barrier had formed around him.

I didn't tap it, but it looked quite sturdy—enough to block at least a blind strike.

'Protective Body Qi... certainly not. What a mysterious item.'

Originally, qi is the kind that's applied to objects, not the kind that creates barriers in the surrounding space.

Anyway, my concern for him was somewhat alleviated.

-Shing

Now it was time for me to do what I needed to do.

By the time the merchants rushed out with urgent expressions at the screams of the bandits, the situation had already ended.

Not a single drop of blood stained my sword.
Chapter 28: Volume 3 - Would You Really Betray Me?
When I came to my senses, everything was already over.

The merchants, who had hurriedly emerged from their sleep, were subduing the completely demoralized bandits and tying them up with ropes.

"Oh thank you, Daoist Master. If it weren't for you, we would have been completely ruined."

"This was our agreement from the beginning, so don't worry about it."

The woman was declining and returning the money pouch that the leader of the merchant group was offering her.

"..."

Could this woman who had effortlessly subdued the bandits really be the same person?

The scene of her subduing the bandits flashed through my mind.

The weapons wielded by the bandits hadn't even grazed her clothes.

They didn't even have a chance to swing their weapons in the first place.

The moment I thought her sword had been swung, a bandit fell to the ground with a scream.

I naturally assumed it was because her sword had cut the bandit, but

During the time all ten bandits were subdued, not a single drop of blood had fallen around them.

'...Just how skilled is she?'

To make them collapse trembling like that without the sword even touching them.

I thought I had become familiar with the common sense of this world, but I was wrong.

Well, they say true masters can split mountains with a single swing of their sword, so I don't think it's impossible, but there's definitely a difference between hearing about it and seeing it firsthand.

'She seems dozens of times stronger than Tang A-yeong.'

Even considering the difference between Peak and First-rate, they look about the same age, so how can she be that strong?

If it were this woman, she would probably have dealt with that vampire I saw back then in a single stroke.

'Phew...'

I tapped my still-trembling heart to calm it down.

Just like during the vampire incident, these battle scenes are really not good for my heart.

'Come to think of it, I didn't even get to properly see its effect.'

I looked at the object I was holding in my bosom, and its information appeared.

[Rosary of Protection]

[A replica of the ultimate holy relic 'Grand Cross' that was distributed to heroes during the war against the undead. Although its effectiveness has been greatly reduced compared to the original, it has saved the lives of many heroes.]

It's an item I bought from the Shop Window that can deploy a protective barrier once a day.

I don't know how strong the barrier is, but I could only pray it was worth the 500 points.

I couldn't even use it during the vampire incident when I actually bought it for that purpose because my body froze up.

'Actually, it's better if I don't have to use it.'

If there comes a time when I need to use this, it means I'm in danger, so I'd prefer not having to use it at all.

This time, as soon as I heard there were attackers, I got scared and used it immediately.

Anyway, looking at the woman who was repeatedly refusing the merchant's gratitude, I thought,

'I wonder if there's a way to get closer to her.'

With the martial prowess she just displayed, she would guarantee safety not just in Anhui but wherever we went.

It's a shame that she seems to avoid alcohol, but she has a good personality and is strong too, so I felt like I wanted to develop more of a connection with her.

'It would be nice if we could at least become friends...'

It seemed like I needed to think about this during the rest of our journey.

'Ah, now that I think about it, she had her fortune told by me.'

I searched my memory for the content of the fortune I had given her.

It took some time since I've had quite a few customers, but fortunately, it seemed to have remained clear in my memory.

'I said she would lose something precious.'

What could be precious to a woman like her?

It could be anything—an object, a place, a person, a belief—tangible or intangible, so it wasn't easy to predict.

'Ah.'

A good idea came to mind.

If I stay by her side and help prevent her from losing something precious, couldn't I quickly gain her favor?

Since it was a fortune I saw myself, if I pester the Gods of Heaven and Earth a little, maybe I could get a hint...

-Rumble

...I'm not asking for anything like that!

I hurriedly apologized as I heard an ominous thunder.

Looking up at the sky, dark clouds had already gathered thickly.

'Ah, it's just dark clouds.'

I thought they were about to bring down heavenly punishment just for this.

They're quite sensitive about these things, making a huge fuss if you cross the line even slightly.

I'd like to curse at them, but they're so capricious that it's impossible to know what's allowed.

'Sigh.'

Still, I can't complain since I'm making a living with this ability.

Without it, I'd be even worse off than an ordinary person.

  *

"M-Miss, is it true that you've advanced to a higher realm?"

Tang A-yeong silently took out a hidden weapon and manifested sword energy in response to the woman who was looking at her with disbelief.

There was no more certain way to prove that she had advanced in realm.

"C-Congratulations. You were extraordinary since childhood, but to think you'd reach the Peak realm at such a young age... The Head of the Family will be overjoyed."

"Father..."

"Come to think of it, this is no time to dawdle. Shouldn't we quickly inform the family of this joyous news? Let's hurry and prepare a carriage..."

"No... it's fine... Just the travel time would take a week, and the time spent talking with the elders would be enormous... I don't want to go and meet my siblings either..."

Tang A-yeong looked extremely tired for someone who had just advanced to a higher realm.

Her appearance, enhanced by the removal of bodily waste products, combined with her fatigue to give off a strangely decadent atmosphere.

"Just write a letter for me... Say that I'm running out of poison research materials and need more... And since I've advanced to a higher realm, ask them to send some new books too..."

"But, didn't you just receive new supplies recently? Have you already used them all?"

"There's a medicine I want to make, but the formula is hard to find... I used everything up trying to figure it out myself..."

The woman could guess how intensely Tang A-yeong had been training as she watched her rubbing her forehead with a tired expression.

'With that kind of passion, no wonder she reached the Peak realm at such a young age.'

"I understand. Is there anything else you would like to request?"

"Ah, and this is something I'd like you to get for me personally, keeping it secret from the family..."

What kind of items would this genius woman, who had just passed the coming-of-age, want to obtain privately?

The woman opened the note Tang A-yeong handed her with a mixture of slight fear and anticipation.

"............Miss?"

The note listed manuals on the art of the bedchamber and various types of aphrodisiacs.

Though she looked at Tang A-yeong with trembling eyes,

"You can get them, right?"

"Y-Yes! I can get them!"

When she met Tang A-yeong's eyes, she quickly lowered her gaze.

"..."

"Hey, it's not what you're imagining. It's just preparation for the future. For an enjoyable life."

"Haha... is that so?"

"These things are important for marital harmony..."

The medicines listed were far beyond that level, but she didn't mention it out loud.

The woman saw that Tang A-yeong, though somewhat dark, clearly had the look of a woman in love.

At an age when she should be focusing on martial arts training, if she were to abandon it for love, the woman would have to desperately block her path, but

"...Miss. I'm telling you this just in case, but you must be careful with these medicines. If used excessively, accidents can happen..."

"I know. Do you think I wouldn't know that much?"

She didn't have the courage to stop her.

She had long given up wondering which lucky man had seduced this innocent(?) Young Lady.

'...I hope he survives.'

At this point, she was more worried about the other party.

All she could do was pray that the man's yang energy was abundant enough to prevent Tang A-yeong from becoming a widow.

"You said you trusted me... so I should trust you too... Surely you wouldn't betray me after saying all that..."

Tang A-yeong buried her head on the table with a sleepy expression.

"Ah... by the way, do you have any medicine that reduces sexual desire?"

"If it's for an antidote to these medicines, for men..."

"No, I need it for myself."

"..."

The woman wondered if the reason Tang A-yeong looked sleepy might not be because she was focused on training.


  *

"Young Lady, how about this ornament? It seems to suit you quite well."

"...No, that one from earlier is enough..."

"It's because your foundation is so good that anything looks nice on you. Come, try this one too."

After arriving in Henan, I was wandering around the market with that woman.

-Click

"See? Doesn't it suit you? If you adorn yourself a little more, you'd be much prettier, so why do you resist so much?"

"D-Does it really suit me? Even when I look in the mirror, I can't really..."

"You're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen, so you don't need to worry."

"Ugh..."

To be honest, my Master still holds the top position, but I wasn't foolish enough to say she was only the second prettiest here.

"Didn't I tell you? To avoid that future, you need to take care of yourself. Self-cultivation isn't just about training martial arts; this is also a way of nurturing yourself."

"I suppose there's room for that interpretation..."

"The Gods of Heaven and Earth don't like giving obvious answers. If you really feel uncomfortable, I can't help it, but to prevent such an ominous future, you should do everything you can..."

"Alright! I get it!"

The woman quickly raised both hands in surrender, knowing that one can't spit on a smiling face.
Chapter 29: Volume 3 - Would You Go Out with Me?
It's not a lie that taking better care of oneself can include improving one's appearance.

Based on past experience, the Heavens are truly a twisted entity, capable of wordplay at any moment.

And fundamentally, appearance is what one first shows to others in interpersonal relationships, and naturally, as one begins to care for their appearance, their mind also becomes healthier.

'I'm not really one to talk.'

It's not my place to say this when I cover my entire face and body, but mine is a special case.

I don't want to be kidnapped and sold off.

What good is being beautiful or handsome if you don't have the strength to protect yourself?

'Thankfully I have the shop window.'

Without it, I probably wouldn't have even thought about leaving the mountain.

There's a limit to how much a normal mantle can conceal one's appearance.

"...Are we not done yet?"

Unlike me, who was still fresh, the woman asked with a tired expression.

"Are you already tired?"

"...I'm just not accustomed to this sort of thing."

While spending time with this woman, I learned one surprising fact—she apparently doesn't do anything special to maintain her appearance.

'To think that level of beauty requires no effort.'

Women who stake their lives on 0.1kg of body weight or a single wrinkle would emanate killing intent if they heard this.

Even my Master took care of her appearance.

[Master, what is this?]

[It's a medicinal herb I dug up recently. It's a plant that grows only by the light of the full moon, so it's not easy to obtain. When finely ground and mixed with water, it becomes viscous. Applying it to the skin removes waste products and is good for beauty.]

[Oh... then we could sell it and buy meat...]

[I will be using it.]

[...Do I have to grind it?]

[You understand well.]

What she said after I handed her the finished product, massaging my arms that were sore from grinding, was even more outrageous.

[You apply it for me.]

[...Pardon?]

[There's a limit to where one can apply it oneself. It's a precious herb I've obtained with difficulty, shouldn't it be applied evenly?]

'...Hmm.'

I decided not to reminisce any further.

Besides this, there were many other incidents, like when she was too lazy to get up and I had to wash her myself.

Anyway, back to the main point,

"You look so much prettier with just a little makeup and accessories. Isn't it a shame not to?"

With just a bit of makeup and accessories, her appearance had improved significantly.

As a man, I even felt proud to have created such a result(?).

Before the woman pulled down her Cloak, embarrassed by the attention, people around kept staring at her—what more needs to be said?

I think if the plum blossom drawn on her sleeve hadn't been visible, there would definitely have been men approaching her without knowing better.

"A-Anyway, I should head back now. For today..."

"I was about to go for a meal. Are you leaving already?"

"...A meal?"

"Yes. I asked a merchant earlier, and he said there's a pretty good inn just an il-gak's walk from here. If you're really tired, we can part ways here today..." [TL]il-gak means 15 minutes away.[/TL]

"...I can already hear the excitement in your voice."

"..."

"Is it famous for its alcohol?"

"...Yes."

"Haah..."

I heard the woman sigh.

But I'm curious about how delicious Henan's alcohol is.

A Daoist shouldn't go back on their word!

You said you'd pay for the drinks! You said I could drink as much as I wanted!

"...I'll drink in moderation, so it won't be a problem, right?"

What she said was true, but the Muwi of Dawn kept circling in my head, making it difficult to speak carelessly.

"Alright, lead the way. I promised as an apology, so I won't go back on my word. Drink as much as you want, I won't mind."

"Th-Thank you!"

It seemed like our relationship had suddenly reversed, but in reality, she had always been the one in charge.

'I wonder what Henan's alcohol tastes like.'

Licking my lips, I headed toward the inn I had noted earlier.


  *

"..."

"Kuhee-! What do you think? Is it as rumored?"

"Wow, it really is as they say. To think you'd finish it all at once. Who would have imagined that the famous person from Shaanxi would come all the way here?"

-Tap.. Tap..

I was tapping the table with my fingertips.

The Faceless Gold Ghost had become friendly with the other drinkers and was having fun with them.

"..."

I came all this way only to be treated like this.

I wish he would focus more on me...

-Flinch

'Wh-What was I just thinking?'

This was truly shameful.

Even though my body is that of my younger days, to have such thoughts at my age.

"Haah..."

Perhaps my heart is too excited from being out in the world after so long.

To seek happiness as a woman when I'm a Daoist—if my Master from my younger days knew, she would have scolded me severely.

Especially when I haven't even found that child yet...

"..."

-Sip

As the warm tea entered my body, I felt my heart warm as well.

There were many things I needed to attend to.

I needed to find that child and atone for my Disciple's sin, and I couldn't stop preparing for the Demonic Cult and the Heavenly Demon who might attack at any time.

I came out thinking it would be a journey to find that child while taking a break from training, but at this rate, I might develop another heart demon.

Of course, he doesn't seem to be approaching me with particularly impure intentions, but that's precisely the problem.

'I thought I was familiar with flirtation...'

I experienced countless such advances in my younger days.

No matter how much time has passed, those experiences shouldn't have disappeared, yet strangely, I keep developing peculiar feelings for that man.

Whether it's because I think he might be that child, or for some other reason, I couldn't tell.

'What use is mastery in Martial Arts if one can't control one's own heart...'

As I was thinking of going up alone, leaving him chatting with the drinkers,

"...Young Lady. I'm sorry. I'll apologize later."

Suddenly, I heard the Faceless Gold Ghost's whisper.

"""Ooooooh!!!"""

And then cheers erupted from around us,

"Would you go out with me?"

The Faceless Gold Ghost was holding out a white flower to me.

For a moment, my thoughts almost stopped, but my years of Martial Arts training weren't in vain as I quickly assessed the situation.

Probably, there had been a bet between him and the drinkers, and he had lost and was now fulfilling the penalty.

That must be it.

-Thump

It's just a trivial gamble at a drinking party.

-Thump

So I should just ignore it and not react...

-Thump

"...Huh?"

A stupid sound escaped my lips.

My mind went blank, and I couldn't think of anything.

My heart, ignoring its owner's will, pounded and wouldn't calm down easily.

"Oh, the woman's face is red too?"

""Ooooooh!!!!""

At that moment, the drinkers' chatter snapped me back to reality.

.
.
.

"No matter what promises are made at a drinking party, one shouldn't make bets that could be disrespectful to others!"

"I'm sorry..."

"Raise your hands higher!"

Even if it's a joke or fake, there are things one should and shouldn't do. How could he try to get away with such behavior?

I sternly reprimanded the other drinkers present, then brought him to a room upstairs and began lecturing him.

"I knew it was a joke, but what if another woman misunderstood and only then you said it was a joke? Do you not know how disrespectful that could be to a woman!"

"I know..."

"If you know, why did you do such a thing!"

"There's no excuse I could offer, even if I had a hundred mouths to say it."

He was truly a man without principles, just like before.

Whether it's a man or a woman, one should be pure-hearted in relationships between men and women...

-Tremble tremble

"Um, excuse me... my arms are really..."

"Don't make excuses!"

"It's not an excuse, it's true... I've had a weak body since childhood, without a single muscle."

"..."

I was truly displeased, but I decided to let it go just this once.

Although his face wasn't visible, he did seem repentant.

"Be careful in the future."

I approached him directly and lowered his trembling arms.

His thin arms were drenched in sweat, as if that had been so difficult for him.

By now, the small room was filled with the scent coming from his body.

I would need to ventilate before sleeping.

Just as I was about to send him back to his room, now that the discipline was over.

"...Excuse me, Young Lady."

"What is it now?"

"If it's not too much trouble, could you help me stand up...? I think my legs have cramped too..."

"Sigh..."

He truly had a weak body.

Sighing, I grabbed his arm that was stretched toward me and lifted him up, feeling a weight lighter than expected.

In the process of helping him up, our bodies inevitably pressed against each other, and his body scent became even stronger.

"..."

"Th-Thank you..."

"Quickly return to your room. It's late."

After he painfully made his way out of the room, supporting himself against the wall, I opened the window to let out the fragr... no, the smell that had filled the room.

"...Haah..."

-Thump thump

My Master's words that a person's heart is more difficult than a sword-.

Were absolutely correct.
Chapter 30: Volume 3 - Sword Flower - Part 2
Sword Flower Han So-yeon.

Rumors had long spread that the 'Sword Empress' had a Disciple, but since she had rarely appeared in public, she remained almost a figure of legend.

However, as time passed, rumors about her accumulated, and word quickly spread that she resembled her master—a very beautiful and kind person.

As more and more people hoped she would properly reveal herself, she finally made her appearance at the Dragon and Phoenix Assembly.

And when she formally revealed herself, people did not hesitate to give her the title of Sword Flower.

.
.
.

"Ho ho, this year's successors also show bright promise."

At the spot with the best view of the Martial Arts Arena.

The Murim Alliance Leader stroked his beard as he gazed at the noisy arena, excited about the next match, with two empty chairs beside him.

The back of this man, known as one of the heroes who stopped the Blood Calamity of the Blood Cult ten years ago, looked lonely.

The previous Murim Alliance Leader had lost his life in the war against the Blood Cult, and it had already been ten years since he had hastily taken the vacant position.

During that time, numerous Martial Arts competitions including the Dragon and Phoenix Assembly had been held, but the empty seats beside him, rather than being filled, had gradually decreased in number until only two remained.

However, contrary to this, his mood seemed quite good.

"To come only for the finals when your Disciple is competing—isn't that too cold-hearted?"

Finally, the owner of one of the empty seats had arrived.

"I didn't teach her poorly enough to fall before the finals."

"Ho ho, Lady Yoo-wol, it's been a long time, but your personality remains the same. Still, how can I blame you when the result of rejecting all the invitations I sent for ten years is right there?"

"..I'm well past the age to be called 'lady'."

Though she was a young-looking woman who dared to show disrespect to the Murim Alliance Leader, no one could blame her if they knew her identity.

For she was one of the heroes who had stopped the Blood Calamity with him ten years ago.

"By the way, I expected you would come, but what about the other empty seat?"

"Originally, ten years ago, I prepared seven empty seats, but they gradually decreased until only two remain now."

"..Wasn't it eight originally?"

"That friend has been officially designated as.."

"..Ah."

They simultaneously recalled one person.

The Divine Thief who had been a reliable comrade during the war but who, after they had successfully stopped the Blood Calamity, had stolen weapons cherished by his comrades and fled.

"Just how intensely have you been raising your Disciple to forget even that friend? I remember Lady Yoo-wol also had something taken by that friend."

"..I wasn't that attached to my sword. It was the other one who was furious."

"Haha, Lady So-cheon was like that, wasn't she? Saying things like she would capture and dismember him.. Her words were so unbelievable for a Daoist."

"That's why she and I didn't get along well."

"It's nice to meet an old acquaintance after so long and recall old memories. So you were curious about the owner of that empty seat? It belongs to Lady So-cheon."

"Tsk."

The Sword Empress clicked her tongue as she recalled a face.

"She's still in good health. It seems both Lady So-cheon and Lady Yoo-wol have not only avoided aging but have become even younger. Unlike me."

"..."

Ten years.

Unlike them, others including the Murim Alliance Leader had not reached the realm of Return to Youth and had fully faced the passage of time.

No matter how powerful one's Martial Arts, one could not defeat time.

"..Shouldn't you also focus on cultivation now?"

"Ho ho, how can you say that when everyone dumped the position of Murim Alliance Leader on me? You know how busy it is."

"..."

"Actually, I've been thinking of stepping down soon. Given my age, it seems time to pass it on to relatively younger folks."

"..I hope we can meet again in the future."

"Ho ho, I'll send invitations next time too, so bring your Disciple again then."

Shortly after, as the finals began, a man and a woman appeared.

The Sword Dragon of the Namgung Family and the Sword Flower of the Mount Hua Sect.

As both the Namgung Family and the Mount Hua Sect were famous for their swordsmanship, many spectators were excited for this match.

"Who do you think will win?"

"Is that question worth answering?"

"I expected you would answer like that."

After they exchanged greetings and the signal for the start of the match sounded,

The fragrance of plum blossoms spread throughout the arena.

.
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"Master! I won! I didn't disgrace your name.."

"Yes, yes. Well done."

The Sword Empress stroked her Disciple's head.

"Ah! My hair is getting messy! I'm a proper adult now, so such actions are.."

"Hide that loose mouth of yours when you speak."

"Hah!"

Sword Flower quickly covered her mouth with her hand.

"I heard that throughout the tournament, you deliberately dragged out matches that you could have ended quickly. Why did you do that?"

"Ah. Was it... obvious?"

"So-yeon, even though you may have no match at your age, there are many greater masters here. Did you think you could deceive all their eyes?"

"Ah.."

If she had used her full abilities, she could have ended not only the finals but all matches within 10 seconds.

That's how exceptional her skills were, with few peers in her age group.

"Was it deception?"

"N-No! I just thought if the matches ended too quickly because of me, it might hurt my opponents' reputations.. Even though I would win, I wanted to be considerate and show the world their skills too.."

"What if your actions hurt their feelings instead? Did you not consider that?"

"T-That.."

Sword Flower's face crumpled.

Tears were on the verge of falling from her clear eyes.

-Hug

"No, it's alright. You did it because you have a kind heart, so why would I blame you?"

The Sword Empress embraced her Disciple who resembled her.

"Just learn from this experience. Blind consideration isn't always good. There are more complexities in the world than you might think."

"Sniff.. I understand.. sob.."

"Don't cry. Isn't this a joyous day? You've proven yourself to be the best among the many aspiring Martial Artists in the Central Plains."

"But.. if I hadn't shown such petty consideration from the start.. I wouldn't have hurt my opponent's feelings.. and I might have earned the title of Phoenix instead of Sword Flower.."

Flower and Phoenix.

Both were titles given to women, but the former focused on beauty while the latter emphasized martial prowess.

-Pat Pat

"Did that bother you so much?"

"Sob.. I've disgraced your name.."

"When I was your age, my title was also Sword Flower."

"..What?"

The current Sword Flower looked up at her master with surprised eyes.

"Are you curious? Why I earned the title of Sword Flower instead of Sword Peak?"

The former Sword Flower smiled as she spoke to her Disciple.

"It was for the same reason as yours."


  *

"Huff.. Huff.."

I had an unpleasant dream.

The Heart Demon had returned.

[Ah.. Come to think of it, were you perhaps interested too, Master? Was that why you asked so many questions about that child? You should have told me earlier. If it was you, Master, I might have been willing to share him with you.]

"Sigh.."

I circulated my internal energy to clear my head.

It felt like the Heart Demon was growing stronger rather than fading with time.

'I cannot understand you.'

Not only feeling lust for that young child,

But also trying to forcibly rape an unwilling partner—these were sins that should never be committed as a human being.

Of course, there was something even worse than that.

[Still, no matter what woman he meets in the future, he will never forget me.]

[I left an indelible mark on his body. No matter what life he leads from now on, he will remember me when he sees that scar.]

"Ugh.."

It was an incomprehensible, maddening obsession.

No matter how low her realm might be, she wasn't a child who wouldn't know how precious the Dantian is to a Martial Artist, yet she destroyed it for such a reason.

It was an utterly incomprehensible act.

'..Please just be alive..'

Most Martial Artists become cripples when their Dantian is destroyed.

The mental shock of losing all the Martial Arts they've accumulated and being unable to learn more in the future, the physical pain caused by the collapse of the center where the body's energy is gathered.

There's a reason why destroying a Martial Artist's Dantian is said to be a punishment worse than death.

In that state, living isn't really living, and even if one survives, not many can continue that life.

Though I can't give up and keep searching like this, I know it myself.

The probability that he's still alive is extremely slim.

"..."

Still, I couldn't give up.

Right beside me was someone who, despite having a damaged Dantian, was continuing his own life in a different way.

'..Come to think of it, we haven't properly introduced ourselves.'

Despite having a title, I haven't heard of him revealing his name to others.

If he has a reason to hide it, that's unavoidable, but if not, it would be good to know each other's names for the sake of convenience in conversation.

-Knock Knock

"Young Lady, are you in there?"

Speak of the devil—his voice came from outside.

"What is it?"

"I've come to brush your hair."

......Huh?
Chapter 31: Volume 3 - Is a Close friend.
"Now, now. Didn't I say? Let's try everything we can."

"But even so, with just hair..."

"There are countless women in this world, Young Lady, who risk their lives managing 'just hair'. Don't underestimate it."

He, with a comb and a strange medicine in hand, eventually made me sit in the chair.

"How often do you usually groom your hair?"

"...Never."

"It's in really good condition for that. Is this also the effect of Martial Arts? I'm envious."

With the exception of a few Martial Arts, most of them, when you reach a certain level, have the effect of removing waste products from the body and keeping the body in optimal condition.

There's a rumor that some well-bred young ladies learn even third-rate Martial Arts for that purpose, but I don't know if they actually saw any results.

"But what is that medicine?"

"It's a kind of oil that makes hair look better... It's in much better condition than I thought, so I'm not sure if it will have any effect."

"Then just..."

"Even so, it has a cosmetic effect in itself, so that alone is enough reason."

-Squeeze

I heard the sound of liquid from behind me.

-Swish

The comb, coated with medicine, began to sweep through my hair.

As I hummed a tune, caught in a strange sensation I'd never felt before, I spoke to him.

"...Are you always so kind to women?"

"Why do you ask?"

"...Just answer the question."

This man was too ignorant about the opposite sex.

Most men wouldn't openly engage in such an offensive of gifts and compliments, or this kind of physical contact, as he had yesterday. Whether it was a highly calculated move or if he was really just naive, he was completely unreserved.

-Thump thump

'Sigh...'

To the point where it made me misunderstand.

It's not like I could say anything because there was no impure intent, so I couldn't flatly refuse or reprimand him.

If he was just a kind person to everyone, or all women, I could just think of him as a nice young man and move on...

"I'm not particularly kind to all women. I'm only human, how could I be? I'm kind to people I like."

"...Huuu..."

That kind of attitude is the problem.

He throws stones with such an innocent attitude, as if it's nothing, but it's too painful for me.

I don't know, If he at least openly expressed that feeling but because he approached me with such a vague attitude, I had no confidence and couldn't properly respond.

It would be so embarrassing if I had just misunderstood and rejected him firmly.

-Swish

"Does it hurt?"

"...It's fine, don't worry."

"Fortunately, it seems my skills haven't rusted yet."

Scolding my heart, which was pounding not knowing its owner's feelings, I felt a strange tone in his words as he started combing again.

'Skills haven't rusted...?'

That's something you can only say if you have at least some experience.

Surely he wasn't talking about combing his own hair...

"...Just asking, but are you currently involved with any woman?"

That would mean he's combed other women's hair before.

Surely he wouldn't have combed a man's hair with medicine.

"Ahaha, nothing like that. I was talking about my Master. Her hair was as long as yours, Young Lady."

"...Ah. Is that so."

"Yes. Back then, I used to extract oil from plants, but fortunately, there was a similar medicine in the market. I was saved thanks to that."

Come to think of it, he said he trained in the mountains for 10 years.

He certainly wouldn't have lived alone.

"Then are there no other women in the outside world? I heard you've been in Shaanxi for quite some time, so surely you haven't had no contact with any women."

"Are you that curious about my relationships with women?"

"That's because you...!"

"Well, I don't know why you're curious, but if you are, I should tell you. There aren't any."

"...Really?"

"Well... There is a woman who helped me set up my fortune-telling shop, but she's just a close friend. I think that Young Lady probably thinks of me the same way."

-Swish

"Hhmmm..."

It seems his relationships with women aren't complicated.

"Since I enjoy alcohol and gambling at the tavern every night, many people seem to misunderstand me that way. I'm not particularly interested in chasing after women."

"...Ah."

I had forgotten for a moment.

That he had been betrayed by a woman he trusted in the past.

-Squeeze

'..And I was trying to fall for such a man.'

He's a man who has been deeply hurt by a woman.

He probably won't open his heart to a woman now.

'Huuu...'

With a cold head, I calmed my wildly beating heart.

"...I'm sorry."

With this, I was able to calm my confused heart for a while.

I, and he, both have our own circumstances, so we shouldn't create difficulties for each other.

So let's just cleanly wrap this up...

"It's not something you need to apologize for, Young Lady."

"..Huh?"

"What did you do wrong to apologize? The one who did wrong was that woman, not you, Young Lady."

"..."

He was truly a considerate man until the very end.

Still, now that I had steeled my heart, I wouldn't be shaken like before.

-Swish

He's only doing this to prepare for the future, based on the fortune he gave me. It's not because of any special feelings.

If there is any, it's just pure goodwill.

'Hmph.'

So I'll just leave it as a small connection in the outside world that I haven't been out in for a while...

"Well, life is too short to enjoy it, so it would be foolish to carry such a wound for a lifetime. People learn from their wounds, after all. And, Young Lady."

"......"

Leave it as...

"Wounds received from people are healed by people."

"......."

'Ugh...'

-Thump thump thump

My barely calmed heart began to beat even more violently than before.
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'Oh, I forgot.'

I was making excuses and forgetting myself.

I was betrayed by a woman, and I drank to forget the pain, that was the setting.

She suddenly apologized, and I was wondering what was going on, but then I remembered that I had made that excuse, so I blurted out whatever came to mind.

'Did I say I recovered from the wound for nothing?'

I said that to reassure her that it was okay because I didn't want things to become awkward and make it difficult to follow her around, but thinking about it, it was a little dangerous.

If I really recovered, I wouldn't have an excuse to drink.

'Ah, let's just say it's become a habit.'

I don't know if the awareness of alcoholism is widespread in this world, but how can anyone argue if I say I can't live without alcohol?

-Swish

The combing was almost done.

It definitely had an effect, the hair looked more lustrous, not to mention high-quality silk.

'It's nice that it doesn't glare.'

My master's hair was golden, so when it was under the sunlight, it was sometimes blinding.

Come to think of it, I just thought it was normal back then, but after coming out into the world, I realized that blonde hair is definitely not common in the Central Plains.

'Is she Western? Or mixed race?'

Considering her figure, it seemed quite likely...

'I don't know.'

She's not here now anyway.

I'm going to enjoy my life.

"Okay, it's done. Here's the mirror."

I handed the mirror to the woman who, for some reason, was holding her hand over her heart.

As I handed her the mirror, I saw that her face was flushed red.

"Are you feeling unwell? Your face is red."

"No... It's fine... Just stay away a little..."

'Is she really sick?'

Her face was completely red.

I didn't think she'd catch a cold at the level of a Peak Master, but it might be another kind of illness.

"Since you seem unwell, it's best if you rest in your room today."

"I'm really not sick... I just have something to think about for a moment..."

"If you're embarrassed, you don't have to be. Everyone has their weaknesses. I know that you are strong, Young Lady."

"It's because of you...!"

"Yes?"

"N-No. Don't mind it."

She kept rambling, so it seemed like something was definitely going on.

"Then I'll be in the next room, so if you need anything, don't hesitate to call me. Thanks to my Master, I'm confident in taking care of sick people."

'Not being able to lift a finger is the same as being sick.'

As I was about to leave the room,

"...Wait."

The woman stopped me.

"Are you planning to stay in the next room?"

"Yes? Yes. That's right."

"Weren't you going to travel to Henan? You said there was a place you wanted to go."

"Well... That was the original plan... But how could I go sightseeing alone when you look sick?"

'I'm scared to go alone.'

Henan is a safe place, but the Central Plains is a place where knife fights break out in inns when people are bored.

You can't let your guard down anytime, anywhere.

Anyway, the time I promised with the merchants isn't pressing, so it's okay to waste a day.

Instead, I can increase her favorability and ask her to go with me in Anhui.

"...Where were you originally planning to go?"

"Ah... If you go north from here, there's a lake where spirit beast fish live. It's said to be very beautiful, so many people come to see it. There's boats..."

It's a traditional tourist spot that's been around for decades.

Well, there are rumors that if you confess in front of a spirit beast, your love will come true, so couples often visit, but I'm not interested in that.

"...Let's go together."

"Yes? Would that be alright?"

"It's really fine, so don't worry. I know my own body well."

"Well... If you insist, then alright."

For some reason, I felt a heat in her eyes, but I thought it was just my imagination.
Chapter 32: Volume 3 - Blood Cult?
-Splash!

A massive fish with scales mixed in red and white was swimming through the lake.

"Ooooh..!"

Mingling with the crowd on a gigantic vessel that could easily carry dozens of people, I moved my gaze in the direction the fish was swimming.

It was a mystical sight, making me understand why people wanted to see it so badly.

To the point where I'd have wanted to take a picture if I had a camera.

"Young Lady, is that fish really a spirit beast? I know there are famous spirit beasts among fish, is it one of those kinds?"

"If you're referring to the Ten-Thousand-Year-Old Hwari, this isn't quite at that level. If it were truly a Ten-Thousand-Year-Old Hwari, it wouldn't be used as a mere display like this. Every faction would have tried to capture it long ago."

"Ah."

Now that I thought about it, that made sense.

I might not fully understand its value, but I at least know that it's an extremely rare spirit beast.

'...I wonder if it tastes good?'

-Gulp

I know its value mostly comes from its Inner Core, but still, for such a precious spirit beast, wouldn't it also taste good?

If I ever get the chance, I'd like to try it as a drinking snack someday.

"Still, judging by its size, it would qualify as a spirit beast. It's definitely not an ordinary fish, considering it's been alive for several decades."

The woman continued speaking, interpreting my silence in some way.

"But then, does that fish also have a delic— I mean, does it have something like an Inner Core?"

"An Inner Core..."

The woman turned her head to look at the fish.

For some reason, the fish seemed to hastily retreat deep into the water.

"...It doesn't seem to be at that level yet. And even if it did develop one, the Inner Core of a spirit beast living this close to humans wouldn't be very valuable. It would have accumulated an immense amount of Turbid Qi."

"Then it will live a long life."

"That's not necessarily true. Human greed knows no bounds."

-Shake shake

The woman shook her head.

I became curious about how long that fish could live.

Would it still be alive when I returned after going back to the mountains?

.
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"Ugh, I was just trying to tell its fortune."

I cursed at the fish while wiping my face with a towel.

Even though it's a mindless creature, I can read its Heavenly Secrets, so I was curious about how long it would live and got as close as possible, only for it to shoot a water cannon at me.

Unfortunately, it aimed precisely at the empty part of my face, soaking all my clothes underneath.

Does it think it's a Pokémon or something?

'This is going to be a pain to wash.'

The Hermit's Mantle has a waterproof effect so it doesn't get wet, but it can't prevent the clothes worn underneath from getting soaked.

"Haah..."

"Why not ask a sailor? They should have a few spare clothes."

"Spare clothes..."

"If you're not too wet, you should be fine, but you might catch a cold if you keep wearing those wet clothes."

"...I suppose I should."

My body is quite weak, so if I catch a severe cold, I'd have to stay in bed for days.

It seems better to ask for help rather than being stubborn.

If I really caught a cold, it would seriously mess up my schedule.

"Spare clothes? I have one set right now."

-Rustle

"I'll just borrow it until my clothes dry..."

"Oh my, thank you. It's not good clothing anyway, so you can keep it. It's just a rag, really."

I handed the sailor a few silver coins and received the clothes.

As expected of sailor clothes, they looked rough and crude, but since I'll be wearing the mantle over them, their appearance won't show on the outside.

The problem was...

True to being clothes for large sailors, they were way too big for me.

"Young Lady, are you outside...?"

"I'm here, so don't worry."

And now, the only enclosed space isolated from the outside on the ship is this dark storage room below deck, where I have to rely on a single candle.

In the dark storage room, I laid out the clothes I received from the sailor and sank into contemplation.

'What should I do with these?'

The length could be managed by folding them up somehow, but the pants keep sliding down.

It's not like I'm a pervert who can walk around wearing only the mantle with nothing underneath.

Even though they say there's no worry of exposure no matter how strong the wind blows, that's a different issue.

It's a matter of dignity, I suppose.

'Haah.'

If I were outside, I could at least light a fire to dry my clothes, but I can't light a fire on a ship, so air-drying is the only option.

While one worry led to another, I heard a loud noise from above the ship.

-Thud! Thud!

-Kyaaaaaaah!!

A sound that clearly felt ominous.

"..."

Hearing what I presumed to be screams, my body froze up.

However, the woman who was only a door away reacted quite the opposite.

"...I'll be back shortly. Stay here, it might be dangerous."

"W-Wait a minute. I'll be..."

-Swoosh!

"Left alone..."

In an instant, her presence vanished.

-Thud! Thud! Thud!

-Uwaaaaah!!

-Kyaaaaaaah!!!

It didn't seem to be a momentary disturbance, as the noise and screams from above grew louder and louder.

"...Why does this always happen to me..."

I just wanted to enjoy the outside world a bit, and now there's another crisis.

Ominous thoughts kept appearing in my mind.

If it's just the usual conflicts between martial artists common in the Central Plains, it would end quickly, but what if it's a terrorist situation like in movies?

'...Should I just stay here...?'

I might get into trouble if I follow the woman belatedly.

In such a situation, they probably wouldn't think anyone would be in a storage room like this, so my survival chances would be higher.

The best case scenario would be that woman quickly resolving whatever the situation is and returning...

-Bang! Bang!

'Eek...'

As the ominous sounds continued to grow louder, I held my breath and covered my mouth.

-Tremble tremble tremble tremble

I just wish it would end quickly, whatever it is.


  *

The scene on deck, which I hurriedly reached using lightness skills, was nothing short of pandemonium.

"Kraaaaaaagh!!!!"

-Crunch!

"Uwaaaaaaah!!"

"S-Save me!!"

A man with blood-red eyes was attacking other passengers in a state of frenzy, biting into their necks.

No, looking more carefully, he wasn't biting, but sinking his teeth into them.

"Th-That person is strange! He's sinking his teeth into people's necks and sucking their blood!"

A trembling passenger, seeing my sword, provided this information.

"...Blood?"

"Y-Yes! It seems to be one of those rumored Vampires!"

"..A ghost that sucks blood."

-Sigh...

Bad memories surfaced.

-Flash!

-Thud! Thud!

As sword light briefly flashed, both hands of the monster were severed.

"Kraaaaaaagh!!!"

I supported the passenger he had been holding and moved them far away.

The monster, unconcerned about losing his hands, stretched his arms toward me and thrust his teeth forward.

-Slash!

"How dare you point those filthy teeth at me."

His teeth were cut off.

-Slash!

Next were his legs.

-Slash!

Then his arms.

"Kuuuurgh!! Kuuurgh!!!!"

There's no value in imparting special enlightenment to an opponent of this level.

Just swinging the sword emotionlessly.

"Why has a specter of a bygone era, who brought about its own destruction by choosing the wrong enemy, been resurrected?"

"Kraaaagh!!"

"Though I doubt you, barely the level of a low-ranking Cult member, would know anything."

-Slash!

The monster's head was severed.

There is no second chance for members of the Blood Cult.

I cannot repeat the same mistake after suffering like that 20 years ago.

"Are you alright?"

My head ached at the traces of the Blood Cult revived after 20 years, but dealing with the current situation takes priority.

I approached the man who had collapsed after being bitten by the monster and offered my hand.

His bowed head made him look unwell...

"Uuugh...?"

-Swoosh!

Seeing the same red eyes as the monster, I quickly backed away from the man.

'What is this?!'

No matter how powerful the Blood Cult might be, they never had the ability to transform someone into this state merely by biting.

If they had such an ability all along, there wouldn't have even been a war; they could have devoured the Central Plains entirely.

'No, it's different. This isn't the Blood Cult from back then.'

The feeling was similar, but slightly different.

'...This isn't a technique from the Central Plains.'

No matter how bizarre and strange the Blood Cult's techniques might be, this was beyond their scope.

'Is it sorcery from the Outer Martial World?'

However, right now there was something more important than finding the cause of this bizarre phenomenon.

Despite being affected by the Blood Cult's techniques, these people were ordinary citizens until just moments ago.

I must subdue them with minimal injury.

"Stay away from those bitten by the monster!!"

"Kraaaagh!!!"

Monstrous howls echoed through the crowd.


  *

"Damn... What's with that monster of a woman? She's at least Swordmaster level."

A man with black hair, red eyes, and vertical pupils was hiding at the back of the ship, taking advantage of the chaos.

"I just wanted to test if the enhanced familiar was created properly... Just wasted precious materials. How am I supposed to face the Master now..."

He sighed, swung the black cloak wrapped around his body, and suddenly the man's form disappeared, replaced by a bat that began to fly away.

'What kind of world is this? Why is a Swordmaster wandering around alone without subordinates...'

And at that moment

-Woosh!

"Whoa?!"

A sword flew toward his wing, but he barely managed to avoid it, with just the tip grazing him.

The bat-transformed man looked in the direction the sword came from to see a woman, presumably the sword's owner, looking at him with a puzzled expression.

'Flying Sword?! What?!'

Fortunately for the man, the sword didn't target him again.

It simply returned naturally to the woman's scabbard as she turned away to pacify the chaotic situation on the ship after subduing the infected.

'Damn, damn, damn, damn. I need to get back to the laboratory quickly.'

The man gritted his teeth and fled the scene as fast as possible.

'My second chance that I worked so hard to get. I can't be defeated again!'

While recalling the devastating defeat from the previous day.
Chapter 33: Volume 3 - Cold
"Somehow everything got sorted out."

I had subdued all the people showing similar symptoms to those bitten by the strange person.

Even if they lost their reason due to the Blood Cult's techniques, they were ordinary people until moments ago.

Subduing them without injuring them wasn't particularly difficult, just a bit time-consuming.

"My Lord..? What should we do with them now?"

"Once the ship reaches land, we'll contact the Martial Alliance. Until then, keep them tied up like that. They might still have some issues with their bodies."

Although they were securely bound with rope, we decided to keep watching them in case of unexpected situations.

Unfortunately, there didn't seem to be anyone else on this ship who had trained in Martial Arts, so we had no choice.

"Um, e-excuse me... Lady..."

"What?! What is this child saying..."

"Hmm?"

Looking toward the voice, I saw a woman holding a child with a bewildered expression.

"Will my daddy... be okay?"

The girl, who appeared to be not even ten years old, was looking at me with innocent eyes, perhaps not having seen me subdue the strange person earlier.

"Yes. He'll be fine."

"R-Really?"

"Would I possibly lie to you? I'll take responsibility and make sure he returns to you and your mother, so just be good and listen well until then."

"Th-Thank you!"

The child returned to the woman's arms.

'Sigh..'

How long has it been since I made such an irresponsible promise?

On battlefields, many people made such unkept, irresponsible promises.

That they would surely return, that they couldn't die leaving their comrades behind, that they would have a drink together after the battle was over.

In the end, only a tiny fraction of those promises were kept.

'..Blood Cult..'

After committing such atrocities twenty years ago, you dare return?

-Grip

I had thought they were completely annihilated by the Heavenly Demon that day, but it seems they were incredibly persistent and somehow managed to preserve their lives from her.

Although I was helplessly caught off guard yesterday, this time I won't submit so easily.

This time, at least, I won't lose my precious things.

'..But I feel like I'm forgetting something.'

Suddenly so many major events happened, and I had a lot to think about.

Like there was something important before this...

'...?!'

I realized I had left him alone in the cargo hold when I came up.

I hurriedly scanned the deck to see if he had come up, but there was no sign of him.

"..Hey! I'll leave my sword here, so if anything happens, shout loudly! I'll be right back!"

"Y-Yes?!"

I rushed down to the cargo hold where he had been.

I had dealt with all the strange people, so he shouldn't be in danger, but for some reason, my body was compelled by the thought that I needed to get down there quickly.

-Slam!

"Are you safe?!"

When I flung open the door urgently, I saw a life form curled up and trembling in the corner of the cargo hold.

-Tremble tremble tremble

"...Is that you, Young Lady?"

"..What are you doing..."

-Whoosh!

He hurriedly got up and threw himself into my arms.

"It's you, right? It really is you? Not someone else?"

"W-Wait, don't cling to me so—"

"You said you'd be right back, but I waited so long and you never came... Do you know how scared I was all alone?"

Through his cloak pressed against me, I felt a strange sensation.

"Q-Quickly, let go!"

"If I let go, you'll leave me alone and go back up again!"

"I won't! It's all over! It's safe now!"

'So please let go!'

I forcibly pushed him away as he clung to me, even interlocking his fingers.

This would only lead to an awkward situation for both of us.

"..Is it really safe now?"

"Y-Yes. I've subdued the rampaging strange person, so now it's time to return to land."

Perhaps because he had been wet, the scent from his body felt stronger.

The sensation I felt when he clung to me earlier came back to mind.

'C-Control yourself. You are a Daoist. A Daoist shouldn't have such improper thoughts..'

"Well then, my clothes seem to be almost dry, so I'll change and go up."

"Hmm? Oh, alright. I'll step outside for a moment."

I closed the cargo door again and found myself swinging my sword at the throng of imaginings running wild in my mind, as if I'd belatedly entered puberty.

I suppressed my sword energy as much as possible.

If I released my sword energy now, I might even sense him changing clothes.

-Thump thump thump thump

'What is happening to me over a man whose face and name I don't even know!'

Unless being too absorbed in Closed-door Training had caused problems with my interpersonal abilities, this made no sense.

'Get a grip. This is hardly the time to be distracted by such things.'

I need to keep an eye on the Demonic Cult, and investigate the traces of the Blood Cult that just appeared.

I also need to look for the person presumed to be that child, which was my original purpose for coming out. There's a mountain of things to do.

'So I need to maintain proper distance now...'

-Creak

"It's still a bit wet, but I think I can wear it. Let's go. People might worry if we're the only ones not up there."

He had already changed properly and come outside.

"..Let's go."

Following him, I kept telling myself I needed to maintain distance from him and was organizing what to say to him in my mind.

"Also, Young Lady."

Just as I was starting to get my thoughts in order, he spoke again.

"I know it couldn't be helped this time, but please don't leave me alone if possible. I get scared."

-Snap

Something almost broke in my mind.

"Sigh..."

That was really dangerous.

I almost crossed a river of no return.

It's already risky enough, and if I let my guard down, I might really do something—

"I'm still very grateful to you, Young Lady."

"..."

..It seems Ascension to Immortality is unlikely for me.


  *

"Cough... cough..."

Ah, I should have changed out of those wet clothes.

I was now lying sick in bed alone in my room.

After we disembarked from the ship yesterday, the Young Lady said she had something to take care of and went somewhere.

'Liar..'

She said she'd be back soon, but seeing that she still hasn't returned, I wonder if I should have believed her.

With only two days left of our planned stay in Henan, being bedridden like this was frustratingly wasteful.

'I'm dizzy..'

But my condition was far too poor to ignore and go out to enjoy myself.

I painfully reached for the water bottle as thirst rose again like a flame, but

-Drip

"Cough..."

The water was all gone too.

This is why I hated being alone.

'Truly a man who can't do anything by himself.'

Weak body, no Dantian so no possibility of becoming stronger, and the only ability I could use—seeing the future—couldn't even see my own future.

There really was nothing I could do by myself.

"Hack..."

Come to think of it, there have been hardly any times I've been alone since falling into this world without understanding why.

I was alone before meeting Master, but after meeting her, we were together for 10 years.

After Master entered Closed-door Training and I left almost like I was running away, I stayed with Tang A-yeong in Shaanxi.

And now with yesterday's events and the current situation, I realized.

'I hated being alone.'

When Master entered Closed-door Training, my fear of having to spend the next three years alone played no small part in my running away.

My only memories of being alone in this world were terrible ones.

"Cough..."

'So when is this person coming back..!'

It wasn't a deadly illness, but the suffering was unavoidable.

Already sick, being alone made me feel more miserable and in pain.

'Just wait until we get to Anhui... As soon as the business is done, I'm going to stick to you like glue..'

To agree to stay together and then leave me alone after just one day—.

I'll cling to her like a leech.


  *

-Crackle crackle

Deep in the mountains, a woman with golden hair rarely seen in the Central Plains was roasting meat over a fire.

Beauty that could topple a nation. Literally, the sight of a woman with such appearance using her delicate hands to roast meat herself gave onlookers a strange feeling, but surprisingly, the woman's skill was considerable.

As if the fire obeyed her, the flames adjusted their temperature exquisitely, roasting the meat evenly.

"Cough.. cough..."

From inside the house came the sound of a frail man coughing.

"That should be done now."

-Swoosh

As the woman lightly waved her hand, the flames instantly subsided, leaving only a tiny ember.

"Here, it's ready, eat up."

The woman handed the roasted meat to the young man lying down.

The young man looked at her with disbelief.

"Master... What good is meat to a sick person..."

"Originally, nothing is better than meat for recovering vital energy. Ultimately, illness occurs when vital energy is damaged. Replenishing energy is the best medicine."

"Not that... Don't you have any porridge? It's hard to even swallow right now..."

"My, aren't you really taking advantage of your Master because you're sick."

The woman sighed, put down the meat, and headed to the hearth.

-Whoosh!

Though there clearly weren't even embers left, a new spark instantly rose and flames flared up.

-Clack!

"Is this better?"

After a short while, the woman brought steaming porridge.

"..I don't have strength in my hands.."

"If you're saying you want me to feed you, I'll pass it from my mouth to yours, so don't think about exploiting your Master any further."

"..I still need to eat."

The young man's hand holding the spoon trembled visibly.

At this rate, it was obvious he would spill the porridge everywhere if he tried to scoop it.

"Haah... Just give it here."

"I can eat by mys—."

"It's just that leaving you like this seems more troublesome. You insolent child."

The woman took the spoon from the young man's hand, scooped up some porridge, blew on it, and put it in his mouth.

"..Thank you."

"Instead of saying such things, just go to sleep. You recovering quickly is more helpful."

"From tomorrow, I'll..."

-Snore...

The young man couldn't finish his sentence and fell asleep.

"Weak child. Getting sick because you couldn't even endure that much."

The woman watched him sleep for a long time, then covered him with a blanket and went outside.

Tonight's moon was a waxing half-moon.

Perhaps that medicinal herb might grow now.
Chapter 34: Volume 3 - Guilt
My body grew more and more painful.

As time passed, my throat hurt more, and the taste of blood mixed with my dry cough.

I felt like I was going crazy from thirst, but I was in no condition to get out of bed.

If it was just my throat hurting, it would be bearable, but my head was aching too, the coughing wouldn't stop, and being alone added loneliness, making it even more miserable.

"Kuh-hack... Keh-huck..."

'I feel like I'm dying...'

There was truly nothing I liked about this body.

To think my life would hang in the balance just because of a cold.

Even without a Dantian, it didn't make sense for my condition to be this bad.

'Though even this is better than before...'

When I first entered this body without knowing why, it was even worse.

The memories of pain rising for no reason, and occasionally being overcome by tremendous agony, leaving me whimpering on the spot, are too numerous to count.

Things were so bad that vagrants would approach with offers of drugs in exchange for dirty deeds.

"Cough..."

Being sick makes all kinds of thoughts come to mind. Not memories I particularly want to think about.

I wish someone—anyone—would come help me.

Even if they couldn't nurse me... at least hold my hand.

Sometimes that alone can give strength when you're sick.

.
.
.

"Mmm..."

The cool touch on my forehead brought my sunken consciousness back up.

"Master...?"

"I am not your Master, though."

"Ah..."

Come to think of it, that's right. There's no way my Master would be here now.

"Is that you, Young Lady...?"

"I'm sorry. It was such an urgent matter that I was delayed. I didn't realize you would collapse from illness like this."

"Well... you have your own affairs to... Kuh-lock! Kuh-huck!"

When my words were cut off by coughing, the woman quickly offered a filled water bottle.

I covered my mouth and took the water bottle, but

-Tremble tremble

My hand holding the bottle was shaking badly, showing how weak I was.

But I couldn't ask her to feed me, so I somehow managed to put the bottle to my lips and let the water flow in.

"Haah..."

'Now I might live.'

Though the thirst remained despite drinking water because of the cold, at least it wasn't as painful as before.

"So... have you finished what you were doing, Young Lady?"

"For now, yes. I tried to finish as quickly as possible and come back, but I'm sorry for being late."

"It's fine... You don't have any obligation to nurse me... You have your own matters to attend to..."

Though we've gotten quite close recently, we're still strangers in the end.

She had no obligation to help me while putting her own affairs on hold.

"...If your feelings were hurt, I apologize. Is there anything you want?"

"I'm really fine..."

"But my mind is uneasy about it."

This person really has a pretty appearance, but her thinking is subtly like that of an older person.

Her speech pattern too.

"Then... after you finish your business in Anhui, please go around with me. Don't leave me alone then."

This was all I wanted from her right now.

Looking at my condition, it didn't seem like I would recover in a day or two.

I had long since mentally abandoned all the plans I had made in Henan, and all that remained was enjoying myself in Anhui.

Making up for the fun I couldn't have in Henan.

"...That's all you want?"

"Yes... that's enough..."

"You can ask for more than that. Money, perhaps, or items. I certainly have that much ability."

I painfully raised my head to look at the woman's face.

No matter how I looked at her, she didn't appear old.

Her appearance was at most mid-twenties, but her self-assurance made me wonder if she had someone remarkable behind her.

Come to think of it, for someone her age to be at Peak level, her master must obviously be an extraordinary person.

"..That's fine. You are enough for me, Young Lady."

Such remarkable people made me uncomfortable.

This woman might be unusual, but typically, Daoists and I don't get along well.

"..."

"Why are you looking at me like that...?"

"Sigh..."

The woman was patting her heart with one hand and using the other as a fan to cool her face.

"Understood. Once my business in Anhui is finished, we'll go around together."

"Yes..."

In the silence that followed our conversation, she was the first to speak again.

"Come to think of it, we still don't know each other's names."

"Ah..."

"If there's no special reason, could you tell me yours?"

For ordinary people, there's usually no reason to hide their names.

But...

"I have my circumstances, so I'm keeping my name hidden..."

"I see."

I wasn't one of those ordinary cases.

It's not for any grand reason.

Creating mystique, you could say.

I've gone to the trouble of hiding my face, but if my name becomes known, my identity could be specified and the mystique would diminish.

It might seem strange, but as a Fortune Teller who lives off mystique, it was a reason I couldn't ignore.

During my business in Shaanxi, there were quite a few customers drawn by the atmosphere of "a future seen by a fortune teller whose name and face are unknown."

And it would be somewhat wasteful to reveal my name, which could identify me, when I've gone to the trouble of having a means to perfectly conceal my face.

'Also, it would be troublesome if Master came after me...'

It will be a long time before she emerges, but occasionally I dream of Master coming out earlier than planned to chase after me.

If I were caught like that, I'd probably have to live in the mountains for the rest of my life.

"I am Shin Yoo-wol."

"..That's a pretty name."

"..."

Young Lady Yoo-wol was staring at me intently, as if trying to gauge my reaction.

"Why are you looking at me like that...?"

"..It's nothing. And when we're outside, you can call me Young Lady Shin."

"I understand, Young Lady Shin..."

I surrendered to the drowsiness that came over me again and fell asleep.


  *

"Cough... cough..."

His coughing showed no signs of subsiding, and the heat from his body grew increasingly hot.

All I could do was give him water whenever he complained of thirst, or place a towel on his forehead.

Although I couldn't see his face, I could at least tell where his forehead was.

"..How powerless."

I often helped those who had hit a wall in their Martial Arts training,

But nursing someone suffering severely from a cold was a first for me.

If one had trained in Martial Arts, they would rarely fall victim to such minor illnesses, and even if they did, they would quickly recover with the right Elixir.

Even the Elixir I carried just in case was useless in this situation.

For someone whose Dantian was damaged, carelessly administering an Elixir could possibly cause great harm.

"Sigh..."

I didn't want to recall it, but now I had no choice but to draw on old memories.

It was the memory of my Disciple that I had been deliberately avoiding, but it was the only memory I had of nursing someone.

-Grasp

First, I held his hand.

From what I had heard back then, illness could become either minor or fatal depending on one's mindset.

In the end, it's the body that overcomes illness, but it's the mind that moves the body.

[Are you still in pain?]

[Hehe... Not at all anymore, Master.]

I blacked out the face of the innocent and pretty girl that appeared in my mind.

The biggest mistake of my life. The greatest sin I've left in this world.

My only Disciple who undeniably inherited my Martial Arts and my Nickname.

Sword Flower Han So-yeon.

A disciple's sin is the sin of the master—me.

Knowing I had committed an unforgivable sin, I couldn't just stay still.

I had to find him somehow and apologize.

"Ugh..."

Thinking about her in front of this man, who might be that child, filled me with self-loathing, but I comforted myself that it couldn't be helped.

'Is your name Dan Yooseong?'

Looking at him lying unconscious, these words rose to the tip of my tongue.

If not, it would end as just another of the countless misunderstandings so far, but

If it was true...

If he was the victim of my sin whom I had been searching for 10 years, what should I do?

If I had developed feelings for such a person...

'..It can't be.'

Just imagining it was disgusting.

Even if someone else did such a thing, I would be indignant, but if it were me, I could never forgive myself.

How dare anyone harbor feelings for whom?

After committing such a sin.

....

Wait, what am I thinking?

'H-Harbor feelings?'

That can't be possible.

To harbor feelings for a man whose name and face I don't know—no matter how many cute and innocent things he does, I'm not a woman so shallow as to be swayed merely by words, but then again if he were to reveal his face that would also be problematic and even if I've undergone Return to Youth the age difference would be enormous and Heaven would never forgive such a—.

'Ugh...'

The more I thought, the more I seemed to sink into strange territory.

I swung my sword at these thoughts that kept chaining one after another.

The Martial Arts I had trained in weren't in vain; I could quickly calm my mind.

'I must always maintain a state of clear tranquility.'

I seem to be like this ever since meeting this man.

'Haah...'

While holding his hand, I brought my hand to my forehead to cool my head, when suddenly

"Hik..."

Along with a sobbing sound

"I didn't want to become like this..."

Came a voice I couldn't ignore.
Chapter 35: Volume 3 - Blood Demon
"What did I do wrong to end up with a body like this overnight..."

"..."

"I lost everything I had... alone in this world..."

I didn't have a habit of listening to other people's sleep-talking, but once it had reached my ears, it was impossible to ignore.

-Trembling

My hands began to shake and cold sweat broke out.

Overnight. This body. Alone.

In a situation where there were already too many overlapping points between him and Dan Yooseong, hearing such words naturally brought a certain scene to mind.

[Master. You've arrived?]

'Haah... Haah...'

Even though I wanted to deny it, too many circumstances pointed to him being the same person as Dan Yooseong.

I couldn't see his face, but I was nearly 100% certain.

No matter how vast the Central Plains might be, how could there be such coincidence?

Though he was the child I had been desperately searching for, I couldn't be happy now.

'What... what should I do...'

Originally, I had planned to kneel down and apologize as soon as I found him.

To say that I was the master of that child.

To say that I was the master who taught the child who ruined your life.

I thought this was only natural, even before repaying my debt.

Those who commit wrongs should rightfully apologize to their victims.

But...

'Haah... Haah...'

Now I was afraid.

Afraid that when I revealed my identity, the attitude of that man who had shown me nothing but pure kindness would change.

No, it was only natural that it would change.

This wasn't just an ordinary crime.

I had destroyed a Martial Artist's Dantian.

I had turned him into something that couldn't be called living even if he continued to live—something more precious than life itself.

At such a young age, what could have been the golden period of his life.

If he hadn't met someone who called herself master, I couldn't even imagine how terrible his time would have been.

And the hardships he must have endured before meeting his master.

'Keuuk...'

Even though I had prepared myself for this, thinking about him hurling curses at me made my heart ache.

Imagining him showing hatred toward me felt like my heart was being torn apart.

The thought that I would no longer see his pure goodwill directed at me made something collapse inside me.

Although I had only known this man for a few days, he had already taken a deep place in my heart.

In that moment, a brief thought flashed through my mind.

'Should I hide it?'

After all, he doesn't know my identity.

He doesn't know that I am the Sword Empress, or that I am So-yeon's master.

If I wanted to hide it, I could certainly do so.

If I didn't confess first, there was no possibility he would figure it out.

And just as this fleeting thought passed through my mind—.

"Urgh...!"

Nausea rose up.

No actual vomit came out, but it was disgusting enough.

I was disgusted at myself for having such a thought.

'How dare I think such things...'

Hide my identity?

So I could stay with him?

Because I wanted to continue enjoying the feelings he sent my way?

Is that a thought that I, as a Daoist, as a human, and as a sinner who committed a crime against him, could dare to have?

"Huck... Huck..."

With my emotions in turmoil, even my internal energy began to lose control and fluctuate.

It was a dangerous situation that could lead to Qi Deviation if I didn't quickly calm my emotions, but I simply couldn't calm down.

"How... dare I..."

There's a saying that when people are pushed to extremes, their Evil nature emerges.

Until now, I thought that was just an excuse made by Evil people.

I believed that even if a person's nature was Evil, they should be able to control and regulate it themselves.

But... But...

"Aah..."

How dare I have the right to curse them? How dare I have the right to judge them?

Am I such a hypocrite that I can't even control such desires and have such disgusting thoughts?

What was the life I had been living all this time?

-Crack

I heard the sound of what I thought was my solid heart beginning to crack.

The situation was so dangerous that Qi Deviation could truly occur at any moment.

And at that moment—.

"Mmng..."

-Grip

As strength left my hand and it began to fall, his hand reached out and grasped mine again.

Going beyond just holding it, he pulled my arm toward himself with both hands.

"Oh..."

It wasn't a strong force, but perhaps because I was psychologically broken, I was drawn to sit on the edge of his bed.

-Grip

"Hehehe..."

Now he was completely embracing my arm.

"Master, that tickles... hehe..."

'...'

As if entranced, I reached out my hand and put it inside his hat, stroking his hair.

Mysteriously, his face couldn't be seen at all, but I could feel soft hair, indicating it was properly there.

"Heehee..."

His playful, childlike response continued.

-Pat pat

Silently, I continued to stroke his hair, then pinched his hat with my fingers.

I felt slight resistance, but it seemed I could lift it easily if I tried.

And since he was sleeping deeply now, perhaps I could secretly take a quick peek at his face and put it back without him knowing.

"...Huu."

I placed the hand that had pinched his hat back on his head.

He must have his own reasons for keeping his face covered.

It would be disrespectful to force it without his consent.

'For now... let's go to Anhui.'

Let's first check the man who was suspected to be there.

If it's not him... then I'll ask afterward.

And if at that time, he turns out to be Dan Yooseong...

..I'll live atoning for the rest of my life.


  *

The Martial Alliance claimed victory in their war against the Blood Cult, successfully eliminating not only the Cult Leader but also the last of its remnants.

This was what the Martial Alliance officially stated.

However, even though they couldn't say it openly, most people knew the real reason the Blood Cult was destroyed.

Because they had provoked the Heavenly Demon.

In truth, the Demonic Cult—the Heavenly Demon—had been revealing their ambitions toward the Central Plains for more than just a day or two; it was something that had occurred throughout history. Just when people were beginning to forget, news would spread that a Demonic Cult spy had been caught or that Cultists had committed a massacre.

But a rumor had been spreading for the past few decades about a change in the Demonic Cult.

A rumor that someone who had torn the previous Heavenly Demon to death and taken that position showed no particular interest in the Central Plains.

Since it wasn't only the Demonic Cult that planted spies, this news also reached the Martial Alliance, but naturally, they weren't the type to simply believe such words.

Thinking it must be some Evil ploy, they put more effort into espionage, but one day all the spies they had planted in the Demonic Cult disappeared, and simultaneously a warning was sent to them.

[Do not take interest. I shall do the same.]

Though no sender was specified, they immediately knew who had written the warning.

They weren't the type to believe in mere warnings like that, but just as this happened, the Blood Cult began its full-scale activities, forcing them to devote all their attention to dealing with them.

Eventually, a full-scale war began, and in the final battle when there was nowhere left to retreat, even as the Righteous Factionaction's masters fell one by one, and the Evil faction's masters who had formed a temporary alliance realized the difference in power and began to flee to save their lives—at that critical moment, she appeared.

[Are you the one they call the Blood Demon?]

All those numerous Blood Cult followers.

The powerful Blood Cult warriors that even skilled masters struggled to face.

And even the Blood Cult Leader who was gaining the upper hand despite facing both the Sword Empress and the Blue Thunder Sword, the greatest masters of the Righteous Factionaction, alone.

Before her, they were no different than day-old puppies before a tiger.

She alone crushed 3,000 Blood Cult members.

Alone broke through the Blood Cult's combined formation that over a hundred masters had deployed.

Then shattered the spells that the Blood Cult Leader boasted of, and without a single wound on her body, she obliterated him, literally making him disappear without leaving a single drop of blood in this world.

Strength beyond common sense.

An absolute master was an insufficient description. A transcendent being that made one fear whether she could even be called human.

No matter how vast the Central Plains might be, there was a woman there that it absolutely couldn't contain.


  *

"Aaah!"

The remnants of the Blood Cult, known to have been destroyed by the Heavenly Demon, were repeatedly bowing toward an altar in some deep underground chamber at the edge of the Central Plains.

"The time has finally come!"

And the woman standing before that altar—.

The daughter of the former Cult Leader and now the priestess of the Blood Cult, spoke with an excited expression.

"It has been 19 years since the previous Cult Leader met a terrible end at the hands of the heretic! Finally, the time we have been waiting for has arrived!"

""""Ooooooooh!!!!""""

Red-tinted eyes and expressions that had clearly lost all reason.

If anyone were asked, they would unanimously identify these people as Blood Cult members gathered there.

"Why did our Cult lose? Why did our Cult, with the power to turn all the Righteous Factionaction hypocrites into pools of blood, have to flee back then?!"

""""Because we were weak!!!!""""

"Yes!! We were weak!! The previous Cult Leader couldn't fully receive the Blood Demon's power in his body!! That's why we were defeated!!"

Though she was committing the filial impiety of insulting her own father with her own mouth, to them, such impiety meant nothing.

"That's why I realized! No matter how much humans strive, they are ultimately just humans! Foolish beings who are busy taking what the Blood Demon has left behind! For us to truly dye this world in blood, we need not receive the Blood Demon's power in our bodies, but rather directly bring the Blood Demon back to this land!!!"

-Bang!!!

The priestess, filled with madness, spread her arms toward the altar.

"Now!! Blood Demon!! Please return to this land!!!"

On the altar were the sacrifices they had gathered during the long time since the Blood Cult's defeat.

9,999 hearts from all kinds of people and beasts.

This was the sacrifice needed to resurrect the Blood Demon, according to what the priestess had discovered.

-Woong!

Unfortunately, their spells and altar seemed to be working correctly, as the altar absorbed the hearts and blood, emitting an ominous energy.

-Wooooong!!!

The energy grew stronger, spreading throughout the underground space, making a sinister sound as if it would explode at any moment, and then—

-Kwaaaang!!!!

The altar exploded, and a human figure appeared in its place.

"Urgh... Where is this..."

A handsome man with pitch-black hair, vertical red pupils, and a black mantle clutched his head as he collapsed in that spot.

"I was definitely with that divine whore..."

"Aaaah!!! Blood Demon!!!"

"Vampire...? I am a vampire, but... urgh..."

The man's skin was extremely pale as he spoke words incomprehensible to the people of the Central Plains.

Though he was still clutching his head, he opened his mouth to assess the situation as the priestess continued babbling in front of him.

"Come here and offer me your neck."

"Aaah!! Yes, my lord!!"

With incredible ease—even as if it were an honor—she obediently offered her neck, which made him curious, but assessing the situation took priority.

-Crunch

Sharp fangs easily penetrated the priestess's slender neck, and she didn't seem to be in pain, instead wearing an expression of ecstasy.

-Gulp

"Hmm... The taste is quite good."

"Haah... Haah... Thank you..."

The man who had read her memories through the blood he had sucked from the woman.

The 3rd Corps Commander of the Legion of the Undead.

Vampire Lord Barshtain opened his mouth.

"I need corpses."

This force was insufficient.

He needed to summon more subordinates.

His familiars, the vampires who had fought alongside him.
Chapter 36: Volume 3 - Can I Trouble You For A Cup?
Fortunately, Young Lady Shin and I managed to meet the merchants at the appointed time without being late.

I hadn't completely recovered by then, but at least I could move my body.

"Cough, cough..."

"What in the world were you two doing that left one of you looking half dead?"

"Tsk, my friend. That's not something you should be asking."

"...It's not like that."

I was still coughing a little, but not enough to make me completely immobile.

"But Young Lady... you don't need to go this far..."

"Stay still."

I was practically wrapped up like a dumpling and stuffed in the corner of the carriage, which looked quite pitiful from the outside, so I was a bit worried.

"She might seem prickly, but she really cares about you."

"Lucky you, lucky you..."

The merchants didn't seem particularly uncomfortable. Instead, they occasionally glanced in our direction and snickered.

'Honestly, I do look ridiculous...'

A Fortune Teller's life depends on their mystique, but my appearance was simply absurd.

But when I tried to sit up properly, I was repeatedly blocked by Young Lady Shin's resolute attitude that wouldn't allow even a pin to drop.

'I appreciate her care, but...'

It still seemed a bit excessive.

.
.
.

Eventually, after reasonable negotiation, I was able to escape my ridiculous appearance.

The deal was to go back to how I was before if I felt sick again.

"Are you that concerned about my health?"

'Since we agreed to travel together, is she worried about my health?'

I was grateful for her concern, but it seemed a bit much, so I tried to broach the subject.

"I've been nursing you for two days. How could I not be concerned?"

"...I apologize."

I had nothing to say in response.

"Come to think of it, if my body acts up again in Anhui, both of us would have to spend several more days in a room together, which wouldn't be good for either of us."

"Oh."

"I was being shortsighted. I'll try my best to take care of my body."

"Ah, no... now that I think about it, the human body can have setbacks if you try to recover too quickly—."

"No. I was wrong to reject your kindness. You don't need to apologize, Young Lady Shin."

I wrapped myself in the blanket again, though not as excessively as before.

"Nnng..."

She was clutching her head as if I'd said something wrong, but somehow I felt it would be unwise to pursue the topic further.

"Ah. Since we have time, would you like me to tell your fortune again?"

"...Didn't you already do that last time?"

"What I did then was a general fortune reading. If we narrow down the scope properly, I can see other aspects. For instance, wealth fortune, people fortune, whether you'll have longevity or a short life—basically most things can be seen."

"...That detailed?"

"Is there a problem?"

"...No. The Gods of Heaven and Earth must have their reasons."

For a moment, I was worried she might start the typical Daoist scolding, but fortunately that wasn't the case.

'As expected, Young Lady Shin is different from other Daoists.'

That using heavenly secrets for profit is not right.

That excessive revelation of heavenly secrets brings chaos to the world.

It's my ability that I worked hard to obtain, so why should they dictate how I use it?

An ability I gained after suffering for 10 years under a cranky master.

And even Heaven itself is so capricious that it's hard to use this ability properly.

"Well then, is there something you're curious about? Should I see how long you'll live?"

"W-Wait a moment..."

The result came before I could properly begin.

No, it wasn't exactly a proper result.

"...Did I make a mistake? Why is it immeasurable..."

"Ha, hahaha... I-I'm more interested in something else than my lifespan."

"But I've never had results like this before. If I try once more, I'm sure it will come out properly, so just one more time—."

-Thud!

-Crack!

I heard the sound of the wooden panel right next to my face splitting.

"I said it's fine."

"Ah, I understand."

Somehow I couldn't bring myself to meet her eyes, so I looked down.

-Rustle rustle

"Th-Then what are you curious about?"

I fidgeted with the wooden tablets in my hands, trying to change the atmosphere.

"...As I said, I'm looking for someone."

"Yes... Currently in Anhui..."

"No. I'm heading to Anhui based on information I received, but nothing is certain. I've met similar individuals over the past ten years, not just one or two."

"Ah..."

Come to think of it, I still don't know the details of her circumstances.

I've just been assuming her debt relates to a benefactor from her childhood since she's been trying to repay it for 10 years, but I don't know exactly what transpired between them.

"Would you like me to see if that person is the one you're looking for?"

"No... rather than that..."

She moved her lips as if to say something, but then—.

"...Never mind. Just do as I asked."

She quietly bit her lip.

"I'll try my best. I pray the Gods of Heaven and Earth will reveal the details."

Naturally, Heaven rarely gives direct answers like 'Yes, that's him' in these situations.

It would give an answer as twisted as its personality.

And then I have to struggle to interpret it.

-Tap tap tap tap

"Well... it's been a while since I've felt this sensation."

Having performed this action hundreds of times, I deftly laid out the wooden tablets and began to call upon the heavenly energy.

-Whoosh

The contents recorded in heaven's records flowed into my mind.

Different from human language. Incomprehensible content that couldn't possibly be expressed in human language flowed into my mind.

"Alright. It's done."

But I've been doing this for over 10 years.

It's a task I'm so familiar with that I could do it lying down if necessary.

-Rumble

...Of course, if I did that, who knows how our capricious Heaven would react, so I maintain at least minimal respect!

"...What did you see?"

"As with all readings of heavenly secrets, it didn't come out as a simple yes or no answer, but..."

I smiled at her somewhat rigid expression as I continued.

"It seems I can bring you good news."

"Really?"

"Yes. It says, 'The meeting you anticipate will soon come.'"

"Ohh..."

"It also says that the outcome of that meeting depends on you."

"I see. I'll keep that in mind."

Despite her exclamation, her expression seemed somewhat rigid, but I thought that was understandable.

She's been searching for this person for 10 whole years. Honestly, I would have given up already.

It's practically not knowing whether they're alive or dead.

Especially considering how vast the Central Plains are and how rough the world is, that tendency would be even stronger.

"Congratulations. Your 10 years of effort will bear fruit."

"Haha... I suppose so..."

Her expression and voice still seemed somewhat stiff, but I sincerely congratulated her.

Hoping that the meeting she anticipated would go well.

.
.
.

Naturally, another drinking party broke out at night.

"But weren't you sick? Is it okay for you to drink?"

"For me, alcohol is medicine."

"Young man, you don't seem to be without family, you should drink moderately. Don't you know life can end in an instant?"

"In an instant..."

..That's right.

Life ends in an instant.

"That's why we should enjoy it more, shouldn't we?"

"Aish, I'll stop talking."

I picked up my cup again and downed it in one go.

I could feel the tingling taste of alcohol spreading through my body.

"No one knows the future. If I were to refrain from drinking now thinking of the distant future, and then suddenly die in an accident tomorrow, I would remember that one cup of alcohol I didn't drink even after death."

"Haha, what an extreme example. And you say no one knows the future? That's rich coming from you."

"Well, if you're curious about your future, come see me with a silver coin. I have a fixed price system."

After finishing the conversation, I poured myself another drink.

-Gulp

Seeing the future isn't always good.

Sometimes there are futures you don't want to know.

Of course, not being able to see my own future isn't good either.

"Is this seat taken?"

"Young Lady Shin?"

While I was lost in thought, Young Lady Shin had approached.

"You can sit right here."

"Excuse me for a moment."

Her voice was strangely subdued, suggesting she had been deep in thought.

After I told her fortune earlier, she had remained silent, constantly lost in thought.

"Have you calmed down a bit?"

"...I think so."

"I tend to calm down when I drink. Would you like a cup?"

It was just a joke to lighten her mood.

I knew she was a Daoist who didn't touch alcohol.

"...Can I trouble you for a cup?"

"...Pardon?"

"...My thoughts are a bit complicated. Please."

"Um... certainly..."

Despite my surprise at her unexpected response, I filled a cup—just a quarter of it—and handed it to her.

"...Is it okay for a Daoist to drink?"

"It's generally prohibited... but in truth, quite a few disciples drink on the sly. Even Daoists are human after all."

"Haha, what if you can't achieve Ascension to Immortality?"

"...Well. I have too many attachments to the mortal world..."

When I first met her, she seemed more resilient and solid, but now she looked somehow vulnerable.

"Well, I'm not a Martial Artist, so I can't say much, but there seem to be many good things in the mortal world."

"Pfft. Is that something someone who just came down from the mountains should say?"

"...Come to think of it, you're right."

Looking at her face, tinted red in the campfire light,

I thought, not for the first time, that she was truly beautiful.

Still second to my master, though.
Chapter 37: Volume 3 - You're With Me Right Now
Vampire.

The Undead. A type of demonic creature categorized as "undead," but unlike other undead whose forms are distinctly visible, vampires have a shape almost identical to humans, and furthermore, most of them possess the characteristic of appearing as exceptionally handsome men or beautiful women. [TL]Uses the English word.[/TL]

Though they possess intellectual abilities nearly equal to humans, they require a cumbersome process to increase their numbers compared to other undead, so they don't appear in large numbers.

Also, they have a fatal weakness: if exposed to even a little sunlight, the exposed body parts melt away in a manner that cannot be regenerated.

For this reason, as the 3rd Corps of the Legion of the Undead, they operated differently from the enormous quantities of the 1st and 2nd Corps, functioning instead as an elite few who created chaos among humans during warfare.

Their main abilities include powerful magic using blood as a medium, brainwashing, and hypnosis through illusion techniques.

Another fatal weakness is their racial characteristic of having pride bordering on arrogance, which can be exploited to induce ridiculous mistakes.

There are stories that they cannot cross flowing water, but as this has not been definitively verified, it is not officially included in this record.

-Records for Future Heroes
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"Damn it... No matter how I think about it, it's frustratingly wasteful."

A man was entering a suspicious underground facility near Anhui Province.

The commotion he had caused in Henan a few days ago had been too easily suppressed by a woman who suddenly appeared, and he couldn't even recover the materials that had gone into creating his new familiar.

"If I had known I would be defeated so easily, I should have made two of lower quality instead...!"

If he had released one on the ship and one in the marketplace, it might have been much more beneficial.

It would be wise not to regret past events, but...

"Damn it! This is how I fall behind the others!"

Living that way wasn't easy after all.

His mission was to use the corpses of this world's Martial Artists to create familiars stronger than before.

However, due to his low position before resurrection, his assigned task amounted to merely mass-producing cannon fodder.

Creating higher-quality familiars was entrusted to those of higher rank, so the corpses assigned to him were mostly Sword Beginners, and very occasionally Sword Experts—equivalent to third-rate to first-rate warriors by Central Plains standards.

There were others assigned to infiltrate large sects to assess the political situation, spread chaos, and retrieve corpses of high-level Martial Artists, but his pride would not allow him to infiltrate among the filthy humans, so he chose this role instead.

As he kicked the wall irritably and descended deeper, another man with a pale complexion greeted him.

"Have you arrived, Master? How were the results?"

"I was suppressed before I could properly begin! Bad luck, running into a Sword Master."

"A Sword Master... that would be a Supreme Expert. Or perhaps Transcendent Realm. Either way, it's unfortunate. Such Masters aren't common."

"This world is strange to begin with. Knights walking around without armor or vassals. What exactly are the kingdoms and empires doing?"

"If you're referring to the Imperial Court, the Government and the Martial World have a non-aggression pact. The principle is that they do not interfere with each other."

"Such an absurd principle... Haa. Enough. What can one expect from barbarians?"

Though the entire Central Plains was insulted before his eyes, the man who had already become a vampire's familiar felt no displeasure.

He merely conveyed knowledge as his Master desired.

"Then shall we try to deduce who the opponent was? A Master of that caliber surely has at least one or two titles, after all. Were there any noticeable traces of Martial Arts techniques?"

"It was a sword... technique, but I'm not sure. I just found myself cut down when I came to my senses."

"Well, since you don't have an eye for Martial Arts, that's unavoidable. Were there any other memorable characteristics?"

"...She was a beautiful woman."

"There are numerous female Masters in the Central Plains. Anything else? Perhaps her attire?"

"Ah. There were white flowers drawn on her clothes."

"White flowers and a sword... it's highly likely to be from the Mount Hua Sect. They primarily deal with the Phantom Sword and Fast Sword techniques, which makes it even more probable."

The man opened a book and brushed a few sections.

"By the way, I'm curious about something."

"Yes. What is it?"

"Do the Sword Masters of this world use Flying Swords?"

"...What's that?"

"Huu... A technique where one infuses energy into a sword and makes it move according to one's will."

"Ah. You're referring to Spirit Sword Control."

Having successfully identified what his Master was talking about, a question arose on the man's face.

"Are you saying you saw someone using Spirit Sword Control?"

"Yes. That Sword Master I just mentioned."

"..."

Mount Hua Sect. Spirit Sword Control.

The man's face began to harden.

"Are you sure you didn't mistake it? Perhaps she merely threw the sword..."

"Who do you think I am! Would I have seen incorrectly? It wasn't just at the level of throwing! It clearly flew with will imbued in it!"

"...Listen carefully, Master. If what you saw is true, and if that woman is who I think she is, the situation could become serious."

"Why, why is that?"

"There is a monster in Mount Hua."

Spirit Sword Control.

A technique that allows one to move a sword with willpower without touching it—impossible for ordinary Masters, requiring someone ranked among the top few in the entire Central Plains to use.

In fact, since there weren't many reasons for someone capable of Spirit Sword Control to actually use it, witnessed experiences were even rarer, making it essentially a legendary technique.

But there were eyewitness accounts from those who had directly participated in the war against the Blood Cult or had at least observed from a distance.

That the Sword Empress had been there.
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"How is it?"

"...Not bad."

I was worried about what to do if she showed a negative reaction, but fortunately, Young Lady Shin's expression didn't look bad.

"I understand why other disciples hide to drink this."

"..Is that all?"

"The taste itself isn't as good as I expected, but..."

Young Lady Shin directed her gaze toward the merchants who were looking at us.

The merchants hurriedly turned their heads away.

The way they turned away so urgently as soon as the Young Lady looked in their direction showed they were no amateurs at this.

-Smile

"...The atmosphere is delicious."

To appreciate the taste of the atmosphere while claiming it was her first time—.

She seemed to have quite the aptitude.

Strong, good-natured, and able to enjoy alcohol.

I'd like to properly cultivate(?) her as a drinking companion, but honestly, that was a bit frightening.

'Even for a Daoist, turning her into a heavy drinker seems a bit...'

Honestly, even now it feels slightly precarious.

If there had been another Mount Hua Daoist nearby, they might have drawn their sword, accusing me of corrupting(?) her.

'Or maybe corruption is too strong a word.'

It's just traveling with a fortune teller who can handle heavenly secrets a bit and giving her some alcohol—how big a sin could that be?

Abandoning the ascension to immortality, that's all there is to it. There are so many things to enjoy in this world.

-Gulp

"I'd like another cup, please."

"...You won't blame me later?"

"Would it work if I told you to take responsibility?"

"Please don't say such things, even as a joke."

"...Well, it was just a joke."

I sensed a hint of disappointment, but deliberately ignored it.

If I were to meet her Master or friends later, it would be truly troublesome.

"..."

As I was awkwardly forcing alcohol down my throat in the uncomfortable atmosphere, Young Lady Shin spoke first.

"Do you have plans for Anhui?"

"Plans?"

"Didn't you say your purpose was travel? I'm asking if you have any specific destinations in mind."

"Ah. I did make plans after looking at guidebooks. First..."

She silently listened to the travel plans I had made.

It was a plan I'd arranged considering the locations of famous waterfalls, rivers, and restaurants—good attractions to see.

If the map I'd seen didn't deviate greatly from the actual locations, it would probably be an excellent plan.

"That's what I've planned for now. Were you curious?"

"...I was reminded of when I traveled to Anhui before."

"Oh. Did you go alone?"

"At that time, I went with my... No. With my younger sister."

Her expression seemed somewhat strange for someone talking about memories.

"Your sister must have caused some trouble, I suppose. If she resembled you, I would imagine she was very pretty and well-behaved."

"...She did resemble me. Very much so."

From her reaction, I could tell.

I'd made a mistake.

'This is bad.'

It seems her relationship with this sister wasn't good.

'What should I do?'

Think.

We'd just gotten closer; I couldn't afford to lose the goodwill built up here.

I searched for words that could overcome this situation, turning my brain as much as possible.

"Well, let's set aside old memories for now. You're with me right now, aren't you?"

"...Huh?"

"Just focus on me. Don't think about the past or anything else unnecessarily."

'Did it work? Did it?'

I barely squeezed out those words.

I wasn't sure if they would improve her mood, but...

"...Heh. Alright."

Seeing her expression soften, I thought it wasn't a bad response.
Chapter 38: Volume 4 - Anhui
"Thank you for your hard work, Daoist Master. Thanks to you, it seems we've made it here."

"I was also able to travel comfortably because of you."

"Me too."

After the long carriage journey ended, I said farewell to the merchants along with him and began to assess our current location.

"Hmm... so... this is..."

"We're right here now."

"Ah, I see."

Whether I'd truly been blinded by love, each time I noticed one of his small imperfections, I found it endearing.

"As it happens, our paths somewhat overlap with the plan you mentioned yesterday. I also have someone to find in that area, so let's go where you wish."

"Wasn't your matter urgent?"

"After waiting ten years, how difficult could it be to wait one more day?"

He seemed certain that the man in Anhui was the one I had been looking for.

From his perspective, that was only natural.

After all, I had told him that the meeting he'd been anticipating would soon arrive.

But from my perspective, it wasn't the same.

-Thump thump thump

'...I'm not mentally prepared yet...'

Honestly, I thought the man beside me now was more likely to be Dan Yooseong than the man supposedly in Anhui.

I wasn't sure how much the man in Anhui resembled Dan Yooseong, but I didn't think he would match more than the one before my eyes.

A man with a past of betrayal by a woman, traces of Mount Hua Sect Martial Arts training, and a currently damaged dantian.

Considering he claimed to have spent ten years training in the mountains, it made sense why he hadn't been found all this time.

No matter how keen Mount Hua's eyes were, they couldn't possibly search every uninhabited mountain throughout the vast Central Plains.

'...It would be better if he wasn't...'

But in my heart, I hoped he wasn't Dan Yooseong.

I'd rather the man in Anhui be Dan Yooseong instead.

At least then I wouldn't have committed the atrocious act of developing feelings for someone I should be atoning to for the rest of my life.

"...Lead the way. As promised, I'll follow wherever you wish to go."

I had been thinking about it continuously during our journey, but still couldn't reach a conclusion.

If he truly was Dan Yooseong, how should I react?

Given the heavenly secrets he had read, the possibility that one of the two men was Dan Yooseong had increased, leaving me nowhere to retreat.

Spending my life atoning was only natural, but I needed a more concrete approach.

And currently, my greatest concern was how he would react after learning I was So-yeon's master.

Just imagining him showing disgust and pushing me away made my heart ache.

The thought of him asking if I had been deceiving him all this time made my throat tight with emotion.

Truly detestable—.

A woman who claimed to want to atone to him

Yet didn't want to be hated by him.

-Grasp

"Young Lady. What are you doing? There are many interesting sights over there."

I felt a warm, soft touch on my hand.

He had grabbed my hand and was pointing to people performing tricks in the street.

"..."

"Young Lady?"

"I'm sorry... truly..."

Even with these thoughts,

Even as self-loathing rose within me,

His hand holding mine now,

The pure emotions he was showing me now—.

I wanted them so badly. I simply couldn't let go.

'Please allow me just a little longer...'

I deceived myself.

I forcibly suppressed the self-hatred rising from within.

"Y-You don't need to apologize with such an expression."

"N-No... let's go soon."

I prayed.

That at least this one remaining day would remain a good memory.


  *

There's a saying that good times pass quickly.

Proving that saying true, the time with him flew by incredibly fast.

I had gone to see spirit beasts with him in Henan before, but back then we couldn't properly enjoy it due to the commotion that broke out, and it was also a time when my feelings toward him were in turmoil.

After that, he had fallen ill, so we couldn't go outside.

"Young Lady! Look at that waterfall! You can't see the end of it!"

I couldn't help but feel how precious this moment was.

"The food here is delicious. It seems famous places are famous for a reason."

Since this was essentially my last day to purely enjoy his company—

"Here's the alcohol you like. It's only produced in this region, so it should be quite novel for you."

"Ohhh...!"

I wanted to give him the best memories possible.

"It was a bit difficult, but climbing the mountain was worth it. I'm glad we didn't miss the timing."

"...It feels like I practically dragged you here halfway through."

"Without you, Young Lady, I would have boldly abandoned this schedule."

The sunset we saw from the mountain was truly beautiful.

[How is it? Didn't I tell you it would be worth it despite the difficulty?]

[It's magnificent, Master!]

"..."

Seeing the same scene from the same place as ten years ago brought many thoughts.

I could have avoided it, but I didn't.

It was my sin after all.

Facing it was my obvious duty.

"We should head back to the inn soon. Others are returning as well."

"...Yes, we should."

It was an enjoyable time.

Before returning to the inn to end the day, I spotted an old man holding a small board and brush.

He was probably making his living by drawing pictures for people.

"Um..."

I opened my mouth upon seeing him but quickly closed it.

Would there even be meaning in preserving a picture of him and me now?

After all, he had been spending time with me without knowing I was his enemy.

"...Let's go."

"Would you like a picture?"

I had made up my mind to leave, but he quickly discerned what was on my mind.

"No... I was just curious..."

"Well, since we've come this far, having a picture as a memento wouldn't be bad."

Though I could have easily refused, my body weakly allowed him to pull me along.

Whether the old man was skilled or not, we received the picture quickly.

A picture depicting me with my body concealed by a cloak, and him similarly wearing a cloak but with his face completely covered.

It was a strangely comical sight.

"Will the Young Lady keep it?"

"Would that be alright?"

"Since I'm currently a wanderer without a proper place to hang it..."

I didn't refuse his offer.

If this picture were in his hands after I revealed my identity to him, it would likely have been torn or burned.

[...Get rid of it all. All of it...]

"...Thank you. I'll cherish it."

Though I felt disgusted with myself, for today at least, I wanted to live a little selfishly.

After all, it was true that I had lived an ascetic life until now.

.
.
.

"...Young Lady? I don't think I'm sick enough to need nursing care anymore..."

Finally.

Before he fell asleep.

When I'd made up my mind to be selfish, there was something I wanted to say.

"...Perchance..."

Even as I spoke, the words caught in my throat.

No matter how thick-skinned I had become, these words were difficult to utter.

"...Perchance?"

"...How do you think of me?"

I finally said it.

I could be certain.

I would regret saying these words.

But... this was my only chance to say them.

Because today would be the last day I could spend with him like this,

The last day I could keep from collapsing under self-loathing.

-Gulp

I waited for his lips to open.

My gaze fixed on his lips, and time naturally slowed down.

In times like these, having achieved a high realm was actually a disadvantage.

It made the waiting feel that much longer.

"I think you're a good person."

And his answer was truly

Absurdly concise, but

"...Is that so."

It was exactly what I needed to hear to sustain my heart that was on the verge of breaking.

"But why do you ask?"

"...No reason. Just... consider it a whim."

I might regret not pressing further at this moment.

But.

I'd already had enough regrets in my life.

A few more wouldn't make my suffering any worse.


  *

"So today we're going to find that person?"

"...That's the plan. They should be awake by now."

"I pray that person is indeed who you're looking for. I hope my divination wasn't wrong. Since you've waited ten whole years, the Gods of Heaven and Earth should be considerate."

He seemed like he would remain alone at the inn.

"...Would you perhaps come with me?"

"Pardon?"

"When I go to meet him... please wait outside the door. I'm asking you."

"Well... alright."

He seemed to think I was feeling anxious about meeting that man alone.

That was somewhat true, but.

This was also me burning my bridges.

Even if that man wasn't Dan Yooseong, I'd have nowhere to escape to.

'Hoo... hoo...'

Trying to calm my still trembling heart, I headed toward that man's home.

It wasn't extremely large, but neither was it small—about the size of an ordinary family home.

When I called out to whoever was inside with a shaky voice, after a moment, a man carefully opened the door.

"...I live alone in this house, but if you don't mind, may I ask who you are?"

He resembled him.

Though I didn't have many memories, his appearance was what I imagined that boy would look like if he had grown up into a healthy young man.

"..."

After moving my lips for quite some time, I finally spoke.

"Do you... know the name Han So-yeon?"

A name I could barely bring myself to utter.

The moment I mentioned this name, I could see it.

The wariness and disgust rapidly filling the man's expression.

"...Who are you to know that woman's name?"

"...Are you perhaps..."

"Let's go inside first. I have no desire to discuss that woman out here."

...

Perhaps this man might be Dan Yooseong.
Chapter 39: Volume 4 - Yooseong
"Please sit down. You don't seem to be here for a brief matter."

"..Excuse me."

I left my companion outside and entered the house of the man presumed to be Dan Yooseong alone.

Though I still had no definite confirmation that he was Dan Yooseong,

"Seeing the plum blossom on your sleeve, you appear to be from Mount Hua, and no matter how vast the Central Plains may be, there wouldn't be two women named Han So-yeon at Mount Hua, would there?"

-Flinch

"..."

From the moment he recognized that name, the possibility of him not being Dan Yooseong became extremely low.

As he said, no matter how vast the Central Plains were, there wouldn't be two women named Han So-yeon at Mount Hua.

"Are you perhaps..."

"I apologize for interrupting, but allow me to ask a question first."

His voice trembled with thick disgust.

"What is your relationship with that woman?"

'..Ugh.'

Even though I had prepared myself, it was a painful question.

But I couldn't back down after coming this far.

"..I am that child's Master."

With each word I uttered, I felt my strength draining away.

"...Ha. So you're her Master?"

"..."

"You certainly trained your disciple well. You must be proud to show her off anywhere."

"I'm... sorry..."

I could only bow my head at his cold tone.

"How quickly you found me. It's been well over 10 years since that day by my count, so why come looking for me now? You're only bringing back unpleasant memories."

"..I've come.. to repay my debt.."

"Debt? Ha. Debt, indeed. Of course. That's only natural. After committing such an act, you should certainly repay your debt. You ended the life of someone who once dreamed of becoming a Martial Artist, so naturally you must repay it."

Guilt welled up inside me, continuing to choke my words.

"What So-yeon did is entirely my responsibility.. As she was none other than my disciple.. As her Master, I must take responsibility. I'm truly.. truly sorry.."

"Even so, why did you take so long? It's been 10 years, 10 whole years. Aren't you curious how I lived after experiencing such a thing at that young age?"

"..I don't know if this will serve as an excuse.. but I've been searching for you continuously. I personally traveled throughout the Central Plains.."

"But in the end, didn't you abandon me for 10 years?"

"...I have no words, even with ten mouths. I'm sorry."

I had been keeping my head bowed the entire time.

I simply couldn't bring myself to meet his eyes.

"As you can see, I'm living reasonably well even now. Although I had to give up my dream of becoming a Martial Artist, I was too young to simply die. I desperately scavenged through garbage for food... and by applying what little skills I had learned to start even the smallest jobs, I somehow found a way to survive. Now I'm living a relatively stable life, but... thanks to you, those unpleasant memories I had barely managed to forget have resurfaced."

"..."

When one's Dantian is destroyed, most become crippled.

I couldn't even begin to imagine how much effort he must have made and what terrible pain he must have endured to overcome that suffering and live as he does now.

"So... how do you plan to repay your debt?"

"First.. I'll fix your Dantian by any means necessary. I've previously incurred a debt with the Divine Healer, so if I ask them, they can surely fix it."

"What use would fixing my Dantian be now? It's far too late."

"..I will teach you."

This was something I had already considered.

Fix his Dantian and teach him Martial Arts.

The reason he had entered Mount Hua was to fulfill an old man's dying wish to experience the Plum Blossom Fragrance of Mount Hua, and that was precisely how So-yeon had approached him with her flirtation.

"Ha. You're saying you'll take on as a disciple the person your own disciple ruined?"

"..You don't need to become my disciple. I'll teach you regardless."

"..."

"You don't need to regard me as your Master. Naturally, I won't demand anything from you. If you want Martial Arts, then Martial Arts. If you want money, then money. If your heart has changed over these 10 years and you no longer have interest in Martial Arts, I'll support you with everything at my disposal, just say the word."

If the elders of Mount Hua had been here, they would have questioned my sanity for saying such things, but atonement took priority over such concerns.

Besides, I had the power to silence them.

"...To be honest, I don't have much interest in Martial Arts. It's too late to start learning again now."

"..Then is there anything else you want?"

"Your help might be useful in my current line of work. I'll think about it. Your visit was rather sudden."

He rose from his seat and headed toward the kitchen.

Looking at his back, I wondered how that once small and weak child had grown up so much.

When I first saw him, I had doubted how he had even passed the entrance examination, but now he was comparable to most men.

His once frail and sickly face had also transformed into a healthy one.

"Have you eaten? It's almost time for lunch."

"..I must decline. I cannot incur any more debt here."

"Then I'll request it as part of your debt repayment. Please stay for a meal. We'll likely see each other often if you plan to continue repaying your debt."

When he put it that way, I couldn't refuse.

"..Very well."

He seemed accustomed to living alone, skillfully beginning to prepare food.

'..Come to think of it, I haven't asked his name.'

Though it was practically certain that he was Dan Yooseong, I had never actually asked his name.

During my 10 years of searching, I had more than once considered the possibility that he had changed his name and was living in hiding.

"Are you still using the same name?"

"Yes. I still use that same name. Do you doubt it?"

"..I thought perhaps you might have changed your name and gone into hiding."

"That excuse again? Listen carefully. My name has never changed, from then until now.."

"Dan Yooseong.."

"Yooseong Dan......"

...............................

-Thud!

"What did you just say?"

"Ha, haha! That was a momentary slip. It's Dan Yooseong. Yes, just a small mistake."

He frantically waved his hands and began making excuses.

But I had heard it clearly.

Not 'Dan Yooseong', but 'Yooseong Dan'.

"..."

"W-Why are you looking at me like that?"

Now that I thought about it, there were suspicious aspects.

His Dantian was indeed damaged.

But the crime So-yeon committed against him wasn't just that, was it?

In fact, one could argue there was an even greater sin than the damaged Dantian, yet he hadn't mentioned it once.

"Are you... truly the Dan Yooseong I know?"

As seeds of doubt began to sprout, everything became suspicious.

No matter how much time had passed, one's innate physique couldn't be changed so drastically—how could a child like that grow into such a robust young man without martial arts training?

"W-Why would I lie about this, Sword Empress?"

"Sword Empress.. I only told you I was Han So-yeon's Master, I don't recall revealing my title.."

"...Kuh!"

Even a similar face couldn't serve as definitive proof.

After all, my memory of him was from 10 years ago.

He had been a young child, not even at the age of reason, and faces can change considerably over a span of 10 years.

And how vast are the Central Plains?

If one looked hard enough, one could find plenty of people with similar faces.

"..Listen. Let me ask you one question."

"Y-You're even going to question me..."

-Crack

A wound appeared on the wall beside him.

"Do you think I haven't encountered a single impersonator in 10 years?"

"I-Impersonator?! What are you talking about!"

"Indeed. You seemed knowledgeable, so I didn't suspect you. The impersonators I've seen before were ultimately caught making up stories on the spot."

The name Han So-yeon.

The fact that she damaged a child's Dantian.

Knowing these things, I naturally assumed he was that child.

"My question. Tell me what my disciple, Han So-yeon, did to Dan Yooseong. Everything."

Anxiety rose in his expression.

I could practically feel him desperately racking his brain.

"S-She destroyed his Dantian."

"Is that all?"

"S-she assault him?" [TL]No sexual connotations.[/TL]

"I'll ask again. Is that all?"

I could sense the uncertainty in his face.

He didn't know any more than that.

"..Ha."

He wouldn't know.

If he didn't know, he couldn't even begin to guess.

That was only natural.

He could never imagine that the beautiful and famously kind Sword Flower would try to rape a boy who wasn't even at the age of reason.

'..So-yeon.. what on earth did you...'

...The problem was that she actually committed such an act.

"Which faction are you from? What was your purpose in doing this?"

I was certain he was a spy from another faction.

Unfortunately for him, he had failed to get the name right, which gave him away, but even that much indicated he had infiltrated quite deeply into Mount Hua.

The information that So-yeon had damaged the Dantian of a boy named Dan Yooseong was known to those who knew,

But the fact that she had attempted to rape him was known only to a very select few.

It was such a heinous act that as a Daoist and as a human being, I couldn't even bring myself to record it with my own hands.

"..."

"If you won't speak voluntarily, I'll have to guess."

I pointed my sword at him as I spoke.

"Are you from the Blood Cult?"

A strange light flickered in the man's eyes.
Chapter 40: Volume 4 - Vampire
Vampires.

Living up to their moniker as 'Night Nobles,' most possess extremely strong pride and selfish tendencies, thinking only of themselves and rarely trusting others unless connected by blood, including their familiars.

The heroes who fought in the war against the undead all evaluated vampires this way.

If they had been just a bit more intelligent and able to unite among themselves, perhaps it wouldn't have been the living who emerged victorious from the war.


  *

"Karel!! Karel!! Answer me!!"

Mardin, a vampire located in the underground of the Anhui region, shouted at a black crystal sphere.

It was a communication technology from another world that didn't exist in the Central Plains.

"Answer quickly!! This is an urgent situation!!"

When there was no sign of light entering the crystal, Mardin shouted again.

Perhaps his noise pollution worked, because shortly after, light filled the crystal and another man's voice emerged from it.

"..Be quiet. Unlike you, I'm not leisurely enough to be holding a crystal sphere all the time, Mardin."

"Wh-What?! Are you saying I'm leisurely?!"

"Well, are you busy? While the rest of us travel all over this world gathering information and securing corpses of knights, I don't think you're particularly busy creating mere foot soldiers underground."

"Eek!! I was assigned this role by Lord Barshtain's orders, not because I lack ability!"

"Right. Let's just say that."

A sigh could be heard from the other side of the crystal.

"So, what business do you have contacting me? Tell me quickly and end the communication. Even if they're primitives, they still have eyes and ears."

"R-Right. What the hell have you done! Isn't 'Shining Mountain' your assigned area?!"

After Barshtain crossed over to the Central Plains through the Blood Cult's ritual, he analyzed how he came through and periodically summoned other vampires who had been with him in the past.

Then he assigned tasks and gave orders based on each one's abilities—.

Those with lesser abilities like Mardin were given tasks of lower difficulty and relatively less importance, such as creating expendable troops for later use.

Those who could blend in among humans using abilities like disguise, transformation, and fascination were tasked with securing the corpses of masters throughout the Central Plains and sending them to higher research facilities.

And Karel's assigned area was none other than Mount Hua.

Of course, he wasn't the only vampire who had infiltrated Mount Hua, but his ability was evident in the fact that he had infiltrated one of the Nine Great Sects.

"Yes. Why? Are you begging for corpses again like before?"

"No, that's not it!! The Sword Master from your area has come to mine!"

"...Wait a moment."

Karel's cold and indifferent response changed somewhat abruptly.

"...So that's it. The woman was originally deep in the mountain, so I wasn't paying attention, but there are signs she left."

"Isn't it your role to notice these things early and inform us!!"

"Damn it. Even for me, it's impossible to control this entire place. Do you know what it's like? Working in the same guild as Sword Masters? If I'm caught, it's over instantly!"

"I have a Sword Master right above my research lab!"

Such fights were commonplace among vampires.

No matter how bound they were under the Lord's orders, their individual pride soared so high that, except for the Lord, they considered no one above themselves and never bowed their heads to anyone else.

"..Huff. Let's calm down first. What's important now is understanding why that woman went in your direction."

"D-Does she mean to capture me?"

"I doubt she'd go all that way just to catch someone like you... especially in a world without warp gates."

The sound of paper rustling came through the crystal.

"H-Hurry up and find out!"

"Don't rush me. I won't be able to find anything quickly anyway."

While Mardin stamped his feet impatiently, Karel was not only searching through papers but also gathering information through humans he had brainwashed.

Though their bodies were trained in Martial Arts and thus not easily susceptible to brainwashing, Karel had approached them so meticulously that it couldn't be helped.

After quite some time, Karel opened his mouth to the crystal.

"It seems she went there looking for someone."

"Someone...?"

"That woman had a disciple who caused an incident ten years ago, breaking the Dantian of a new disciple. Afterward, she's been searching for that disciple continuously. It seems she wants to repay her debt."

"Dantian... this world's mana heart..."

Even though they were vampires from another world, they understood how serious that was.

"So that disciple is in this region?"

"At least the candidate I've found is. Even the Sword Empress visiting doesn't know if this disciple is real or fake. She's only going because she discovered a possibility."

"Even in a world without magic, it took over 10 years to find just one person? I must say, these primitives are truly primitive."

The vampire, who himself had never contributed to magical development, let out an ominous laugh.

"It doesn't matter if it's real or fake. We just need to make it real through brainwashing."

"..What trick are you planning?"

"Now, give me all the information about that incident. I'll show you. The skill of one who once mocked even a Sword Master."

"...Sigh."

Karel sighed.

Mardin was certainly a low-ranking vampire.

His ability to create familiars, maintain them, and hide among humans was all subpar, but he did perform well during the war.

He had a record of taking a Sword Master's head alone.

Specifically, though he lacked the strength to finish the job himself, he had effectively neutralized one, so 99% of the credit was rightfully his.

"Why not just stay quiet and do nothing? If you lie low underground like you're dead, she'll probably leave on her own."

"This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Hehe, even a Sword Master is still a fragile human mentally. It's no challenge to make a puppet by triggering trauma and guilt while mixing in brainwashing and drugs."

"..You're getting too excited over one success."

"Shut up. Just give me the information. Information is life for operations like this."

Karel sighed as he transmitted the information.

Even if Mardin failed and was destroyed, it wasn't his concern anyway.

After all, for vampires, the most important things were their Lord's orders and their own desires.

"Good... So his family name is Dan and given name is Yooseong."

"I've conveyed everything I found out. I wish you luck."

"Hehe, soon I'll show you a familiar made from a Sword Master. You'll be shocked when you see it."

-Beep

With those words, the crystal lost its light.

Karel gazed at the darkened crystal with cold eyes.

'I'll have to destroy this crystal soon.'

He didn't think Mardin would succeed.

If he did succeed, it would be good to eliminate one hero before the real war began, and even if he failed, it would be Mardin who returned to dust, not himself.

Well, with enough luck, Mardin might be able to escape using the warp gate in his research lab, but Karel didn't think he could activate a magic formation while evading a Sword Master's sword.

"Ugh..."

"That's enough. You may return now."

He dismissed the man whose eyes had lost their light.

When he woke up tomorrow morning, he wouldn't remember anything that happened tonight.

As he was sending the man away, the man opened his mouth.

"..Ah. By the way, there was one rumor."

"...Hmm?"

The fact that he hadn't mentioned it earlier meant it wasn't deeply ingrained in his mind.

It was probably information that had been dismissed almost as soon as it was heard.

"Ten years ago... I heard a story from those in charge of records... that the Sword Flower tried to rape Dan Yooseong..."

As expected—.

"...Ha. That's nonsense."

It was information not worth listening to.

Although human nature is often hidden, that was far beyond the acceptable range.

"An adult woman raping an early adolescent boy? That's absurd."

-Shake Shake

It was something that couldn't happen in common sense.

Even succubi at least wait until secondary sexual characteristics develop before preying on humans.

Karel couldn't understand, by his common standards, what sexual attraction could possibly be found in such a young appearance.

"It must be a groundless rumor spread by those who mock the fall of a once-brilliant person."

Having reached that conclusion, he sent away the brainwashed man.

As luck would have it, he had been planning to secure a few corpses today, and with that woman absent from the mountain, it was the perfect time to try.

-Swish

Using his vampire abilities to conceal his appearance and suppress his presence as much as possible, he headed toward a location where he had previously spotted stored corpses.

'Fortunately, this world still has a culture of preserving corpses.'

After the war progressed in their previous world, the human faction burned all corpses to ashes.

Those couldn't be used even as zombies or skeletons.

Of course, even he wasn't bold enough to target the truly valuable corpses of 'high-ranking people' right now.

Currently, his limit was diverting a few corpses of criminals that garnered less attention.

'It would be nice to obtain a Sword Master's corpse...'

While exploring the energy he sensed, he discovered something promising.

Though not the Sword Master he had hoped for, the level of resentment he felt was considerable.

'The realm seems to be around high-tier Sword Expert.'

Though not quite a Sword Master, it was certainly usable.

And that tremendous resentment.

If properly controlled, it might make for quite an interesting creation.

"The name is... in shambles."

Even for a dead person, the nameplate was slashed beyond recognition.

It seemed they had committed a significant crime.

Applying his acquired language skills to the maximum to somehow read it...

"Han... Damn it. I can't read it at all."

He could only make out the family name.

The given name was completely unrecognizable.

'By the way, that Mardin... he at least knows that names in this world have the family name first, right?'

Even if he was just doing research underground, he should know that much.

...Probably.
Chapter 41: Volume 4 - Why Is That Here?
"..How dare they.."

-Crunch

It had been a long time since I'd been this angry.

My head cooled, and my eyes sank.

"How dare they use that child to mock me...?"

They crossed the line, they really crossed the line.

No matter what other group did this, I couldn't forgive it, but how dare the Blood Cult, whom I hate the most in this world, do this.

How dare they use the worst sin of my life like this.

-Rumble

"You better not be thinking of dying peacefully."

"H-Hii...!"

Master. You told me to be kind, even to the wicked, but.

I do not consider the Blood Cult to be human.

The moment I raised my sword to swing it.

-Flinch

"..."

I felt a gaze from beyond the empty wall.

I changed direction and swung my sword towards it.

-Crash

The wall was cleanly sliced, and the fragments scattered on the floor.

And though it was only for a moment, I saw it.

Something escaping outside the house.

"Is that it?!"

I knocked out the imposter with a swing of my sword and chased after the fleeing thing outside the house.

'Sky Rat?'

A black Sky Rat, which should be living in a cave, was flying at high speed as if running away from me.

'Come to think of it, in Anhui too...'

I saw a Sky Rat then too.

I thought it was suspicious that it was flying around the lake in broad daylight, and I even threw a sword at it, but I thought it might have some habits I didn't know about and let it go, but for it to appear again in this situation, it was hard to think of it as a coincidence.

I didn't know exactly how, but it was definitely related to the Blood Cult.

-Tap!

I spread my Lightness Skill and started chasing the Sky Rat, stepping on the rooftops.

It was unusually fast for a Sky Rat, but it was still just a creature.

Just because it had wings didn't mean it was faster than a human.

-Flap flap!

Knowing I was chasing it, the Sky Rat desperately flapped its wings, and when the distance between us narrowed to a certain extent,

"Huup!"

-Swoosh!

I swung my arm wide and threw the sword, imbued with my will.

The sword moved as if it were alive, swiftly slicing through the air and flying.

-Stab!

"Kiiiik!"

It pierced one of the Sky Rat's wings.

The Sky Rat, having lost its ability to fly, began to spin and fall,

-Grab!

I caught it just before it hit the ground.

"Kiiik.."

"Now... what should I do with this creature..."

There must be a reason why the Sky Rat was there.

There must be some reason why it was there.

'What was it for?'

I didn't think it was for delivering messages, because there were no marks on its feet as if something had been tied to it.

I furrowed my brow, pondering the purpose of the Sky Rat, but at least within my knowledge, I couldn't think of any use for it.

'What if this Sky Rat is a Spirit Beast and can understand human speech...'

Considering the abnormally fast speed it had while fleeing earlier, it was a possibility.

"Well... Anhui is near the Namgung Family. If I ask for their cooperation, I can find out quickly."

"Biiiik.."

I was about to return to the imposter's house, holding the limp Sky Rat that had stopped struggling, when

-Pop!

"...?!"

The Sky Rat dispersed into black mist and disappeared in an instant.

It's not that I saw wrong.

It really scattered.

"What is this.."

'Form-Shifting Displacement?'

Was it really a Spirit Beast?

No, even if it was a Spirit Beast, this was beyond that level.

A Spirit Beast that disappears in a way I can't detect, and while being held in my hand? That was beyond the level of a Spirit Beast.

'Am I being bewitched by a fox...'

I thought maybe it was a Nine-Tailed Fox, which is said to have the ability to shapeshift into various animals, but if that were the case, at least something should have appeared here. Even a small bug.

Right now, it had really 'dispersed into mist' and disappeared.

"Hah.."

Unable to understand the situation at all, I decided to use the clues I had and returned to the house with the hole in the wall.

"..."

-Crack

The imposter I had knocked out before I left was now a cold corpse, bleeding all over.

Even though I went out to chase, it was only for a short while.

There were no signs of anyone else approaching this place in the meantime.

'That's right... you guys were always like that...'

In the past, the Blood Cult used to kill their failed subordinates in unknown ways.

Even when I managed to subdue them and capture them alive to extract information, they would suddenly lose their lives or, in severe cases, even explode, even though they clearly weren't holding poison in their mouths.

'Anyway, it's clear that they're in Anhui, so I'll search everywhere and definitely...'

While I was burning with rage towards the Blood Cult, a fact came to my mind.

"...Where's the Faceless Gold Ghost?!"

I had forgotten.

When I visited this house, I told him to wait outside, and I was so mentally exhausted that I forgot about him.

I hurried outside, but of course, he was nowhere to be seen.

-Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!

"No... no way..."

My heart started beating faster than ever.

A dreadful imagination arose in my mind.

There was no way the Blood Cult would leave someone who came with me alone.

"I have to find him quickly..."

I hurriedly started searching for his traces.

I prayed that he had gotten tired of waiting and returned to the Inn alone, but the trace I found on the ground shattered that hope.

"Ah.."

A peculiar dragging mark remained on the ground.

Judging by the fact that the mark disappeared quickly, it seemed that they had lifted him up and kidnapped him from the middle.

They were in a hurry, so they didn't completely erase the trace, but the trace was also hard to find.

No matter how high my Realm was, I only trained in the sword.

There was no way I would have learned something like Tracking Skill.

'..Still, I have to find him.'

Knowing what the Blood Cult does to kidnapped people, I couldn't delay even for a moment.

Now that the man I came all the way to Anhui to find was revealed to be a fake Dan Yooseong, the real Dan Yooseong...

'...Blood Cult bastards...'

-Crunch

If even a single scratch appeared on him, I would never forgive them.

Never.


  *

"Ugh.."

My head hurt.

After Young Lady Shin went into the house with the man, I was dozing off leaning against the wall when I received a strong blow to the back of my head and lost consciousness.

"What the hell.."

I unconsciously tried to raise my arm to rub the back of my head, but I realized that I couldn't.

-Clank

"..What is this."

My body was chained to a pillar.

It didn't take long to understand the situation.

I was knocked out by a blow to the back of the head, fell down, woke up, and found my body tied up?

Naturally, the two words 'kidnapped' came to mind.

'This damn...'

What kind of disaster was this?

I finally thought I had a day to play around yesterday, and I'm caught up in this kind of thing again in just one day.

How cursed was my Fate?

"Ah, you're awake."

While I was lamenting my Fate, I heard a woman's voice.

I looked where the voice came from, and there was a woman who looked generally sickly.

Her skin was pale, and she looked like she was sick.

"If you quietly answer my questions, there will be no need for bloodshed."

It's my first time experiencing this directly, but it's a scene I've seen quite often in movies or novels.

And in those scenes, if you refuse by saying 'Do you think I'll answer something like that!', it leads to a line like 'If you insist on seeing blood, then I have no choice.', and then it continues to a scene where you endure harsh torture, but...

"Yes. I'll answer everything. Ask me anything."

Why would I resist?

"..."

Perhaps surprised by my cooperative attitude, the woman's expression filled with bewilderment.

"You're not resisting?"

"I don't like pain."

"...Hmm. Well, what's good is good, I guess."

The woman stood in front of me and started questioning.

"What is your relationship with the Sword Empress?"

I was stumped by the first question.

"Who's the Sword Empress?"

"...The woman who was with you. Wait, you don't know the Sword Empress?"

"I used to live in the mountains, so.."

"I guess I'll have to torture you.."

"No, I really lived in the mountains! I said I'd answer everything without torture!"

I know what will happen if I resist or give false information, so why would I endure?

I really hate pain.

"...Alright. Let's put that aside for now. I need to solve my master's question first. Where did you get that Cloak?"

She must be talking about the Hermit's Mantle.

"The Gods of Heaven and Earth gave it to me."

"...Excuse me?"

"I'm a Fortune Teller who can handle the records of the sky a little, so I think it might be related to that. One day, the Gods of Heaven and Earth gave it to me, lowering it towards my hand."

With each answer I gave, the woman's expression became more and more filled with doubt.

It wasn't that the Gods of Heaven and Earth gave it to me, I bought it with the Points I collected, but it was the same thing.

"Are you a Daoist?"

"I'm not a Daoist, I'm a Fortune Teller."

"Then are you a member of the Evil Faction?"

"To put it nicely, I'm a Sorcerer who practices a Bewitching art that is following the will of heaven, to put it badly, I'm going against the will of heaven."

"...I have no idea what you're talking about."

The woman scratched her head, her cold expression contorted.

But I really told the truth.

"Then I should ask this first. Do you know anything about a Hermit or the Hermit? My master said something like that when she saw you."[TL]It said hermit in english.[/TL]

'...Huh?'

Hermit? Hermit? [TL]It said them in both languages.[/TL]

That's the name I saw in the Shop Window when I bought this mantle.

A hero who was active in the war.

'Why is that name coming up here? And wasn't Hermit in English?'

I was speechless in a completely unexpected situation.

Apparently, there was something in this world that I didn't know about.
Chapter 42: Volume 4 - Why Won't It Work!!
I wasn't particularly suspicious of the Shop Window.

I did wonder why, in the Martial World, it was overflowing with items that had descriptions straight out of fantasy, but suddenly arriving in this world was strange in itself, so I figured the existence of the Shop Window wasn't that far-fetched.

And honestly, the fantasy side had far more useful items.

If it only sold Martial World goods, it would be limited to things like Gold Wound Medicine, Martial Arts Manuals, and Famous Swords. Even if those were sold, what would I use them for?

Since I can't train in Martial Arts, even if I bought something from the Shop Window, I'd mostly end up reselling it, which could potentially lead to trouble.

'If that was the case I wouldn't have gotten a cloak like this.'

How could I possibly find a cloak in the Martial World that conveniently hides my face, my build, and has all these functions, like insulation, waterproofing, cold resistance, and ventilation?

And in the early days of the possession. Before I met my master, when I was transferred into this completely ruined body, I survived day by day by buying Lowest Grade Potions with the points I earned, so from my perspective, it was a gain, not a loss.

So, I just vaguely thought, 'It must be connected to another world,' and moved on...

"Why aren't you answering?"

'...What?'

It seemed like it really was connected to another world.

Come to think of it, there were some odd points.

Vampires reviving from corpses? At least in the martial arts novels I knew, there was no such thing.

That's a vampire you'd find in fantasy.

"Perhaps I should try some torture..."

"Ah, I know! The original owner of this mantle!"

I almost got into big trouble while my mind was momentarily racing.

"How do you know that person is the original owner of the mantle?"

"The Gods of Heaven and Earth told me."

"...Haa."

The woman sighed again and scratched her head.

"Always the Gods of Heaven and Earth, the Gods of Heaven and Earth. What a convenient excuse."

"It's the truth, what can I do?"

"...It seems like you're being honest, though. It also seems true that you're afraid of pain."

"I'm honest with my desires."

Whenever I encounter such unexpected events, I really realize how inconvenient it is that I can't see my own future.

It's not for nothing that I live so indulgently.

Because I don't know what might happen to me. To give an extreme example, I could die of a heart attack in my sleep.

That's why I try to do most of the things I want to do every day.

If I hadn't drunk alcohol yesterday, despite the late hour, I would have been desperately craving that one drink right now.

"...You're awfully calm for someone who's been kidnapped. I expected some resistance."

"Will you let me go if I resist?"

"No?"

"Then I should just stay still. There's nothing to gain from it."

Unable to refute my 'sound argument'(?), the woman stood there silently.

Taking advantage of the brief lull, I started to think about the question I had earlier.

Vampires. To be precise, vampires had been mentioned in the Shop Window before.

There were items like the Holy Sword that pierced the heart of a Vampire Lord. Those items cost thousands of points, so I naturally couldn't even dream of buying them and didn't even consider them.

The constantly mentioned 'Undead' in the Shop Window. And the war against them.

As far as I remember, that war ended with the human faction defeating the monarch of the Undead and winning.

Considering that vampires are one of the most representative undead, it's probably related to that war, but

'It doesn't seem like that would be helpful in the current situation.'

The woman's pale skin and red eyes made me think of vampires, but I couldn't be sure, and even if I knew about the vampires' past, it didn't seem like it would help me now.

'Haa...'

I lamented my fate internally, wondering how it came to this.

If I make it out alive, I should consider going back to the mountains.

'Heaven, you damn bitch...'

I cursed Heaven internally and prayed for some kind of miracle.

If Young Lady Shin wasn't also caught, she's probably looking for me.

...Probably.

-Rumble


  *

"Damn it. I barely escaped."

Mardin, having failed his mission for the ridiculous reason of having switched the order of his name, returned to his lab, brushing the dust off his mantle in annoyance.

He was only able to escape because the Swordmasters of this world lacked knowledge about vampires; if she had known even a little about them, it would have been impossible to get away.

Abilities like turning into a bat or mist were unheard of and beyond the common sense of the Central Plains.

"Hey, bring me some blood!"

Although he lost a Familiar during this mission, he still had one left, so it was fine.

After all, the most important thing to Mardin was his life; he didn't care what happened to his Familiars.

At his command, a woman hurried over and handed him the blood he had stored beforehand.

Mardin sat in his chair, drinking the blood and recalling the recent events.

"A mere human... daring to make me flee..."

It didn't matter that he was weak and the human was strong.

"What about the human hostage? Did he talk?"

"Yes. Unfortunately, he seemed unaware that his companion was the Sword Empress, but we learned everything else you were curious about."

"I see, how much torture did you use? How much blood did you draw? Is he still alive?"

He assumed that the man wouldn't have spoken willingly, so he expected torture to have been involved.

"We didn't torture him. He spilled everything willingly."

"...?"

Having only learned to extract information from humans through brainwashing and torture, Mardin was taken aback.

"Did you brainwash him? You shouldn't be at that level yet?"

"I didn't do anything. He said he didn't like pain and just told us everything."

"..Well, he must have been a weak one. So, where did he say he got that mantle?"

"He said the Gods of Heaven and Earth gave it to him."

"...What's that?"

The woman internally sighed and conveyed the meaning of Cheonjisinmyeong to him.

"It's like the god of this world."

For vampires who defy death, gods were ultimately enemies.

"Then, that guy is like a Priest of this world."

He follows and spreads the will of the god of this world, so he is a Priest.

That's what Mardin thought.

'What the hell is the god of this world doing...'

Even so, it was still bothersome that a Priest of this world's god was using the mantle of the hero who slaughtered their kin in the previous world.

As if interpreting his concerns, the woman spoke up urgently.

"Master. He still has value as a hostage, so I think it's too early to kill him. He's someone connected to the Sword Empress, after all."

"Didn't you say he didn't even know the Sword Empress's identity? What if they just happened to meet by chance?"

"Then we can kill him then. But for now, he might be a valuable person, don't you think?"

"I suppose..."

That Sword Empress was a human who could use a Flying Sword.

She would surely be an obstacle to conquering this world later.

Their exact relationship was still unknown, but he might be a decent hostage.

"Then, I should try to get some information from him."

Mardin headed with the woman to where the man was being held.

He may have revealed all the information without torture, but that was ultimately superficial.

There was no method as certain as brainwashing.

That's what Mardin thought, but

"..Why isn't it working?"

"Hehe.. Master.."

"And what's with this creepy noise he's been making since earlier..?"

Strangely, the brainwashing wasn't taking hold.

Suspecting it might be the effect of the Hermit's Mantle, he placed his hand directly on the man's head, but the brainwashing kept getting repelled without taking proper effect.

He couldn't remove the mantle.

Due to the magic of Hermit, who obsessively tried to hide his appearance, the mantle will not reveal the face unless a person with excellent skills interferes with the magic circuit or forcibly removes it with overwhelming force.

Unfortunately, Mardin didn't possess either of those abilities.

"There's clearly no resistance from his body...?"

At first, he thought it was holy power resisting, but this world's Priest was peculiar; he couldn't find any energy within the man's body resisting his brainwashing.

In other words, the man was purely resisting the vampire's brainwashing with his own innate resistance.

The same went for the drugs.

"Why!! Why is everything being repelled!! Why!!"

"P-Please calm down, Master."

"I could understand if he was resisting with magic power or holy power! What the hell is going on!!"

The drug, like the brainwashing, had absolutely no effect.

It was a type of human he had never encountered before.


  *

Late at night. A small house in the mountains.

"Mmng.."

Yooseong squinted, his upper garment almost completely undone.

"Master..? What are you doing there.."

He questioned why his master, whom he thought was sleeping next to him, was on top of him, but

-Flash

"Zzz.."

With a strange light, he fell asleep again.

It was a peaceful day in the forest.
Chapter 43: Volume 4 - Fragrance
-Splish, splash

I spoke to my Master, who was lying down in the distance, while doing laundry in the stream in front of the house.

"Master. May I ask you something?"

"What is it?"

"What were you doing in the Martial World, Master?"

At first, I thought she was just a reclusive hermit, but after spending a few years with her, I realized she knew a lot of things.

She seemed to know how to tell fortunes, make medicine, hunt, and handle various bewitching arts, and there were times I wondered what kind of person she was.

"It's been so long since I played in the Martial World that I don't remember well."

"Just say you don't want to tell me."

"I don't want to tell you."

"I like how honest you are at times like this."

I grumbled and splashed the laundry in the water again.

"Master. Come to think of it, at your realm, I don't think your breasts would be harmed even if you didn't wear a chest wrap. How about not wearing one?"

"Didn't you teach me that? And now, it's uncomfortable without it."

"It's a lot of work every time I do laundry."

Why is it so unnecessarily big?

I sighed inwardly as I dipped the gigantic brassiere, which could probably cover my face with one cup, into the water.

I never thought that teaching her something because she looked uncomfortable would come back to bite me like this.

"Besides, aren't you ashamed to talk so casually about a strange woman's breasts?"

"I don't think that's something the person who throws all the laundry, including underwear, to a strange man should say."

"Well, would I mind that between us, who sleep together every day?"

"Please refrain from saying things that others might misunderstand."

I've long been used to this kind of sexual harassment.

Even though we've seen everything about each other, there's still a line that people should keep, and she's been skipping rope over it every day.

'How much does she plan to ruin other people's marriage prospects?'

It's a good thing there are only two of us, but if others heard it, they would gossip and it would be a huge mess. That the Master and disciple were sleeping together.

Considering that Master-disciple relationships in this world are like that of parent and child, it would be a huge scandal.

"Who's here to misunderstand? It's just you and me."

"...Are you really planning to keep me locked up in the mountains forever?"

"Unless you have the ability to go out into the Martial World alone and come back unscathed, what can you do outside in your current state?"

"I can make money by telling fortunes."

"I guarantee you, you have a face that's destined to cause trouble if you go out alone."

What's wrong with my face?

"Just listen to this Master. If you listen to your Master's words, meat will fall from the sky even while you sleep."

"Ah. Master. Speaking of which. I've been having a lot of body aches lately when I wake up."

"...What is it?"

"I definitely slept comfortably, but my body aches as if I did some intense exercise. It's mainly my legs and pelvis area, do you know anything about it?"

"..."

My Master looked troubled for a moment after I spoke.

"Right. You have quite a bad sleeping habit."

"What?!"

"You were kicking me, who was sleeping next to you, and it was quite a mess. I thought you were venting all the resentment you've been harboring against this Master under the pretext of a sleeping habit."

She suddenly diagnosed me with sleepwalking.

After that, I tried to fix my sleeping habits.

But I slept so soundly, it was strange, that I couldn't fix my sleeping habits.


  *

"So, Daoist Master... Even if you say that all of a sudden, right now, there's no one..."

"Someone was kidnapped right now! How many times do I have to tell you that I need someone who has Mastered tracking skills!"

While I was arguing to find someone with tracking skills, my heart was beating faster and faster every second.

It was none other than the Blood Cult.

Those wicked and villainous guys wouldn't leave the hostages they took unscathed.

They would torture him to make him reveal everything he knew just because he traveled with me for a short time, and on top of that, they would try to destroy his mind with their evil spells.

The more time passes, the lower the chances of him being safe.

'Even if I have to search this entire area by myself...'

-Rumble

While I was having reckless thoughts, I heard a familiar cloud sound.

"It looks like it's going to rain. Let's go inside quickly."

"Oh dear, the clouds look serious at a glance."

"..."

The sky was now filled with dark clouds.

And those peculiar clouds were not unfamiliar to me.

"...Yeo Socheon?"

A close friend and rival I had barely seen since the war with the Blood Cult ended.

Yeo Socheon, the Blue Thunder Sword.

It was the cloud I often saw when fighting alongside her.

'Is she nearby?'

I instantly thought she was nearby, but the possibility was significantly low.

I hadn't seen her leave Kunlun Mountains since the war with the Blood Cult ended, so the chances of her being in this distant Anhui were very low.

Then, those clouds must be here for a reason other than being related to Yeo Socheon.

'...Perhaps.'

I moved my feet in the direction the clouds were flowing.

Hoping that this suspicion was correct.


  *

"Huff... Huff... Damn it... You barbarians..."

Mardin gasped for breath and glared at the man in front of him.

He thought there would be a limit to his resistance, so he kept trying brainwashing and feeding him drugs, but other than making him a little dizzy, he didn't see any real effect.

"Master. At this rate, all the precious medicinal ingredients will be consumed. You don't have much magic power left, so it would be better to rest a little."

"Are you looking down on me too! Do you think I can't even break through a mere mental barrier like this!"

"I just thought it would be a great loss for you to waste your emotions on such a trivial matter, Master."

The woman had already learned how to handle him to some extent.

This vampire would never admit that he was lacking.

Therefore, she had to flatter him with every word to get him to listen.

He really had a childish personality.

"If you have any more questions, I'll stay up all night torturing him, so you should rest and recover from your fatigue, Master. Originally, simple physical tasks like this should be done by a lowly person like me."

"...Hmm. That's right. There's no need for me to waste my energy on torture."

Mardin smiled happily at those words.

"Good. Then I'll go take a nap, so you make that guy obedient. Come to think of it, I don't feel so good after being exposed to sunlight."

Perhaps because it was the sun of another world, the sunlight of this world did not melt vampires even if they were exposed to it.

Still, they couldn't avoid getting sick if they were constantly exposed due to the traditions they came from, but the fact that their most fatal weakness was gone was encouraging for the vampires.

Although it was limited, it meant that they could be active outside even during the day.

"Have a good rest. I'll take care of everything."

After Mardin left, the woman looked at the fortune teller who was still dazed.

-Shake, shake

"Can you hear me?"

"Hehe... I feel good..."

"He doesn't seem to be brainwashed..."

She knew what happened to people who were brainwashed.

They didn't say anything, their eyes lost their light, and they didn't do anything other than answering questions or following orders.

She couldn't see his eyes because of the mantle, but his current appearance was more like he was slightly out of his mind rather than being brainwashed.

Like he was drunk or drugged.

"...Hmm."

The woman looked around to make sure Mardin was really gone, and then approached the fortune teller.

As she brought her face close to the hat, she smelled the fragrance she had smelled earlier.

-Slurp

It was a fragrance that made her mouth water.

It was such a fragrant body scent that she wanted to sink her teeth into his neck right away.

But she couldn't sink her teeth into the hostage before her Master, Mardin, arrived.

Fortunately, Mardin didn't seem interested in this.

'He won't care.'

She had already said she would do anything to make him talk.

It didn't matter if that annoying vampire came and said something and disposed of him later.

Honestly, this fragrance seemed worth trading her life for.

-Smooth, smooth

She put her hand inside the hat and stroked the neck she would bite.

She felt soft and delicate skin.

-Gulp

A body that stimulated appetite and sexual desire with just touch.

If she missed this opportunity, she would probably never find such a supreme body again in her life.

"It tickles..."

"..Be still. It only hurts at first when I put it in."

"...Wait. That line sounds weird..."

As if he had made some mistake, his voice showed signs of returning to reason.

She hurriedly pushed her face into the dark hat and was about to sink her teeth into the delicate neck when

-BOOOOOOOOM!!!!

A loud noise, as if something was collapsing, came from above.

Perhaps because of that.

"Wh-What! What are you doing over there!"

'..Tsk.'

He came to his senses.

But it didn't matter.

It wouldn't take long to suck a few sips of blood, so if she did it quickly...

"What is this commotion!! Why don't you go out and check it out!!"

"..."

-Crunch

She turned her body, cursing the useless Master, and headed towards the upper floor where the sound had come from.

'..An intruder?'

In the place where the sound came from, a woman was holding a sword with a furious expression.

-Swoosh!

"How dare you... How dare you to that child..."

That was the last scene I saw.
Chapter 44: Volume 4 - Rescue?
"D-Damn it! Awaken, test subjects!"

Feeling his last familiar's death, Mardin awoke all the test subjects in his laboratory.

They were soldiers originally made to be used when their identities were fully revealed to the world and the war began, but right now, Mardin's life was more important.

-Clatter! Clatter!

-Thud!

"""Grrrr..!!"""

Hundreds of vampires, each with the power of a Second-Rate to First-Rate warrior, and capable of recovery through blood sucking.

A force that could devastate the surrounding area if released right now, but

"How dare you bare those filthy fangs at me!"

-Kagagak!

The opponent was just too bad.

Every time the Sword Empress swung her sword, vampires lost their heads and fell to the ground.

-Swish!

Besides the sword she wielded, swords scattered around began to move with a will of their own, slashing vampires.

-Slice! Slice!

"Argh!!!"

"Ugh!!"

"Get out of the way!!"

Even undead who could regenerate from wounds couldn't regenerate if they lost their heads, so their numbers began to dwindle rapidly.

-Gnaw.. Gnaw

"Damn... Damn... How did she find this place..."

The underground laboratory, which should never have been discovered, had been found, and an enraged Swordmaster was entering, slashing test subjects and heading towards the lowest level.

Mardin bit his fingernails and began to think of a way to resolve this situation.

1. Join forces with the test subjects and defeat the Swordmaster.

-Kwgwagwang!!

Considering the sounds coming from upstairs, that was absolutely impossible.

2. Quickly call for support.

Even if he called, there was no guarantee that anyone could come to help right now.

3. Escape.

That was the most viable option at the moment.

'Even if I use the secret passage, there's no guarantee I can escape completely. She's coming with the intent to chase me to the ends of hell. But I don't have enough time to activate the Warp Gate...'

Warp Gates, which warped space to transport to another location, would allow for a perfect escape, but it took time to activate them.

There wasn't enough time to activate it while the existing test subjects bought time.

'How can I buy more time...'

He wondered how much time he could buy by collapsing the laboratory entrance.

"Wh-What! What's going on!"

The priest he had entrusted to the familiar was struggling, tied to a pillar.

Seeing him, a thought crossed his mind.

'...Hostage?'

A classic and obvious, but effective measure.

The priest had said he didn't know the Sword Empress, but there was a possibility that she cared for him.

Anyway, there were no other options at the moment.

"Stay still. If you move even a little, I'll make holes in your body."

"Hiiik.."

He could see that the priest's body had quickly stiffened, probably out of fear, as he exerted magic power and Intimidation on the priest.

"Good. Just stay still like that."

He activated the magic circle and collapsed the entrance to buy a little more time.

It wouldn't delay her much, but every second was precious right now.

.
.
.

-Kwaaaang!

"Such a shallow trick..!"

The Sword Empress, with an enraged expression, blew up the collapsed entrance and entered the lowest level of the laboratory.

"Stop!!"

And the moment he confirmed her entry, Mardin made sure she could clearly see the hostage he was holding.

"Ugh! Ugh!"

"If you make any foolish moves from that spot, this guy's life is over!"

"...!"

He held a blood-made dagger to his throat and checked the remaining time for the magic circle to activate.

-Wooong

'Five minutes left... If I stall a little, I can buy enough time.'

"I know you can control swords without touching them! Bury your sword in the ground and raise both hands!"

"Blood Cult bastard... Cowardly to the end..."

"Do you really want to see blood?"

-Press

Mardin's dagger slightly pierced the Fortune Teller's neck.

"Ugh!! Ugh!!"

"...This has nothing to do with him! Taking an unrelated ordinary person hostage. Aren't you ashamed!"

"Unrelated? When you crawled into the trap, you brought him with you. You two seem to be pretty close, huh?"

"Grrr..!"

"Alright. If I put a little more strength into my hand, this man is finished. Do as I say."

Even as he spoke, Mardin was half in doubt whether she would really follow his words, but he couldn't help but inwardly sneer at her subsequent action.

-Thud

Her sword was buried so deep in the ground that only the hilt was barely visible.

Her expression, with her hands raised, was stained with humiliation and rage.

'Three minutes left...'

"Good. Just stay still like that. If you do, I'll let him go as you wish."

"...How are you going to release him?"

"Do you think you're in a position to question me right now?"

It was a bluff.

A bluff that he could never pull off if she didn't value the hostage's life.

But at least in the current situation with the hostage, he had the upper hand.

"Don't worry too much. The Night Clan doesn't lie easily."

"...If you don't release him safely, I'll hunt you down even if I have to search the entire Central Plains."

'The more she says that, the more information she's giving me...'

For the one holding the hostage, it was beneficial for the opponent to react like that.

It proved that the hostage was valuable.

'Two minutes left...'

The magic circle drawn on the floor was emitting light and radiating energy.


  *

'Fuckfuckfuckfuck.'

What the hell is going on?

"Don't worry too much. The Night Clan doesn't lie easily."

"...If you don't release him safely, I'll hunt you down even if I have to search the entire Central Plains."

The vampire behind me was holding a blood-red dagger to my throat, and Young Lady Shin was emitting killing intent in a standoff.

'I just came here for a trip?!'

I just came to Anhui for a trip, but what kind of trouble did I get into?

The fact that I might die like this sent shivers down my spine.

I may live each day without regrets, but that doesn't mean I'm okay with dying.

There are still many things I want to do while I'm alive.

'Wh-What do I do?'

But I don't know how to escape right now.

The difference in strength is obvious, and above all, there's already a knife at my throat.

Even if I resisted, the chances of me escaping were close to zero.

'Then do I have to die like this...?'

Young Lady Shin and the kidnapper(?) were still in a standoff, but I know.

In this kind of situation, it's extremely rare for a hostage to actually survive.

-Wooong

An ominous sound was coming from below.

It was difficult to get a good look because of the knife at my throat, but a fantasy-like magic circle, like something out of a game, was emitting an ominous sound and radiating light.

I don't know much, but I could tell that this magic circle would definitely not work in my favor.

I doubt the kidnapper is emitting light from the floor to have a party in this situation.

'These damn Heavens, you never showed me my Future, even when I was dying, but you didn't show it because you were going to send me off like this.'

-Wooong..

'You're so uptight, always making my head hurt every time I try to tell fortunes. Have you ever been grabbed by the collar for discrimination? You never show any signs of fixing that twisted personality and you're killing me like this, twisted to the end... At least if you told me when I'd die, I could have mentally prepared myself, what is this?'

-Rumble

'You're always going on about Leakage of Heavenly Secrets and what not, giving them out weirdly based on your mood without any clear standards. Considering how much I've suffered because of you, I'll curse you even after I die...'

-Rumble..!!

At that moment, a loud roar that could be heard even in the deep underground resounded.

"Wh-What is it?"

"...This sound...?"

A noise so loud that it even startled the vampire and Young Lady Shin.

I was very familiar with this sound.

I started to feel cold, as if cold water had been poured from head to toe.

And when the cold sensation consumed my whole body,

'..Protective Barrier!'

The Rosary I had put in my pocket activated, and a translucent barrier formed over my body.

"You bastard, you dare to pull a trick..!"

The vampire completely brought the dagger to my throat. The dagger was about to pierce my neck, ignoring the barrier when-.

-Kwazizizizik---!!!

My vision was filled with blue lightning.

"Argh!!!!!!!!!!!"

The last thing I felt before losing consciousness was the vampire's scream of pain and

"Yooseong!!!"

Young Lady Shin, calling out my name, which I had never told her, and approaching me.

-Wooooong!!!

The magic circle, emitting an enormous light.

And

-Splash!

The sensation of cold water enveloping my entire body.


  *

-Meanwhile in Shaanxi-

"Hmm~ Hm~"

-Boiling

Tang A-yeong hummed a tune as she put Medicinal Herbs into a bottle making an ominous sound.

As an Aspiring Martial Artist of the Sichuan Tang Family, it could be seen as a good posture to research her own poison, but-.

[(2x) (3x) (5x) (7x) (10x)]

If one knew the meaning of the words written on the box next to her, they would not be able to speak easily.

In addition, words with all sorts of unknown meanings, such as Awakening, Recovery, Duration, Aphrodisiac, Hypnosis, etc., were written on the surrounding weaknesses, and-.

[Danger] [Danger] [Handle with Care] [Risk of Collapse]

All sorts of warning phrases were written, and one pill with a rather eerie word engraved on it.

"E-Excuse me, Miss... Are you going to use that too?"

"Huh? Oh, that? No way, why would I use something like that? I just made it because it was in the book."

"Then it's better to just dispose of it..."

"It's a waste of ingredients, isn't it? I'm just keeping it. There's no way I'd use something like that on someone who trusts me, right?"

'...I don't know what you've done, but please don't betray me.'

For that Man's sake, she prayed like that.
Chapter 45: Volume 4 - Confirmation
-Splash!

In an instant, my vision changed drastically.

I saw blue lightning strike the vampire and the Faceless Gold Ghost, and the moment the vampire screamed in pain, I ran towards them and saw the strange formation drawn on the floor emitting light.

In less than a blink of an eye, the surroundings had transformed into a cold lake.

-Plop

"Wh-What is this?"

I turned my head, sticking out of the water, and surveyed the scene around me.

It wasn't the dark, gloomy basement from just a moment ago, but a lush forest spread out before me.

'An illusion..?'

I knew there were types of formations that created illusions inside, making it impossible to escape. I had experienced them several times myself.

But..

'..This isn't an illusion.'

No matter how bizarre formations might seem to those unfamiliar with them, there were minimal rules.

The current situation was completely beyond what my old comrade had told me.

But that didn't make the present situation any easier to understand.

Looking at the dense trees around me, I couldn't even begin to guess how many li I was from where I had originally been. [TL] li - a traditional Chinese unit of distance, approximately 500 meters or 1/3 of a mile [/TL]

'..Wait a minute.'

I wasn't the only one within the range of the formation.

"D-Dan Yooseong!!"

I hurriedly began to search the inside of the lake.

.
.
.

-Crackle.. Crack..

"..."

I lit a campfire in a nearby cave and watched over him as he lay collapsed.

"Cough.. Kehek.."

I thought I had gotten most of the water out of him, but perhaps because he still had the aftereffects of a cold, his symptoms seemed to have relapsed.

-Shiver.. shiver..

"Kuhuk.. Keeokh.."

"..Haa..."

I knew that wearing wet clothes in that state would only worsen his condition.

No matter how society perceived the difference between men's and women's chastity, chastity was originally precious and valuable regardless of gender.

It was the same for showing one's naked body to a strange maiden.

"...I apologize. I will apologize later."

But his condition was too critical to just leave him like this.

Having nursed him in Henan, I knew how fragile his body was. I couldn't just leave him like this, knowing his condition would worsen.

At this rate, his life was truly in danger, or he might suffer from lifelong aftereffects.

-Slide..

As I grabbed his cloak to undress him, I surprisingly found that it wasn't wet at all.

It looked like ordinary leather on the outside, but it didn't absorb any water, shedding it all, so it was definitely no ordinary cloak.

-Squish

"...As expected."

Just in case, I put my hand inside his cloak, but the clothes he was wearing inside were completely soaked.

The only consolation was that I had clothes to put on him after taking them off.

-Slide.. slide..

"...Ugh.."

Undressing a fainted man. No matter the circumstances, it was something completely unimaginable in the life I had lived so far.

The unique fragrance emanating from his body, intensified by the wetness, pierced my nose, but I tried to ignore it and undressed him, wiping the water off with leaves.

"...Huu.."

After wiping off all the water, I covered him again with his cloak.

Fortunately, it was an easy-to-undress type of clothing, otherwise, my face wouldn't just be red, it might have exploded.

-Flap flap

I fanned my face with my hand, trying to cool down the heat rising to my face.

The naked body I had unintentionally seen kept appearing before my eyes.

I had suspected it all along, but it was certainly a small and fragile body. A body that looked like it hadn't grown past the age of seven.

There wasn't a single muscle on his body, and his white, soft skin stimulated the protective instinct in any woman who saw it.

Although, there was one part that didn't.

'Argh...'

I sealed that scene in the deepest depths of my subconscious.

-Crackle.. Crack..

I shook my head and threw more firewood into the campfire I had lit with Samadhi Fire.

"Cough.."

I moved him closer to the fire so he could feel the warmth, and began to assess the situation.

'For some reason, I'm far away.'

The place I was just before coming to this unknown place was underground, but it was still a city's basement.

And seeing the dense trees around me, I could tell I was far away from the city.

'I need to look for signs of people first.'

Since watering holes are frequented by wild animals living nearby, hunters often visit them as well.

If this area was a hunter's territory, I should be able to find traces of them.

I couldn't go far while he was collapsed and alone, but at least I wouldn't have to worry about other wild animals approaching.

Since I drove out the fierce beast that was the owner of this cave and took it over, most wild animals wouldn't dare come near.

"I will return as quickly as possible."

"Kehek.."

His weak coughs weighed on my mind, but it was unavoidable, even for his sake.

.
.
.

-Tramp tramp

'Fortunately, there seem to be people nearby.'

Thankfully, I found a space that looked like it had once been used as a hunter's dwelling.

It looked like it had been abandoned and unused for quite some time, but it was a precious clue that there might be a village where people lived nearby.

Even hunters need to maintain their tools, after all.

"How is your condition.."

I entered the cave, hoping he might have woken up, but

"A-Are you alright?!"

-Shiver shiver shiver shiver

"Keokh.."

Seeing him curled up, covering his mouth, and trembling all over, I rushed over to him.

'He has a high fever..'

I placed my hand on his forehead and felt a considerable amount of heat.

-Cling

"Master.. Master.."

He clung to me as I checked his condition.

With his arms wrapped around my body and shivering, I couldn't push him away and could only hold him gently.

"M-My body is so cold.."

'Is he mistaking me for his master..'

As before, his master seemed to be a really good master.

[Master?]

-Gush

For a moment, So-yeon's voice overlapped, and a disgusting feeling welled up, but

-Pat.. Pat..

"It's alright.. I will help you.. Just endure a little longer.."

I suppressed my emotions and patted his back.

I could feel his fragile body through his clothes, just as I had before.

How much time had passed as I held him and patted his back?

"Keoh.."

I felt him fall asleep.

Sufficient sleep was one of the best ways to treat a cold, so I was relieved inside and tried to put him down again, but

-Clench

"..."

His hands gripped my waist, as if he would never let go, and I sighed, continuing to stroke his back.

'..Come to think of it.'

I had practically confirmed that he was Dan Yooseong, but it wasn't completely confirmed yet.

I hadn't asked him his name, nor had I confirmed his face.

And.. now was the perfect opportunity to confirm it.

Now that he was asleep. All I had to do was lower his hat and check his face.

I knew it wasn't polite, but I felt like I wouldn't get another chance if not now.

If I asked him to confirm it when he was awake.. I wouldn't have time to control my emotions then. He would also wonder why I was looking for him.

So now that he was asleep. If I checked now, I could have time to gather my emotions.

'I apologize.. I apologize..'

I moved my arm and grabbed his hat.

I slowly pulled the hat back, and at some point, I could feel an unknown resistance preventing the hat from coming off.

I didn't know if it was a coincidence or if it was also a function of the cloak, but this was my last chance.

And my choice was-.

-Slide

to force his hat down, breaking through the resistance.

His bare face was revealed through the lowered hat.

A young and cute face that matched his physique.

A face that exuded a unique atmosphere that stimulated a woman's protective instinct.

And.

"Ah.. Ah.."

It was the face I had been searching for for 10 years.

It had hardly changed.

If the impersonators looked like how Dan Yooseong might have looked if he had grown up for 10 years, this one had hardly changed.

The face I remembered was still there.

"Ah ah.."

The greatest sin I had left in this world was right before my eyes.

The child I had searched for for 10 years. The child I had a debt to repay for the rest of my life.

The child I had searched so desperately for..

"Why.."

Why were tears flowing from my eyes?

I wanted to believe it was out of emotion, but I knew the truth.

"Why.. of all people..."

Why did the man I had feelings for for the first time in my life have to be him?

Why did.. the one I fell for have to be the worst sin of my life?

"Ah ah ah...!!"

Disgust rose up. Revulsion rose up.

Disgust at myself. Revulsion at myself.

Even though I said I would repay my debt. Even though I said I would atone for the rest of my life.

How dare I. How dare I.. How dare I... How dare I....

"Ah.. Ah.."

My head was in turmoil.

I didn't know what to do.

I couldn't forgive myself.

Because of none other than my own disciple. Because of her twisted love, I had carved a lifelong scar on him, and yet I had fallen for him with the same feelings.

It was an act that no human being could dare commit.

Then.. what.. should I.. do..

"Kuh.."

"..."

His coughs, amidst my mind being consumed by chaos, snapped me back to reality.

'I need to save him first.'

No matter what I did, I had to save him first.

Whether I apologized, atoned, loved, or whatever I did, he had to be alive for me to do anything.

I checked that his clothes, which had been dried by the fire, were dry, and quickly put them back on him.

No matter how much I wracked my brain here, there was no guarantee I could improve his condition.

I had to find a village. I had to find a doctor.

I carried him on my back and started running, following the traces of people I had found earlier.

I had to save him, no matter what it took.

Absolutely.
Chapter 46: Volume 4 - Treatment
"Excuse me! Could I trouble you for some directions? Is there a doctor nearby?!"

"A-A doctor? If you go that way..."

"Thank you!"

"Ah, no, but..."

After discovering a village where people lived, I immediately went to find a doctor.

At first glance, it looked like a small village, so I was worried, but fortunately, there seemed to be a doctor.

"Owner! Are you there!"

"A-An urgent patient? Please come inside first."

The person who came out was, unexpectedly, a young and beautiful woman.

I thought she might be the doctor's daughter or someone assisting him, but when I went inside, I saw no one else but her.

"Do you run this place alone?"

"Ah.. Yes. I am the doctor."

Ordinary people might have doubted her skills, but now was not the time to be picky.

If there was no other doctor nearby, then this young doctor was the only person I could trust.

"Even if I seem inexperienced, I assure you, I am confident in my abilities."

"..No. I must trust the doctor, who else would I trust?"

She also seemed to know this and looked worried, but it wasn't like I had never seen a female doctor before.

"Keoh..."

"Please lay the patient down here for now. From the sound of their breathing, they seem to be in a very bad condition." [TL]Gender is left ambiguous here, his Mantle does that.[/TL]

As she said, I carefully laid him down on the cloth spread out in the room and let out a breath.

It would have been difficult if there was no doctor in this village, so I was relieved.

But after that, I was startled by her actions and had to stop her.

"W-Wait a minute! What are you doing!"

"Yes..? To examine them, I obviously need to remove their cloak..."

"Th-That's.."

She was right.

His cloak was special, hiding even his face inside the hood, so it definitely needed to be removed for a proper examination.

But...

"There's a reason why they're covering their face.. Is it possible to do the examination without seeing the face.."

"..Difficult.. I guess..?"

"...I suppose so."

It was obvious.

No matter how skilled a doctor was, they couldn't examine a patient whose face was shrouded in darkness.

"I'm sorry.. I'm not a good enough doctor to examine someone without seeing their face.."

"..No. It was a ridiculous request. I apologize."

I couldn't ask him why he was hiding his face, but there must be a reason.

But since I couldn't examine him with his face covered...

'..Still, life is more important.'

-Swish

I lowered his hood, promising to apologize later.

The mysteriously hidden face was revealed.

"Ugh.."

I still found it hard to look directly at that face.

Every time I saw it, I felt a sense of guilt rising.

"..Hoo.. this is quite.."

"Huh..?"

"Ah, nothing. I was just talking to myself."

The doctor seemed to have said something, but since she said it was just to herself, I let it go.

"Keokh..."

"Then, I'll start the examination. Please wait a moment."

She began to touch various parts of his face.

She put a stick up his nostrils, opened his mouth to look inside, and listened to his heartbeat. From the outside, she looked like a proper doctor.

The examination seemed to be going smoothly, but I could see her worried expression deepening.

"Is there a problem..?"

"Um.. If it's not too rude, could I also undress them?"

"Wh-What.."

"Please don't misunderstand. This is also for medical purposes. There's something I need to check. Just the upper garment will do."

"...I understand."

In truth, I didn't have the right to say whether or not I should show his naked body to someone else, but I had to save him, so I couldn't say anything.

It was also natural for a doctor to undress a patient during an examination.

"Hmm.. How do I take this off.."

After removing the cloak, she looked at the clothes underneath with a brief look of contemplation, then

-Swish

"..It comes off easily?"

Just by pulling a single string, the clothes came off easily.

From the outside, it looked quite complicated, but it was surprisingly simple to remove.

"Hmm.."

She placed her hand on his stomach and made a sound of distress.

"Has this person been in an accident before?"

"..Kuh.."

I could guess what she was talking about, so her words were like a dagger piercing my heart.

"Been in an accident.. their Dantian is damaged.."

"I thought so.."

"..Is their condition very bad?"

"Yes.. Unfortunately.. Let me explain the situation."

She covered Dan Yooseong with a blanket and began to explain his condition.

"The symptoms themselves are just a common cold. It's the same cold that comes around anytime, regardless of the season, a mild illness. But as the name suggests, a cold literally means that the gi is damaged. Depending on the person, even a simple cold can be a deadly disease. For example, for the elderly or babies who haven't even had their first birthday, a mild cold can be life-threatening." [TL]"감기", Gam-Ki, thus the explanation about "Qi/energy". I've also been using Qi and Energy interchangeably so I'll continue doing that.[/TL]

"I know that."

"And.. Like I said before, this patient is very weak. Once they get sick, it's very difficult for them to get rid of it on their own.. It's best to live in a way that prevents them from getting sick in the first place, but life doesn't always go as planned. They've already caught it. Of course.."

"Of course..?"

"There are many people in the world who are weak in energy besides this patient. It's the doctor's and medicine's job to help those people resist illness. But this is the problem."

The doctor sighed.

"Because their Dantian is damaged, it's difficult to use medicine carelessly."

"...!"

"If you're a practitioner of Martial Arts, Daoist Master, then you know.. The Dantian isn't just needed for practicing Martial Arts. It's true that when practicing Martial Arts, you store energy called Internal Energy in the Dantian, but even if you don't practice Martial Arts, it's basically the center where the body's energy is concentrated. Even if not as much as Martial Artists, the Dantian is important to ordinary Common People."

"..."

I covered my face with my hands as I listened to her.

There was nothing wrong with what she was saying.

"But.. In this person's case.. Because their Dantian is damaged, their body's energy is also greatly damaged.. If we give them medicine carelessly in this state, the energy may get tangled up in their damaged body and they may not be able to see the proper effects. It could even have a negative effect. Actually, this is the first time I've examined someone with a damaged Dantian.."

"Then.. Is there really no way..?"

Again.

It's my fault again.

Because I couldn't protect him, he got sick.

Because of the Sin I committed against him in the past, I can't cure this illness.

"Any method is fine.. I'll pay any price.. Is there really no way?"

My voice was trembling as I spoke.

I never imagined I would feel so weak after reaching this Realm.

"..There is one way."

Fortunately, the light of hope was not extinguished.

"Wh-What is it?!"

"..Please don't be angry and listen. We can't use medicine carelessly now because the Dantian is damaged, right?"

"That's right."

"Th-That.. It might be different for women.. but for men, there's one more place besides the Dantian where strong energy is concentrated."

...Wait a minute.

"A-A-Are you thinking of.."

"..If I say it's a place where Yang Energy is concentrated, you probably know where I'm talking about, right?"

"..."

I couldn't close my mouth.

"Th-That.. It's commonly called Yin-Yang Union, right? If we transfer energy through this method, even though the Dantian is damaged, we can safely spread the energy throughout the body."

"No.. That.. That makes sense, but.."

It's called Yin-Yang Union to make it sound sophisticated, but it's ultimately Sexual Intercourse.

I've heard that there are Evil Arts where a man and a woman actually do that while practicing, but that's their business, and I swear I've never practiced such Martial Arts.

"..."

"..."

The doctor and I both blushed and couldn't say anything, so the doctor spoke first.

"..I'll do it!"

"...Wh-What did you just say.."

"This is also a kind of treatment! As a doctor, I must do my best to save the patient!"

"No.. No matter what, not even this.."

"It's unavoidable for a doctor to have physical contact with a patient. Since I promised my master that I would live as a doctor, this much is.."

I grabbed the doctor, who was blushing and breathing heavily, trying to climb on top of him, and said.

"...I'll do it."

"...Yes?"

"This happened because of me.. If anyone should do it, it should be me."

"B-But you're a Daoist Master.."

"Indulging in lust is a sin worthy of Heavenly Punishment, but originally, Sexual Intercourse is an act where men and women share love and bring new life into the world, so it's not a bad thing."

"But your face is very red, Daoist Master, are you sure you're okay..?"

"...I'm fine. Anyway, I'll do it, so.. Could you please leave the room for a while?"

"..."

-Thump-thump-thump-thump

I was trying to calm my wildly beating heart, and she was leaving the room.

"But Daoist Master.. You do have basic knowledge, right..?"

"..I have minimal knowledge, so don't worry."

"Normally, if there's no energy in the body, it won't stand well.. But when a creature's life is in danger, the Reproductive Urge surges with the last of its strength, so you should be able to do it at least once."

"...Thank you for telling me."

I might not have known when I was young, but I had seen everything there was to see during the war with the Blood Cult 20 years ago, so I had at least minimal knowledge.

"......"

I looked down at him lying down.

A man who was almost Raped by a Disciple is then violated by his Master while lying down.

This was something you wouldn't even find in a novel commonly sold in the market.

-Tremble-tremble-tremble

Just at this moment, I was suppressing the rising disgust and revulsion, and my mind was becoming dizzy.

I heard an internal voice saying that if I was going to have such a hard time, I should have just handed it over to the doctor.

'..How can I sacrifice someone else for my own affairs?'

The doctor said that she had to do everything to save the patient, but this was beyond that.

That's why I had to do it.

-Flap

I removed the blanket that the doctor had covered him with earlier, and his upper body was exposed.

'Let's finish this quickly..'

I pulled down his pants as well, and looked at his exposed Penis.

It was a large size that didn't match his small frame.

It was so large that I suspected that all the growth that should have gone elsewhere had gone there.

-Tap Tap

First, I had to get his Penis erect to treat him, so I touched his still soft Penis with my hand, but

'Hut..'

Perhaps because it was stimulated, it quickly swelled up and revealed its majesty.

As the doctor said, the Reproductive Urge must have been acting in the face of a life-threatening situation.

He was emitting a thicker and sweeter body odor than usual, and I unknowingly opened my mouth, but

'Wh-What am I doing?'

Now was not the time for that.

No matter how much the instinct of life was acting, he was now a patient. I didn't know when his energy would be damaged again.

So I had to hurry.

'But for a man and a woman to have proper Sexual Intercourse, the woman needs to have Lubrication..'

Based on the knowledge I had accumulated 20 years ago, I reached out to my Secret Place with a worried heart, and

-Squish

'...?'

I could confirm that my Secret Place was already soaked.

-Haah.. Haah..

I brought the hand I had touched there to my eyes, and a transparent line was connected between my fingers.

I didn't know what was going on, but it seemed like I was ready, so while he still had energy, I quickly removed my clothes and inserted his Penis into my body.

-Squish

"Huuk..!"

A thrilling pain rose, but it was nothing compared to the pain he must have felt in the past.

"Huu.."

I covered my mouth with my hand, experiencing a sensation I had never felt before, and stared into space.

And after taking a moment to relax, I lowered my head and looked down again, and his eyes, which had been closed, were half-open.

Our eyes met, and the action he took after figuring out the situation was..

-Rustle-rustle
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"Wh-What are you doing right now!"

He started thrashing about, his eyes wide open.

It seemed he still needed a little time to recognize exactly what had happened to him.

As his confused gaze shifted from his stripped clothes towards his penis, now hidden inside me,

"Wh-What is this..."

His expression colored with a variety of emotions.

Anger, bewilderment, disgust, contempt.

It was a brief moment, but it seemed he had grasped the current situation in his own way.

"Get out!! Get out!!"

That I had raped him.

His slender arms beat against mine, and he stretched out his arms, attempting to push my body away.

"C-Calm down. I'll explain everything soon."

From the moment our eyes met, my mind had gone blank, unable to react, but I had to quickly explain the situation to him.

To transfer the energy to him, at least one Ejaculation was necessary.

"What is there to explain!! Get out right no- Cough! Cough!"

Though he resisted desperately in his own way, he was ultimately a patient, and his originally frail body rendered his efforts ineffective.

Calming my trembling lips as much as possible, I opened my mouth.

"Your condition is so poor right now that I had no choice but to transfer energy through Yin-Yang Union. It's definitely not the kind of situation you're thinking of.."

"Do you think I'd believe such a ridiculous excuse..?"

His expression became even more steeped in contempt.

Every time I saw that look on his face, I felt like my heart was tearing apart.

"You trash..! A Daoist assaulting someone who collapsed?! Are you even human after doing this?!"

[How dare you call yourself a Daoist!! How dare you wear the mask of a human!!!!!!]

"Keuk..!"

It felt like a Dagger stabbing into my heart.

His words overlapped with what I had said to So-yeon in the past.

"I shouldn't have come with you if it was going to be like this..! I thought you were a good person..!!"

"Ah.. Ugh.."

I needed to make excuses quickly, but my mouth was frozen shut.

My mind grew increasingly blank, unable to provide an answer on how to react.

"It's true.. There's no other meaning.. Really, to save you.."

"So why such a ridiculous treatment method!!"

His emotions were being conveyed to me.

The anger of being betrayed, the contempt for raping him while he was down.

Though formless emotions, his feelings became blades, tightening around my neck.

"And even if there was, shouldn't you have at least gotten my consent?! Even if I collapsed, I wouldn't have been unable to speak!! You just saw an opportunity and raped me!!"

-Thump

It was a shock, like being hit hard on the head.

'...Me...?'

No.

It's absurd.

To take the opportunity of his collapse to rape him.

That can't be right.

It shouldn't be.

No matter how much I harbored feelings for him, I, who had committed a Sin against him, absolutely could not do that.

But... it should be that way...

-Tremble tremble tremble

"Ah.. Aah.."

I couldn't refute his words.

My mouth simply wouldn't open.

'No. It shouldn't be like this.'

-Crack

I heard something cracking within my mind.

Why didn't I even try to wake him before committing the act?

Why did I dissuade the Doctor who offered to step in and insist on doing it myself?

Was it really because I didn't want to sacrifice her instead?

Not because of my personal Desire?

"Don't just stand there, get out quickly..!"

If... if I committed this act out of my personal Desire...

How am I different from So-yeon?

-Craaack

How am I different from her, who ruined a person's life with twisted love and carved a wound that could never be forgotten?

After saying I would repay my debt to him, is the work I'm doing continuing the work the Disciple couldn't finish?

'No..'

Absolutely not.

To him... to repay my debt...

To... rape him...?

"Ugh..!"

The dam I had barely held back broke, and waves of disgust and revulsion began to flood in.

-Tremble tremble tremble tremble

My hands and feet trembled, and my mouth uttered unintelligible sounds.

I couldn't control my emotions.

The feelings I had desperately tried not to acknowledge, kept tightly suppressed, burst forth, surging like waves.

I was disgusted with myself. I loathed myself.

Even amidst this, the flesh that felt pleasure from the part of him inside me was even more resentful.

'For this, I spent 10 years...?'

Was I searching for him for 10 years just to finish what the Disciple couldn't?

'No..'

To repay my debt to him. To compensate for the hard life he lived. To make his life better. That was why I searched for him.

But now...?

"Eek.. Why are you so strong..!"

He was pushing me away, sending feelings of disgust towards me.

He was trying to get away from me. He was trying to escape from me.

This wasn't what I intended.

'..Right.'

The reason I was currently engaged in Sexual Intercourse with him was to save him.

Because he was sick, I was doing this out of necessity to transfer Energy.

So, I had to finish it quickly.

Because one Ejaculation was needed to transfer the Energy.

"Just one Ejaculation is needed.. Just one time.."

"Don't talk crazy!!"

Perhaps because he felt negative emotions towards me, his penis was losing its hardness.

That wouldn't do.

One time. Just one Ejaculation was needed.

-Swipe

"Wh-What.. Why your hand.."

My hand moved towards his face.

And

-Grip

"Kehek.."

I started choking him.

Because living beings, when faced with the threat of death, activate their reproductive instinct to leave offspring, so if I choke him and stop his breathing...

"Gasp.. Keoheok.."

"Endure it for just a moment.. I have no intention of killing you.."

-Tap Tap

While he weakly tapped my hand, the penis inside my body regained its hardness.

If anything, it felt even bigger and harder than before.

That was good.

The more pleasure he received, the sooner this could end.

"Don't worry about aftereffects.. I'm controlling my strength well, so it will only be painful for a moment.."

"Kkeoeok.."

"Just once.. Just once is all it takes.."

Applying strength to the hand on his neck, I lifted my hips.

As the penis that filled my insides slid out, my body expressed regret.

-Slap

"Kkeueuk..!"

My pelvis slammed against his again, and his penis filled me completely once more.

The moan he tried to let out seemed to be muffled by my hand.

Seeing his pained expression, I feared he might not feel proper pleasure due to the pain of suffocation.

My goal right now was to make him ejaculate as quickly as possible.

-Slap! Slap!

"Kehek..! Kehek..!"

I moved my hips relentlessly to make him feel pleasure quickly in a short time.

I had heard that simply thrusting the hips wasn't enough to make a man feel pleasure, requiring skill and technique, but I had no interest in it and never had a reason to learn, so speeding up was the best I could do for now.

-Squeeze

Hoping it might help, I tried forcefully clenching my Vulva.

"Kkeoeo.."

Since he still couldn't even moan properly, I couldn't tell how he was receiving it.

Ah. There was a way.

"If that felt good just now, tap once, if not, tap twice."

I thought it was a clever idea, but his response was neither.

There were nail marks left on the back of my hand.

'..I can't tell if it's good or bad.'

Having no choice, I decided to mix things up moderately and continued moving my hips.

My stamina wasn't an issue, but I worried about his.

What if his pelvis got injured from the rough thrusting?

Just as I was debating whether to stop right before our pelvises met, I felt his penis twitch.

I didn't know for sure, but I took it as a good sign and stimulated him, incorporating the techniques I'd picked up in that short time as much as possible.

-Gush! Gush!

"Kkeuheueup..!!"

Feeling the Yang Energy entering my body, I didn't forget my duty and started moving the Energy.

.
.
.

As soon as he reached his Climax, I released the hand holding his neck.

"Keoheok..! Kehek..!"

While I transferred Energy to him and helped it spread throughout his body, he was busy gasping for air.

Although the process was difficult, it was fortunate.

Even though his Dantian was damaged, thankfully the Energy spread throughout his body, and at this rate, he should be able to easily overcome a common Cold.

I approached him as he was circulating the Energy in his body and offered an apology.

"I'm sorry. I was so disorganized I couldn't explain properly. I don't know what you're thinking, but it's a real treatment method. You should also be able to feel your body's condition improving right now.."

While I was speaking, he showed signs of trying to escape, moving his body without even turning his head.

-Grab

My body moved first.

I grabbed both his arms and pulled him towards me.

"I was completely wrong. If you give me about an Il-gak to explain myself, I'll explain as best as I can.."[TL]As explained before il-gak is 15 minutes.[/TL]

As I turned his body to talk to him

"..."

Tears were streaming from his obsidian-like eyes.

The moment I saw his face, still sending feelings of contempt and disgust while crying

-Crack

I heard the sound of the last remaining thing inside me breaking.
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..What am I doing right now?

-Struggle struggle

"Eek..!"

I saw him struggling to get away from me.

The more he twisted his body, the more tears flowed from his eyes.

-Crack

Along with his tears, something inside me flowed down as well.

Something solid.

Something precious, built up throughout my life, was crumbling down.

I thought I had to save him.

Even setting aside the feelings I had for him, I had to save him, if only to repay the debt I owed him.

So.. is this the right way?

-Crack

His body got better after receiving energy.. but will the wounds he suffered disappear?

Can wounds be treated just by apologizing?

-Crack

After spending 10 years like that.

-Crack

Only thinking of apologizing while worrying about the debt accumulating day by day.

-Crack

Ignoring the worry about whether I could properly treat the wounds he suffered all this time.

Do I even have the right to worry now?

Do I even have the right to apologize now?

"..."

The values I had built up crumbled, and the pillars supporting the person called 'me' lost their foundation.

At this rate, it was only natural that Qi Deviation would set in.

"Ah.."

I.. can't.. let that happen.

I can't end things like this, having achieved nothing.

Even if I don't have the right to apologize, I must apologize..

-Crack

..What should I apologize for?

For sharing intimacy without his consent?

No. It's something more fundamental than that.

For not properly protecting him from danger?

No. It's something more fundamental than that.

For ruining his life by failing to properly manage my Disciple..?

...How did So-yeon end up doing such a thing?

A twisted love? A mad obsession?

There was a more fundamental reason for it.

Think.

Remember how So-yeon ended up doing such a thing.

[..He was the one who tempted me first.]

...Ah.

So that's how it was.

But.. then..

Wasn't he the one who was wrong first?

As the first button of the thread that had stretched over 10 years was changed, everything began to change.

Because I wasn't the one indebted to him.

So-yeon said so. That Dan Yooseong tempted her first.

At the time, I thought it was some nonsensical, twisted thing, but experiencing it myself, I could understand.

He was the one who tempted first.

The one at fault wasn't So-yeon, but him.

And I didn't have a debt to repay him; rather, I had to avenge my Disciple.

Although I was the one who cut her down myself, he was the one who caused the misunderstanding.

Therefore, he also bears responsibility.

And I must exact that price.

"H-Hiik.."

Perhaps sensing the change in my atmosphere-.

He tried to pull his body back as much as possible while his arms were held.

Even the tears and feelings of disgust that had torn at my chest just moments ago could no longer inflict any wound.

Rather, they felt sweet.

Because this was the process of taking revenge on the Lust Demon who tempted my Disciple, led her down the path of corruption, and caused misunderstandings.

Come to think of it, hadn't I also developed feelings for him?

Considering So-yeon's case, it was clear that I, too, had fallen for his Temptation.

If it was like this 10 years ago and now, he must have tempted countless women in between.

The sense of Betrayal directed at me now was likely all deceit.

I couldn't even imagine just how many women he had tempted and played with their hearts all this time.

Therefore, what I am doing now is taking revenge for them, including So-yeon.

Originally, villains were meant to be reformed,

so correcting a Lust Demon was the same.

It was necessary to properly engrave it onto his body so that he could never tempt another Woman again.


    *

"Kkeo-euk.. Kkeu-euk.."

I struggled with all my might to escape the two arms choking my neck.

I tried scratching with my nails, hitting her arms with all my strength, and twisting my body pinned beneath her, but the two thin arms wrapped around my neck showed no sign of loosening.

"Kehek.."

Oxygen is scarce.

Whenever I seemed about to pass out, she would exquisitely release the pressure, supplying oxygen to my brain, and at other times, my brain constantly cried out for lack of oxygen.

Amidst all this, what was truly driving me crazy was why the hell my dick kept getting hard.

"Even though you received energy, you're still hard. Perhaps you are enjoying this too?"

"Kkeu-eu-eup..!"

My mind grew hazy, my brain produced pleasure chemicals, and my body showed no sign of calming down.

I felt like I was really dying, but this damn body, finding something good in this, kept getting erect, so it showed no sign of ending.

"Is there any reason to make such an aggrieved face like a woman whose Chastity has been stolen? When the one whose first time was truly taken is me."

'It's my first time too..!!'

I didn't know why she had such a misunderstanding, but it was my first time too.

A man's virginity might not hold much value, but still, it's a once-in-a-lifetime thing, and I had wanted to remember it more beautifully.

At the very least, I wanted to do it with someone I loved.

'But what is this..!!!'

"Kehek.."

Not only was it rape, but being choked too? I had never even heard of such a thing.

Experiencing firsthand something I couldn't even bear to watch on Earth because it was unpleasant made me feel even more miserable and pained.

'I thought she was a good person..'

I thought she was strong and kind.

I thought it would be nice to become friends and travel together.

I did have the intention of enjoying a safe journey by using her, but that wasn't bad enough to deserve this, was it?

'What did I do wrong..?!'

All I did was travel with her and try to keep her mood up.

In the first place, the fact that I'm being raped right now.. I can't even... properly...

-Hwaak

"Keo-heok! Ku-huk! Keu-heup!"

Just as I was about to faint, fresh air rushed in again.

As I breathed the longed-for fresh air, my brain cheered and began to feel pleasure.

-Gulp! Gulp!

"Keu-heup.. Keup.."

My throat and heart suffered, but my brain and lower body rejoiced.

It was a total mess.

Feeling bad when oxygen is scarce, feeling good when it comes in—what am I supposed to do?

'How the hell did I end up getting raped in the first place..?'

I don't understand.

If I were a peerless beauty capable of turning heads, I could understand being raped by some thug while unconscious, but I'm a man, and I was covering my face in the first place.

I don't know how she took off my hat while I was sleeping, but just showing my face shouldn't warrant being treated this roughly..

-Grab

"Keo-heuk.."

My neck was grabbed again.

Anyway, I still couldn't understand how I ended up suffering like this.

If I had tempted her first, at least it wouldn't feel so unfair.

.
.
.

"Cough.. Cough.."

I was lying face down, stroking my neck.

Although I couldn't see it, I was sure red handprints were etched there.

It had been painful, but I barely endured it.

It was a mind-blanking pleasure, but thanks to it being offset by pain, I seemed to have managed to endure somehow.

If perhaps some kind of Drug had been added, maybe not, but that wasn't the case.

"Keo-heok.. Keok.."

I had barely escaped, but the thought of running away didn't occur to me.

Trying to escape would be futile anyway; considering the physical difference, I would obviously be caught quickly.

Thinking about how I was caught again when I tried to flee earlier, perhaps staying still and curled up was the best strategy.

'For now, I'll pretend to comply and then bolt when I see an opportunity.'

I didn't even dream of revenge.

Revenge against a Mount Hua Sect Martial Artist who is at least a Peak Master at that age?

Without a second thought, running straight to the Mountain where Master resided was the right move.

I didn't know how long I would have to wait for an opportunity.

Perhaps she might even try to kill me right here to silence me.

Then..

'..What should I do?'

As my body stiffened at the thought that it might happen, a voice came from behind.

"Are you trying to finish already?"

"..."

What does she mean?

Does she perhaps mean she wants to do more?

I prayed and prayed inwardly that it wouldn't be just that, but

"It seems you've rested enough, so get up. It's too early to finish."

"Ha.. ha.."

I could remember ejaculating 6 times alone. Since my mind was going back and forth so much, there might have been times I couldn't count.

But she wants to do more now?

"..It won't get hard anymore."

"This time, I'll let you take the lead. If you ejaculate just once more, we'll wrap it up."

"..."

It was a sweet temptation.

This way, my neck wouldn't be choked, and all I needed to do was muster my strength one more time.

"...I'll do it."

Moving my trembling body, I crawled towards her.

-Tremble tremble

"You didn't say where I have to ejaculate.. did you?"

"...Well, do as you please."

It seemed she hadn't thought that far either.

No matter how skilled she pretended to be, she was ultimately a virgin in a world without the internet.

She probably only knew about sexual acts involving insertion into her vagina.

So, that meant as long as I Ejaculated in some form, even if I didn't insert into her, it would be okay.

-Chuuk

First, to do that, I needed to get this guy, who was hanging his head low, erect, so I grabbed it with my hand and slowly shook it.

5 minutes passed like that.

'..Fuck.'

It seemed I had been drained too much to get hard just by masturbating.

She was looking at me with a puzzled expression.

Still, I couldn't give up. I could finish if I Ejaculated just once more, and if I failed unnecessarily, I didn't know what fault she might find.

-Tap

I reached out and groped her breast.

If masturbation alone wasn't enough, I just needed to add other stimulation.

Still, it seemed there was a limit to what my own hands could do, so I started using her body.

When I took her hand and made her shake it, it regained some hardness, albeit slightly.

I tried Fellatio, tried Paizuri, even inserted directly into her vagina and moved my hips, but the stimulation wasn't enough to climax.

"..At this rate, dawn will break."

"W-Wait.. I can do it.. Just a little more time.."

"I'll give you one Il-gak. If you still can't, we'll continue next time."

At her words, cold sweat trickled down my neck.

One Il-gak. If I couldn't manage it somehow within the next 15 minutes, I would have to suffer through this again tomorrow.

There was.. one way.

-Kkul-kkeok

Swallowing hard, I steeled myself, then reached out and grabbed both of her hands separately.

And

-Grab

"Ke-heuk.."

I brought her hands to my neck and applied pressure.

Her strength added slightly to mine, and just like before, my neck began to be constricted.

As if it had learned something in the meantime, my dick quickly regained its hardness.

'Haah..'

Looking at my dick, ready to healthily spew semen as if its earlier dejected state had vanished, I thought.

I didn't know if I could ever escape from her.

It seemed this life was thoroughly screwed.

-Cough
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-Rustle rustle

"...Haah.."

Half-lidded eyes.

And pupils glistening with moisture.

Seeing him sigh like that was strangely erotic.

I met his gaze and froze, unable to react.

"C-C-Calm down. This is an unavoidable circumstance to treat you..."

I barely managed to move my trembling lips to start explaining.

Even as I spoke, I didn't expect him to remain calm.

Waking up after collapsing to find himself being raped by the woman who usually accompanied him. There was no way he could stay still.

I bit my lip, preparing for him to lash out soon.

He reached his hand towards my face.

Thinking he was going to push me away or slap my cheek, I closed my eyes.

"..."

"Huh..?"

Instead, he gently stroked my hair.

My heart pounded at the sight of him stroking my hair with half-lidded eyes and a faint smile, without saying a word.

While I blushed and stayed still, he, pinned beneath me, began to move his hips slightly.

-Swooosh

"Hut?!"

He thrust his penis, which I thought I had fully engulfed, even deeper.

As I was flustered by the unexpected sensation, his hand grasped mine and pulled me towards him.

Unable to resist, I was pulled towards him, planting my hands on the floor before I crushed him.

"Wh-What is this..."

I couldn't understand why he was doing this.

I had expected him to struggle and resist, or at least curse, but wasn't this more like he was helping me?

Because of my worthless Disciple, I thought he would even have bad memories related to women, so this situation couldn't help but baffle me.

From my perspective, needing to make him ejaculate quickly and transfer Energy, it was certainly better if he cooperated...

"W-Wait! What are you doing now!"

Because I was leaning forward, my breasts had sagged down, and he started touching them.

-Squish Squish

"Th-This isn't Sexual Intercourse, it's a treatment, so you don't need to move..."

-Pinch

"Hhng..!"

It was a skillful touch.

My uselessly large breasts, which only got in the way during training, were being freely molded by his fingertips.

And when he occasionally pinched my nipples, I couldn't help but bite my lip and suppress a moan.

"Haah.. Haah.."

While I braced myself, putting more strength into the arms supporting me on the floor against the peculiar sensation I'd never felt before, trying not to collapse.

-Slurp

"?!"

He took my nipple into his mouth.

"S-Sucking it won't make Breast Milk come out.. nikaat.."

Like a baby demanding Breast Milk, he clung to my chest and stimulated my nipple.

-Lick Lick

"Licking it won't make it come out either..!"

He gently stimulated my nipple with the tip of his tongue.

Following the movement of his tongue, the nipple shifted in different directions, delivering a ticklish pleasure.

"Hhng.."

Even when I twisted my body to avoid his mouth, he held my swaying breast and gently stimulated it with his tongue tip, causing my vagina, holding his penis, to twitch.

As the pleasure gradually built up, a strange feeling began to stir.

Different from when learning Martial Arts, but a feeling like something massive was approaching.

A feeling like dizzying pleasure would rush in all at once and drive me mad.

Just as I squeezed my eyes shut, preparing for the impending climax.

-Pah

"Ah..?"

He pulled his mouth away from my nipple at the perfect, yet worst, moment.

My body had already been heated up for a while, but lacking the crucial stimulation to reach climax, I panicked, not knowing what to do, as my body slowly cooled down.

"..."

In the end, I missed the moment of climax and could only stare blankly at him with my awkwardly heated body.

I couldn't understand at all why he was doing this.

"Haah.. Haah.."

Wiping the drool escaping my mouth with my hand, I looked straight at him, who wore the same smile as before.

As I gazed into his moist eyes, I saw him start to squirm again.

Wondering what he would do this time, I let him be as he moved one leg out from under mine, extending it to the side.

Then, like doing gymnastics, he lifted it and brought it next to me.

"..Wanna hold it?"

The first words he spoke, not a sigh, since waking up.

I couldn't immediately grasp the meaning of those words.

"..You mean, hold your leg?"

-Nod

Instead of speaking again, he nodded.

"But what am I supposed to do with your leg after holding it..?"

In this position, even if I had something else to hold onto, there was no use for it.

Surely, I wouldn't need such a precarious support.

"It'll feel good..?"

"..So what does that.."

"Holding the leg and pulling, letting your pussy devour my dick even deeper, that kind of intense sex... Don't you want to?"

"..."

I was momentarily speechless at the vulgar words, hard to imagine coming from such a delicate appearance.

Although there were some words I didn't understand, I could grasp their meaning from the context.

"That kind of..."

"You must be frustrated since I stopped right before your climax... It's okay not to hold back..?"

His pale white leg shimmered beside me as I bit my lip.

"If you climax like this... it'll definitely feel good...?"

-Grab

That was my limit.

"Haah.. Haah.."

Grabbing his leg with one hand, I raised my upper body, which had been lowered.

Just as he said, when I pulled his leg, I felt his dick, already deep inside, penetrate to its absolute limit.

"Wh-Where did you learn such things..!"

"Eheheh.."

Things had gone far off the original plan.

The initial plan was to quickly treat him while he was unconscious, clean up without a trace, and then apologize, but not only had he woken up, he was skillfully manipulating me.

-Squeeze

Out of some sense of defiance, I squeezed his penis tightly, but he still wore the same smile as before.

It was an erotic expression that stimulated sexual desire every time I saw it.

-Slap! Slap!

Thanks to holding his leg, my thrusts became more stable and powerful.

Every time our Pelvises collided, his dick entered to the limit, greeting my Cervix, and then withdrew again.

"Hhng.. Uuhng.."

Moans escaped my lips involuntarily due to the kind of pleasure I had never experienced before.

My body was already heated from not reaching climax earlier, and receiving such intense stimulation now felt like I would reach climax again soon.

Looking at him with eyes glazed over with pleasure, I could tell he too was feeling considerable pleasure from the current situation.

'Making him ejaculate is the goal..!'

Even the original purpose, now faint, couldn't stop the surging pleasure.

In the end-.

-Twitch! Twitch!

"Hhhng.. Uuuuhng.."

My eyes closed automatically, and it felt like every muscle in my body was contracting.

Not just my arms and legs, but even the inside of my vagina holding his dick felt like it was rapidly tightening around his dick.

And at that moment

-Gush! Gush! Gush!

"...!!"

His firmly lodged dick trembled and spurted semen.

The sensation of hot semen shooting out and filling my vagina almost made my mouth fall open.

Though still caught in the afterglow of climax, I didn't forget my duty and barely managed to circulate my Energy.

Through the Yin-Yang Union, my Energy flowed into him and was safely spreading throughout his body.

"Haaaaah.."

Only after confirming this did I finally release the breath I had been holding.

Transferring Energy amidst all that wasn't an easy task, after all.

There were things I wanted to ask him about his sudden unexpected actions, but...

"..."

In the end, I was the one who had raped him without his consent while he was unconscious, so I couldn't easily speak up.

And we had already finished one round.

"..It seems the Energy flowed in safely."

Now, I intended to tidy up, get up, and explain the situation to him, but

"..Are you finishing with just this?"

"...?"

"Especially since I just received some Energy..."

-Slurp

He alluringly licked the corner of his mouth.

"Is it okay to go one more time?"

"..."

It was a trivial temptation.

What just happened was unavoidable due to special circumstances.

As a Daoist who received the teachings of Mount Hua, excessively indulging in lust was something deserving of Heavenly Punishment.

Therefore..

-Slap!

"..Come to think of it, it seems the Energy is still insufficient."

This was definitely not surrendering my body to Desire.

.
.
.

After finishing two more rounds of 'treatment', he fell asleep looking comfortable.

He occasionally mumbled in his sleep, looking truly sound asleep.

Unable to do anything else, I just kept watching him sleep.

It was definitely Dan Yooseong.

The face I saw 10 years ago remained almost perfectly intact.

I found it strange that in 10 years, he had only aged from a boy not yet seven to one barely reaching the age of seven, but I figured his growth was just slow.

'..Anyway, I wonder how I should explain things when he wakes up.'

The mutually agreed(?) treatment finished safely, so that wasn't the issue, but revealing my identity to him was weighing on my mind.

The reason he allowed me his body was likely because I was 'Young Lady Shin Yoo-wol'.

Not the Sword Empress, the Master of his enemy, Han So-yeon.

"...Still, I must reveal it."

It wasn't something I could hide forever.

I had spent 10 years searching for him to repay my debt, after all.

"Umm.."

Just then, he sat up in bed, rubbing his eyes with a dazed expression. Watching him, I tried to prepare myself mentally until he fully came to his senses.

'Be prepared for curses. If he wishes it, I can even endure being beaten. As long as I can deliver this apology... anything is fine.'

...And put aside your feelings for him for a moment.

-Thump Thump

After thumping my chest and finishing my mental preparation, I opened my mouth towards him, who was looking around bewildered.

"Dan Yooseong."

"...?"

He tilted his head, looking even more puzzled.

Probably because he found it strange that I knew his name.

"It feels really late now, but... there's something I must reveal."

"...Yes?"

"It might be sudden... but please listen. This might have been important for you too."

-Hoo.. Hoo..

Taking a final deep breath, I squeezed my eyes shut and spoke.

"My name is Shin Yoo-wol... I hold the Nickname Sword Empress... and I am the Master of the Sword Flower Han So-yeon."

Imagining his impending reaction, I clenched my teeth.

How would he react?

Would he scream? Curse? Swing his hand?

Whatever reaction came, it was fine.

I had prepared myself for this.

So, even if my heart felt like it was tearing apart, I could endure it.

That was why I had searched for him all this time.

Come on.

Whatever the reaction, it's all my Karma, so I will accept...

"...Who is Han So-yeon?"

...Huh?
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'...Who is Han So-yeon?'

It was a reaction I hadn't imagined at all.

For a moment, I thought maybe she hadn't revealed her identity to him back then, but that wasn't it.

Because the memory of her jumping up and down with joy after they exchanged names was clearly etched in my mind.

No matter how long ten years was, there was no way he could have forgotten the woman who was like an enemy who had ruined his life.

He had said he drank Alcohol to forget the pain of being betrayed by the Woman he trusted, and through his sleep-talking last time, I knew he carried great pain about his damaged Dantian.

So I thought he should naturally know about Han So-yeon..

"I don't know who that is, but I don't know anyone in Mount Hua... I've never even been there..."

"..."

He truly acted as if he had never heard the name before.

No, wait a minute.

"Never been to Mount Hua..?"

It wasn't just that he didn't know Han So-yeon.

Saying he had never even visited Mount Hua meant he didn't remember anything about his past at all.

'Amnesia..?'

I had heard of it before.

People who received a great shock to their psyche losing memories of certain parts.

If he had forgotten all his memories of So-yeon, no, of Mount Hua, then it probably hadn't happened long ago.

Because since he was with me in Henan, he had constantly revealed the pain of being betrayed by a past Woman.

If he received a shock severe enough to lose his memory after that...

'..While he was unconscious?'

It could only have been in Anhui.

Could it be that he suffered terribly at the hands of those Blood Cult bastards?

What if he endured severe torture before I went to rescue him?

What if he craved physical pleasure just now to soothe that pain?

"...Ah.."

It might be a leap, but the possibility was incredibly high.

Remembering what happened to those dragged away by the Blood Cult in the past... their torture was hard to imagine as something humans could do.

Skilled at playing with people's minds, they could destroy a person's spirit without leaving significant physical wounds.

The story of a Peak Master dragged away by them who couldn't endure their torture for even a week and took his own life was famous.

If he, merely an Ordinary Person, endured such torture... losing his memory and craving physical pleasure wouldn't be strange.

'Then I actually enjoyed something like that..'

Suppressing the rising nausea, I covered my mouth with my hand.

Disgust and self-loathing surged up again..

"Um... You don't look well, are you okay?"

"Ah.."

He was looking at me with a worried expression.

    *

-Blink blink

After waking from sleep, I looked around with a bewildered expression.

Seeing things like medicine and needles around, it seemed to be a Doctor's office.

I couldn't remember exactly what had happened, but it seemed I had succeeded in escaping that basement safely...

'What was that earlier?'

The sex under the name of Treatment was a bit baffling.

I had heard stories in Wuxia novels from Earth about reaching a higher Realm or curing illnesses through Yin-Yang Union, but I never thought I'd experience it myself.

And there was something even more baffling.

'...'

It was a sensation like I wasn't myself.

My mind was hazy, unable to give proper commands, yet my body moved on its own.

'I think it was like this with Tang A-yeong too.'

I furrowed my brow at the inexplicable, subtle sensation.

As I pondered how to handle this awkward situation.

"Dan Yooseong."

"...?"

Young Lady Shin called my name, which I had never revealed.

"It feels really late now, but... there's something I must reveal."

"...Yes?"

What was she trying to reveal?

It seemed to be a difficult truth to reveal, as she took a deep breath before her lips parted.

"My name is Shin Yoo-wol... I hold the Nickname Sword Empress... and I am the Master of the Sword Flower Han So-yeon."

"...?"

She said this and shut her eyes tightly.

Why the sudden self-introduction?

No, wait, Sword Empress?

She even has a Disciple?

'..How old is this person.'

At the very least, I knew her apparent age wasn't everything.

Living with my Master for 10 years and seeing her not age a bit made me think, 'This is indeed the Martial World,' but I never expected to meet someone like that outside too.

I knew the Realm/Level called Return to Youth wasn't easy to achieve.

"...Who is Han So-yeon?"

I couldn't tell why she had spoken up, but it seemed related to the person named Han So-yeon mentioned at the end, so I asked back like that first.

It was a name I'd heard for the first time.

Strangely, the moment I heard it, my body felt a slight chill, but it was a name I had never heard before.

Since she was her Disciple, I thought she must be from Mount Hua, so I added that I had never been to Mount Hua, nor did I know anyone there.

"Never been to Mount Hua..?"

She wore an even more bewildered expression.

'Is she mistaking me for someone else?'

I hadn't revealed my name, but perhaps I had while I was unconscious.

A faint scene of me collapsed and being nursed by her seemed to flicker in my mind, so it was possible.

'No, more importantly, I think I've caused trouble, what should I do?'

Her purpose was to save me, and I, unintentionally (?), ended up enjoying it, so it was hard to call it rape.

It would be strange to make accusations now after acting almost like seduction.

'Honestly, she's a good person, but..'

Pretty face, good personality, strong, good status. If you assessed each point, she wouldn't just be in the top 0. something percent, but someone you could count on your fingers in the entire Central Plains.

But still, I was someone who had to return to my Master within the next two years. I couldn't settle down here.

And as someone from modern Earth, while a first experience is precious, I didn't think it was important enough to bind my life to...

'Let's just leave it as a small incident..'

I tried to talk things over with her nicely.

Surely she hadn't done it because she had strong feelings for me. Although some affection had built up while traveling together, nothing had happened to the point of falling in love.

I was grateful that she willingly offered her body for Treatment, but she must have her own circumstances just like me, and I thought it wouldn't be good to shackle each other with the burden of a 'first experience'.

Surely she wouldn't ask someone she didn't even love to take responsibility for life.

Besides, it would likely end up with her raising me rather than me taking responsibility for her.

'..And the age difference is enormous.'

..Surely she wouldn't ask me to take responsibility.

After making up my mind, I looked at her and saw she seemed quite unwell.

Clutching her mouth with her hand, her body trembling, no matter how nicely put, she didn't look okay.

"Um... You don't look well, are you okay?"

"Ah.."

When she saw me and removed her hand, her pale, stricken face was revealed.

I didn't know what had happened, but she seemed to need to calm her emotions a bit.

"Whoa there.."

I pulled her head towards me, bringing it to my chest.

In that state, I gently patted her back.

"What is this.."

"You seemed quite emotional, so I thought you should calm down."

This was the posture my Master used when I sometimes struggled alone, overwhelmed with longing for Earth.

Master's unnecessarily large chest was uncomfortable, but the thumping heartbeat helped calm my emotions.

Maybe since I'm a man and don't have breasts, it might not be as comforting, but the heartbeat might be easier to hear.

"Are you feeling a bit calmer?"

"...Yes.."

"Did I perhaps say my name in my sleep while I was unconscious? You know my name too."

"..."

I felt like I could hear her swallowing hard.

"I think you might have mistaken me for someone else. I don't know the woman named Han So-yeon that you mentioned, Sword Empress."

"...Ah.."

"By the way, what happened to the person you were looking for? Did it not go well? Or did you find them, but I suddenly got kidnapped, so you rushed to rescue me.."

"N-No.. It wasn't like that.. It was my mistake, so don't worry.."

"Well, I can't really say this is fortunate."

It seems my Precognition missed the mark again this time.

The success rate had been surprisingly good lately, I didn't expect it to fail here.

"That's a shame. My fortunes aren't always right either... I got your hopes up for nothing."

"R-Right? Th-That's right.. Sometimes they can be wrong.."

"It's nice that we can communicate since you're a Daoist. I've had many clients who complained fiercely when I was wrong."

"R-Reading the Heavenly Secrets is not an easy task, after all.."

Thinking the time was right, I released her from my embrace.

Perhaps because the room was warm, I could see her face flushed red.

"Are you calm now?"

"...I am. Thank you."

"We should probably get going too. It seems this is a Doctor's office, it would be rude to take up the space for too long."

I got up from my seat, straightened my clothes, and prepared to leave.

"Th-There.."

The Sword Empress urgently grabbed me as I was getting up.

"Is there something you want to say?"

Was there something she needed to say urgently right now?

I asked, seeing her expression as if she was desperately trying to say something, but

"........."

After biting her lip and remaining silent for a long while,

"..No. It was just a mistake."

A surprisingly anticlimactic answer came back.

I thought it was something serious, so that was a relief.
Chapter 51: Volume 4 - Ill-Fated Relationship
"Did the Treatment finish safely..?"

"Thank you for your help. If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have known how to Treat him. Thanks to you, he lived."

"It's nothing.. Saving people is a Doctor's job.. It's only natural.."

The Sword Empress and a young Woman who looked like a Doctor were talking.

Thinking that this Doctor was likely the one who told her about that embarrassing but effective treatment method, I also expressed my sincere gratitude.

"Thanks to you, I lived. I will repay this kindness somehow."

"There is a way you can repay it right now, though.."

"Yes?"

"Ah, no. I haven't slept all night, so I must have spoken nonsense for a moment.. Haha.."

The Doctor waved her hand, covering her tired-looking face.

Dark circles had formed under her eyes, like someone who had been engrossed in something all night.

"Did another patient perhaps come during the night?"

"Ahahaha.. Something like that.."

"Anyway, you look very tired, so we should get going. Since I have some emergency funds.."

Coming out of the room, I reached into the Hermit's Mantle I had put back on and fumbled for my money pouch.

"Ah, i-it's okay! You don't need to give me money! I didn't really do anything!"

The Doctor waved her hands frantically, startled.

"Still, you told us the treatment method, so some form of reward.."

"..Is anything perhaps possible?"

"...Still, 'anything' is a bit much.."

"Ahaha, it's a Joke."

Her constant starting and stopping of sentences made her seem in very bad shape.

Somehow, her breathing seemed rough, and her face was slightly flushed, making me wonder if maybe she had caught my Cold.

"Anyway, I didn't really do much, so there's nothing to receive payment for.. Just go back and get some rest."

"You really don't need any reward.."

"I really don't, so please leave quickly!"

In the end, we walked out of the Doctor's office, practically kicked out.

"..She must have been very tired."

"..Seems so."

"Then we need to find someone to ask where we are.."

I heard from the Sword Empress that after lightning struck the Vampire and me, we were transported to some unknown forest.

'Could it have been some kind of teleportation Magic Circle?'

It was something impossible by the Sword Empress's, by the Central Plains' common sense, but from my perspective, it wasn't such an unfamiliar technology.

Even if I hadn't seen it in person, the same could be said for Martial Arts if you thought about it that way.

"Well, asking which region this is isn't that difficult. There's no need to specifically ask the Doctor."

"..Is that so."

"What's the big deal about that."

I approached a passing old man and struck up a conversation.

"Greetings, elder. It's nothing important, but we got lost in the forest and just came out, could you perhaps tell us which region this is?"

"..I'll say this beforehand, I have no money."

"Goodness, elder, we are not those kinds of people. If you just tell us which region this is, we will quietly withdraw, so please don't be so wary."

The old man still watched us with suspicious eyes, but perhaps thinking it wasn't that difficult, he soon told us which region this was.

"..It's Guangdong. Just how lost were you to forget even the region?"

"..."

And the answer that came from the old man's mouth was Guangdong.

The southern edge of the Martial World.

.
.
.

"Guangdong.. The place we were before was clearly Anhui.."

"Uh.. We came quite far."

"It's a distance that would take weeks even by Carriage. What on earth is going on.."

I was just as baffled.

'I couldn't even enjoy myself properly?!'

I had finally made up my mind and gone all the way to Anhui, but I couldn't enjoy Henan properly, and I only got to have fun for a single day in Anhui.

And now suddenly Guangdong?

The southern tip of the Central Plains?

'..Should I just have fun here?'

Thinking about it, it didn't seem entirely bad.

While I was having these briefly optimistic thoughts, the Sword Empress seemed to have many thoughts running through her mind.

"..I don't know how we ended up in such a distant place, but we must first return. It will take quite a while to get from Guangdong to Shaanxi."

"Are you leaving right away?"

"Even at Mount Hua, my life is just training without any other activities.. But there are those who worry if I'm away for too long. Since I said I was going to Anhui and then suddenly disappeared.. I should at least stop by once."

"Ah.."

If she planned to return to Shaanxi, then I had no choice but to do the same.

Even when I was beside her, dangerous things happened so often, but me alone?

Just thinking about it was scary.

But still, having come out with the purpose of traveling, I couldn't help feeling disappointed about having to return right away.

Did she perhaps read these feelings of mine?

"..Come to think of it, it's not that urgent. Delivering the news itself can be done just by borrowing a Messenger Pigeon."

"In that case.."

"Let's enjoy whatever attractions there are on the way back. However, this region has many Evil Faction forces, so the Public order isn't very good. I recommend always being careful."

"..Is it very dangerous?"

"Even if the Evil Faction holds sway, it's ultimately a place where people live, so it probably won't be that dangerous. But the regions you've been in so far were managed by the Nine Great Sects. Keep in mind that the Public order will be relatively worse."

"Hmm.."

I recalled what had happened in the regions I had been in previously.

Vampires attacking people leading to a Suppression Force being formed.. causing trouble on the ship too.. kidnapping someone in broad daylight and dragging them underground..

'Just how much of a hellhole is this place?'

The Public order wasn't great in the previous regions either, but it's worse than that?

'Can people even live here?'

I started thinking it might be better to just return quickly without trying to have fun.


  *

"Hmm.. That Karel fellow.. sent quite a decent corpse, didn't he?"

Pale skin and red eyes.

A Woman who, even without explanation, anyone could see was a Vampire, drooled as she looked at the coffin on the Magic Circle.

"Well.. he was the type to subtly hit on me even in the previous world.."

It was something Karel would frown upon if he heard it.

The reason he sent this corpse to her was because he had no choice due to the distribution of Familiars, never because he had any other feelings for her.

"Her Realm in life was Sword Expert.. and this immense grudge.. If I just modify it properly, she'll be as good as any Swordmaster."

It was such an immense grudge that even she, a Vampire, felt chills.

She ground her teeth, thinking of the other Vampires who boasted about their Swordmaster Familiars.

"I'll make sure they can never ignore me again."

And thereafter, she spared no resources to make this corpse the ultimate Familiar.

She readily used high-grade materials she had painstakingly collected, and if she felt it wasn't enough, she didn't hesitate to discard her existing Familiars.

She invested everything into this new Familiar to that extent.

But perhaps because she hadn't been frugal enough until now?

"One arm seems impossible.."

It seemed difficult to restore the entire body.

She thought she could reverse the decay in other parts, but it looked like she would have to give up on one arm.

Still, considering the Vampire trait of regenerating by drinking blood, if she just revived her, restoring one arm should be quick.

"First, make her able to walk under sunlight.. regeneration ability.. amplify her senses compared to when she was alive.. enhance physical abilities to some extent.. and just in case, check the mental domination magic too."

The stronger the domination, the less smooth the Familiar's movements become, causing stuttering, but one never knew.

If the Familiar she invested everything into went berserk, it would be the end for her.

"Now, all that's left is to revive her."

She placed the corpse and blood into the coffin and checked the Magic Circle drawn around it.

The materials were perfect, and the incantation was perfect.

Now, all she had to do was infuse Magic Power, and she would soon revive as a Vampire.

-Woong!

'Finally, I too will have a Familiar as good as any Swordmaster!'

Activating the Magic Circle, she patted her unbeating heart, her chest tightening with anticipation.

The materials spread around were absorbed by the power of the incantation, and the blood-red light emitted by the Magic Circle grew increasingly intense.

And at some point

-Thump!

The coffin jolted violently, and the Magic Circle instantly lost its light.

"Is, is it done?"

The female Vampire suppressed the urge to run over and open the coffin immediately, watching it intently.

If successful, she had to greet her Familiar with a dignified posture.

-Clank!

'I-It opened!'

A moment later, the coffin lid opened, and a Woman revealed herself from within.

Clean skin and red eyes. And the strands of red hair scattered throughout her black hair showed she was not an ordinary person from the Central Plains.

"Ahem. Congratulations on receiving a new life, my Familiar. That you have gained this new life is all thanks to the grace of this Shatri-nim, so from now on, you shall follow me.."

"..Where's my arm?"

-Snap

She frowned at the Familiar who looked for her arm without even listening to all her words.

Other Vampires would have roared in anger, but she decided to let it slide just this once.

'Because I am a magnanimous Vampire.'

"I revived you, but I cannot give you everything from the start. If you loyally believe in and follow this body and achieve merits, I can attach even 3 more arms, let alone a measly one.."

"If you don't have one, then give me yours."

-Sploosh

Blood splattered onto the female Vampire's right cheek.

"Uh..?"

With trembling eyes, she turned her head towards her right shoulder. There was only her shoulder, cleanly severed and bleeding profusely.

"K-Kyaaaak!!"

"Without one arm, I can't hold Yooseong in my embrace."

The Woman who had cut off her arm picked it up and tried fitting it onto her own empty shoulder.

Naturally, someone else's arm wouldn't attach to her body just like that.

"Y-Yikes! How dare you defy your gracious master?!"

The female Vampire made a venomous expression and pushed the mental domination magic to its maximum.

"Kneel!!"

The magic implanted in her head during revival activated, and her insolent Familiar would soon kneel..

"Why should I?"

She did not.

"Wh-What! Why isn't the mental domination working?!"

The Vampire hastily gathered her Magic Power again to cast the spell, but this time the Familiar was faster.

-Slice

The Vampire's remaining arm was also severed.

"Kya, Kyaaaaak!!!"

"Hmm.. My body feels strange.."

"Wh-What!! What are you!! Why isn't my mental domination working on you?!"

The Vampire stared at her Familiar with fearful eyes.

It was impossible.

Even a Swordmaster, once revived as a Vampire's Familiar, could not resist its orders so nonchalantly like this.

It was an incantation implanted in the head from the moment of revival.

And her Familiar answered.

"The only person who can move me is Yooseong."

-Slice

The Vampire's head was severed.

'Ah..'

As her body and head separated, flying through the air, the image of the Woman reflected in her eyes held

"Yooseong.. Noona is coming for you now.. Wherever you are, I'll find you soon.."

A mad love.

A twisted affection that hadn't cooled at all during the 10 years spent in cold death.
Chapter 52: Volume 5 - A New Destination
Fortunately, my misunderstanding that this place was some kind of Purgatory where people couldn't live was quickly cleared up.

"Just what kind of life did you live to have such a misunderstanding?"

"I didn't want to either.."

Honestly, incidents and accidents never ceased wherever I went, so hearing that the Public order was worse than those places, it was impossible not to have this reaction.

"And even if the Public order isn't as good as you think, you don't need to worry."

"Why?"

"With me here, who would dare touch you?"

The Sword Empress showed a confident expression, revealing the Sleeve embroidered with a white Plum Blossom from outside her Cloak.

Honestly, that was kind of cool just now.

"Although the Righteous Faction and the Evil Faction are on bad terms, that only applies when they are on somewhat equal footing. Unless they are confident in their skills or Backing, they wouldn't dare attack first upon seeing this."

"Were you always like this?"

I thought she had a somewhat humble personality, but apparently not.

"I just want to avoid unnecessary Disputes. The Aftermath is more annoying."

True, one swing of her sword would likely end most Disputes, so the surrounding gazes would just be more uncomfortable.

"Have you been to Guangdong before?"

"In my reckless youth, I was swept up by a sense of justice and wandered all over the Martial World, so of course I've been here. It was quite a unique experience."

Her Appearance was definitely in her twenties, but just listening to her talk, she sounded like a complete grandmo..

-Whisk

"..I wasn't thinking anything."

"Is that so? I suddenly had a strange feeling."

Before my thought even finished, the Sword Empress's gaze turned towards me.

Whether that was a Master's Intuition, a woman's Intuition, or both, I didn't know, but I felt a slight shiver run down my spine.

"Then, are there any places that you remember from when you came to Guangdong before?"

"A memorable place, you say.."

The Sword Empress made a contemplative expression for a moment, then

"The Tavern remains in my memory."

"..Yes?"

"It's likely the largest Tavern in the Central Plains. I haven't sought it out specifically, but according to a Close friend at the time, they had never seen a more magnificent Tavern in the Central Plains."

"Ooh.."

That was quite, no, an extremely interesting story.

The best Tavern in the Central Plains?

-Slurp

It was an interesting story that made my mouth water just thinking about it.

"..I can't see your expression, but it seems to have caught your interest."

-Nod nod

"Well.. You've suffered quite a bit yourself, so this much shouldn't be too bad."

"Can we go?"

"If you wish, there's no reason we can't. I'll pay, so don't worry about money."

"Wow, I love you."

-Flinch

The Sword Empress's movements stopped. I didn't notice and kept walking.

"Wh-What did you just.."

"So what's the name of that Tavern? If it's that famous, we should be able to find it quickly."

"..."

"Sword Empress?"

"Ah, it's nothing. The, the name of the Tavern, you ask? It's probably the Golden Orchid Tavern."

Asking a passing pedestrian, we confirmed it wasn't that far from here, but not exactly close either, about a two-day walk.

We tried to get there as quickly as possible, but unfortunately, we only made it about halfway before night fell, and it seemed we had no choice but to spend the night at a nearby Inn.

"Do you happen to have a room?"

"Ah.. I'm sorry. We have many guests on Long-term stays recently, so we only have one room left."

"?!"

The Sword Empress looked extremely flustered.

Having done 'that' (?) just the day before, she must be embarrassed to share the same room again.

"It's okay. We'll take the one room."

"Y-You?!"

"We have things to talk about just the two of us anyway. It's fine."

As much as what happened yesterday, there was a lot to talk about.

Although I caused an accident, shouldn't we deal with the Aftermath?

We had been traveling together until now, but I couldn't talk about such things outside, so I had been waiting.

-Creak

"Now it's just the two of us. I had something I wanted to say anyway."

"I-Is that so?"

"Yes. Don't you have anything to say, Sword Empress?"

No matter if it was for treatment purposes, it was a situation where we had sex without having feelings for each other.

I thought she, rather than me, would have more to say.

I was just a Fortune Teller who had briefly run away from my Master into the world, while she was the Sword Empress, counted among the top Masters of the Righteous Faction.

And besides, women are generally more sensitive about sex than men.

'I was forced into it, but I wonder how the Sword Empress feels.'

"Something to say.. Of course, I do."

"Then.. Would you like to speak first? Or should I?"

"..."

"If it's difficult for you to speak, I'll go first."

Maybe not as much as her, but my heart was pounding as I prepared to speak too.

I never thought the day would come when I would say something like this.

-Tightly

I closed my eyes and opened my mouth.

"Let's just pretend it never happened."
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Actually, I had vaguely expected it.

Just because he lost his memory didn't mean it was an opportunity for me.

That ultimately, from his perspective, I was just a 'close Woman,' not someone he could pledge his life to.

"..."

"Both I and the Young Lady have our own circumstances. I am truly grateful that you sacrificed yourself to Treat me.. but since we don't have feelings for each other, getting caught up in a first experience wouldn't be good for either of us."

I hated his tone.

That stiff tone he sometimes used, I really hated it.

Hearing him say such things in that stiff tone was even worse.

'No feelings..'

Maybe I had been hoping deep down.

Hoping that perhaps he harbored feelings for me too.

There was no way that was true.

"..."

Why was I getting my hopes up and getting disappointed all on my own?

When I couldn't even protect him properly all this time.

Did I think his heart would come over just because we slept together once?

'Hoo..'

Don't be disappointed.

This was expected.

"..I understand."

"So... Yes?"

"I said I understand."

Don't forget.

Even if he doesn't remember, I am a sinner.

A sinner who committed a great Sin against him.

Do not forget the conviction you always held, that you are the guilty party.

That if a person commits a Sin, they must pay the price to that person and repay the debt.

So..

-Clench

Enduring this incredibly painful agony was also the Karma I had to bear.

"A-Are you really okay?"

"..Is there anything wrong with your words? Getting unnecessarily entangled without feelings could indeed only hurt each other."

"Uh.. That's true, but.."

-Smile

Enduring the pain I still felt, I forced a smile.

"I am fine. Just the fact that you are alive means my objective was achieved."

"...Thank you."

Still,

Though it was a disgusting thought for myself,

I was satisfied just with this current situation where, even after revealing my identity to him, I wasn't hated.

Because I was a sinner who had committed a great Sin against him.
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'9997..!'

As the sword forms unfolded, the Plum Blossom Fragrance spread around.

It was homework given by my Master and my daily routine.

Ten thousand repetitions of the form from beginning to end.

'9998..!'

Of course, it wasn't easy.

If it were just the Plum Blossom Sword, maybe, but the Secret martial arts technique taught directly by my Master was still too difficult for me to fully comprehend, requiring my full concentration just to execute each form.

As my understanding of the sword deepened and my body grew accustomed, I would enter a State of selflessness and time would fly, but Master would notice like a ghost and increase the training volume.

'9999..!'

Of course, it was hard.

My whole body was drenched in sweat, creating an unpleasant sensation.

But there was a reason I could endure it.

'10000..!'

Because after training, I could go and do what I wanted.

Even though I could only wander within Mount Hua, it didn't matter.

Because that child was also a child of Mount Hua.

"Pant.. Pant.."

After finishing all ten thousand repetitions, I almost collapsed, but I bit my lip, straightened my buckling knees, and headed to my room.

My heart wanted to run there right now, but I had to wash before going.

Because I couldn't go to that child smelling like this.

-Rustle

Tossing off my training clothes, I started washing my body with water.

The water flowed down my skin, washing away the unpleasant sweat with it.

Looking at my reflection in the nearby mirror, I checked if any marks remained on my body.

In the past, I wasn't interested in grooming myself like this, but this too was because of that child.

Although the rather large age difference was a flaw, if there was love, age didn't matter.

"Hm~ Hm~"

Humming a tune, I applied cosmetics all over my body for skincare.

My condition was good since I practiced Martial Arts, but this kind of thing was never enough, no matter how much you did it.

-Soft

'Did they get a little bigger?'

Breasts slightly too large to cup with one hand.

Previously, I had thought getting bigger would only be a hindrance, but I was wrong.

They were a precious weapon for a woman.

'Yooseong probably likes big ones too, right?'

Most men would be the same.

Surely he wouldn't like small ones.

Although I hadn't met many other women to easily compare, if I compared them to Master's..

'...'

..I compared them to the disciple of the Sibling disciples I met a few days ago instead.

'Hehe.'

They were definitely bigger.

This much should be enough for Yooseong to like.

-Rustle

After finishing my Beauty Treatment, I changed into the prettiest clothes I owned and used Lightness Skill to head towards the place where the Lay Disciples trained.

After arriving nearby, I reached the pre-arranged meeting spot, and a child was looking around.

Did they spot me?

"Noona!"

That child ran towards me, smiling brightly.

-Snuggle

"I missed you!"

"Yes.. Noona did too.."

The small child snuggled deeply into my embrace.

Stroking the young child in my arms, not yet even the age of seven, I thought.

Just endure for 5 more years.
Chapter 53: Volume 5 - The Beginning of Waiting
[So-yeon, it's good to train yourself, but I hope you'll also try interacting with others.]

That's what my Master said when I was only interested in training Martial Arts at Mount Hua, without any Exchange with others.

Indeed, Master introduced me to others around, like the disciples of Sibling disciples, hoping I would interact, but I felt little interest in other people.

It wasn't that I couldn't understand others' Emotions or only thought of myself.

I actually showed Kindness to people and received their thanks.

But that was only momentary, when showing Kindness.

I had no interest in moving beyond that stage.

That's what I thought.

Until I met a certain child.

"Wow.."

Discovering this place was purely by chance.

While wandering around places I could roam to practice Lightness Skill, I happened to find a spot where I could see the area where the Lay Disciples trained. Normally, I would have just acknowledged it and continued my Lightness Skill practice.

But not that day.

"Cute.."

It was quite far away, but there was a child who stood out even from a distance.

A child so beautiful that when I first saw them, I was confused whether they were a boy or a girl.

Eyes shining like Obsidian, an overall thin and delicate body. And a face that looked like the word 'cute' had been perfectly extracted, naturally stimulating a Protective Instinct in anyone who saw it.

Besides the face, the body was so thin that it made the gender even more confusing.

But seeing them in the area with male disciples, I could tell they were a boy.

That day, I spent the entire time watching that child train from that spot.

They didn't seem to get along well with the surrounding disciples.

Most disciples avoided him, and I could see discomfort and displeasure in their gazes.

The child seemed lonely because of it.

They kept trying to approach the other children, but due to the continuous ostracism, they ended up training alone in a corner.

Their skill.. honestly, couldn't be called good even with empty praise.

Their innate Physique seemed too weak from the start, and their grasp of the Five elements didn't seem outstanding either.

What they were practicing now was Plum Blossom Fist, a basic Martial Art, not even a sword technique, and although they hadn't learned it long, there were too many clumsy parts.

Compared to the other disciples, they seemed to lag the furthest behind, so what more needed to be said?

'...How did they pass the Entrance Exam?'

Honestly, it made me wonder.

The test wouldn't be lenient enough to pass with such a body.

Could it be that, unlike their Appearance, they had some hidden skill?

'Ah. The time is..'

Watching him, I hadn't noticed the time passing.

Hurriedly looking at the sun, it had set more than I thought.

If I didn't return quickly, my Master would likely be waiting.

'..They'll be here tomorrow too, right?'

Having already entered the mountain, they wouldn't disappear somewhere in just a day.

Hoping I could see them again, I returned to where my Master was that day.

.
.
.

Afterward, whenever Master wasn't around, I always went out to see that child.

Fortunately, the child was still holding on.

Their training progress didn't seem to improve, but did they have a reason to push themselves like that?

'..Should I help?'

It reached the point where I even had such thoughts.

But it wasn't an easy task.

If I got caught by Master, who knew what kind of scolding I might receive.

'But if they get seriously injured like that and end up Descending the mountain..'

While I was fretting, unable to decide what to do,

"What are you looking at so intently?"

"Heek?!"

A familiar Voice was heard.

"M-Master?! It's not that I was neglecting my Training.."

"I haven't even reprimanded you yet, why bow your head already? I merely asked what you were looking at."

Master placed a hand on my shoulder and scanned the place I had just been watching.

-Gulp

'D-Did she find out?'

Did she perhaps notice I was watching that child intently?

No, more importantly, since when had she been here?

What if she found out not just today, but much earlier..

'Aah..'

My body already trembled thinking about the scolding I might receive.

My heart pounding, I waited for Master's mouth to open.

"These are the disciples who just entered the mountain a few days ago. I was quite worried because you, So-yeon, usually show no interest in others, but now I can worry a little less."

"N-No! It's not that I came looking intentionally.."

"Hm? It seems you came looking for someone specific? I just thought you came to see all those disciples."

"Ah.."

I had just revealed that I was looking at someone specific.

My face instantly flushed red.

"Is there perhaps someone you know? Most of the disciples here are children not yet past the age of seven."

"No! No! It's just, even though they are Lay Disciples, they are children learning the sword under the same name of Mount Hua, so I came down like this to see them once! I swear there is no other impure intention!"

Greatly flustered, I spat out an excuse.

But..

"..For that, your gaze seemed particularly focused on one person earlier."

'Ah..'

It seemed everything was already revealed.

"Y-You saw?"

"Actually, I wasn't sure, but seeing your reaction, it seems to be true."

"?!"

To think it was a leading question even here.

I felt betrayed by Master.

Although I was the one who fell right into her intention.

"So, which child is it?"

"D-Do I really have to say?"

"If you don't want to keep sneaking out like this, avoiding your Master's eyes, then you should."

Master's eyes held a determined look.

It clearly felt like if I didn't speak, I wouldn't be allowed outside anymore.

"..There. That child."

My heart pounding, I carefully pointed to the child.

That child was training hard again today.

-Gulp

What kind of reaction would Master show?

Clutching my racing heart, I fretted internally.

And the assessment that came from Master's lips was

"..The 'Hua' in Mount Hua doesn't mean flower, though."[TL] 'Hua' (華) in Huashan (華山) means magnificent/splendid, not flower (花), which is also pronounced 'hua'. The Master is commenting on Yooseong's flower-like beauty. [/TL]

It was about the child's Appearance.

Certainly, their Appearance was extraordinary right from the first impression.

Since I too had become interested in him after seeing his Appearance, I couldn't say much else.

'WhatdoIdowhatdoIdowhatdoIdo'

Worried about Master's next words, I continued to fret inside.

The thought 'What if she tells me not to meet him anymore?' kept blooming in my mind.

And Master's following words were

"What are you doing? Go and correct him."

"Ye-Yes?!"

Surprisingly, she told me to go and help.

"Isn't he a child studying under the same name of Mount Hua? If something is wrong, you, as a senior, should inform him, not stand by and watch."

"...!"

It seemed she had seen him training.

The way he looked like he was trying to lift a rock.

It might be different for another child, but for that child, at least, it was not a good training method.

"I'll be back!"

As soon as Master's permission was granted, I used Lightness Skill and ran towards him.

.
.
.

-Glance

Usually, I had only watched from afar, but seeing him up close like this, his Appearance shone even brighter.

'H-How should I approach him?'

-Thump thump

Pounding my racing heart, I thought about how to approach him naturally.

'I should have changed my clothes before coming..'

My current clothes weren't bad, but they were far from pretty.

'It's hard to pretend to be just another disciple.'

My clothes were completely different from what the other disciples wore.

'Should I just break through?'

Should I say from the start that I came from the Main Mountain?

But then what should I say?

That I had been secretly watching him train from afar for a long time?

'..He'd probably run away.'

I didn't know for sure, but it didn't seem like a good idea.

'Hoo..'

The drawback of not usually interacting with others showed itself here.

I didn't know how to start a conversation.

After agonizing internally, I decided.

'Let's just charge ahead.'

Omitting the part about watching secretly and phrasing it a bit more gently.

"H-Hi?"

I carefully approached him from behind and offered a greeting.

"?"

He turned to look at me with a puzzled expression.

The child, who had been doing strenuous training unsuitable for him, was drenched in sweat.

"My name is Han So-yeon. I'm a disciple training inside the Main Mountain.. I happened to pass by and saw you training.. so I came to see if you might need help."

"Ah?! R-Really?!"

"Yes.. You seemed to be struggling alone.. and your training method doesn't seem very good either.."

"Thank you!"

-Beaming

If one were to express the word 'purity' in this world, this expression right now could represent it.

Seeing that child smiling with such genuine purity, my heart started pounding like crazy, as if something had broken inside.

"First.. let's put this rock aside. Maybe after you've grown much more, but right now it's actually Poison."

"Th-The book said to train like this.."

"That's all lies. Besides, Mount Hua's Martial Arts aren't the type that subdue with force."

-Thump thump

Trying hard not to show it, I approached the child and pulled him away from the rock.

As I got closer, the light emanating from the child seemed to grow brighter.

When the strong body scent, intensified by sweat, entered my nose, my reason momentarily showed signs of wanting to bolt.

I hurriedly circulated my Internal Energy to clear my mind and suppress the impulse, then looked at his smooth Neck and thought.

I wonder how sweet the Fragrance would be if I put my nose directly there.

"..Come to think of it, I don't know your name yet. What's your name?"

"Ah, I'm Dan Yooseong!"

"I see.. So you're Yooseong.. How old are you, perhaps?"

"..I lived as an orphan before being taken in by my Grandfather, so I don't know my exact age.. but roughly.."

After hearing his age, I barely managed to regain my senses.

Somehow, I felt like something terrible would have happened if I hadn't held back just now.

And I resolved.

Let's just endure for 5 years.
Chapter 54: Volume 5 - Waiting
"Th-Then I'll take a look at your body first, so stay still."

"My body..?"

"To see what your Physique is like, and if there are any problems anywhere. You have to know these things before properly starting Training."

"Ah. Yes!"

I had obtained a legitimate(?) opportunity to touch his body to my heart's content.

I had blurted it out as some sort of excuse, but I never thought I'd get the chance so easily.

It was a situation where Blood might flow from my nose if I wasn't careful.

I hadn't even reached out to Yooseong yet, but my hands were already twitching uncontrollably.

It was fortunate I quickly hid my hands behind my back; if he had seen, even an innocent child like him would have realized something was wrong and likely fled immediately.

Of course, even if he did, I wouldn't have let him escape obediently.

"...Ugh."

"Wh-What's wrong?!"

"No.. Suddenly I felt a chill.."

"The weather must be chilly. Here, come closer. I'll check you quickly."

Despite feeling the chill, Yooseong commendably didn't run away and entrusted his body to me, so I hugged him from behind.

'This much contact probably isn't dangerous, right..'

Just 5 years.. I just need to endure for 5 years.

After that much time, people might point fingers, but legally, it should be fine.

"Haa.. Haa.."

"...Why are you breathing so hard?"

"Ah, no.. This is.. uh.. a breathing technique."

"Ah.."

And he believed that too.

Anyway, if I kept dragging this out, I'd run out of excuses, so I started moving my hands.

-Swoosh

"Ah.."

"Stay still.."

While focusing all my senses on him, I also spread my Energy Sense to check if anyone else was nearby.

If someone else was here, I would really just check him purely and be done with it, but..

'No one.'

If not..

-Fwooo

I could engage in a little 'mischief'.

"Hiit.."

My hand, which had slipped inside his clothes, brushed against his stomach.

I couldn't see it directly, but the sensation at my fingertips alone was enough to reach a Realm where I could picture its Appearance.

As expected, it was a soft and fair belly.

He flinched in surprise when I touched his navel, which was cute.

"What's wrong? Was my hand cold?"

"N-No.."

Did he really not know, or was he pretending not to know?

If he showed even a sign of noticing, I felt I could stop appropriately, but reacting like this made it confusing just how much he would accept.

'No, what am I even thinking.'

Right now, I was merely checking the Physique of a Comrade studying under the same name of Mount Hua to help him.

If there was some unpleasant physical contact in the process, it couldn't be helped, and I had absolutely no other ulterior motives.

Even after thinking that, I wondered if this was my original Personality, but

'Because I love him.'

Originally, love is noble and beautiful.

Under the name of love, any Sin can be forgiven.

And I hadn't committed any particular sin yet.

I just played around a little.

"U-Um.. Are you not done yet..?"

"I have to scan your whole body once.."

"I-It feels a little ticklish."

One of my hands was on his thigh, the other near his heart.

If our genders were reversed, it would be a disastrous picture, but right now, it wasn't reversed.

Wasn't this clearly a scene of a senior checking a Junior's Physique?

"Heut.."

He let out small moans as if ticklish, and seeing his neck, which had gradually flushed red, I felt the urge to lick it.

I wanted to suck on his equally reddened earlobe, and I wanted to insert my hand a little deeper..

'...Calm down.'

The current level was barely within the line of plausible deniability, but what I just thought crossed that line.

No matter how much this child wasn't resisting now, if I went that far, he would surely sense something strange.

He was a child I had only met just yesterday.

If I got closer little by little and eventually made his body unable to live without me, I could monopolize him..

"Haa.. Haa.."

He turned his neck to look at me.

Breathing heavily, face flushed, with slight tears clinging to the corners of his eyes, his expression was truly..

'...'

It was the most beautiful expression I had ever seen on a person in my life.

"Are you.. still not done..?"

"H-Huh?"

"I'm feeling strange.. If you're not done yet, could I rest a bit.."

"Ah, no! It's all done! It's okay!"

I hastily pulled my hands away from his body and stepped back.

After moving away from his body, I quickly covered my nose.

As if mocking my thought from just moments ago about making him unable to live without me,

I had just been on the verge of becoming unable to live without him.

'Hoo.. Calm down, Han So-yeon..'

Touching him is a crime.

-Tuk Tuk

Barely calming my heart, I turned my head to see Yooseong leaning on the ground with both arms, panting.

"Ah.. I'm sorry.. My stamina has always been bad.. I don't know why my body isn't listening well after just doing that.."

"No.. It's okay."

"S-So.. did you get the results?"

I could feel anticipation mixed in his flushed expression.

I knew what that expression meant.

The hope that maybe there was something special about him.

But..

"..Sorry."

"...Ah."

I couldn't bring myself to lie.

"Honestly.. it's not a body suited for learning Martial Arts. Your innate Physique is too weak. To build even a single Muscle, you'll probably have to train several times harder than others."

It was too weak, far too weak.

Even considering he was young and his body hadn't developed much, this wasn't on that level. No matter how much Martial Arts dealt with softness (柔), there were limits; you couldn't block a boulder with a feather.

It meant you needed a minimum amount of strength to do anything.

I was genuinely curious how he passed the Entrance Exam with such a body.

Could it be that his understanding of the Five elements was exceptional?

Seeing him practice Martial Arts didn't give that impression, which made it even more puzzling.

"...I'm still going to learn."

Then, I heard his determined Voice.

"No matter how long it takes.. I want to learn the Martial Arts of Mount Hua."

A firm resolve contrary to his delicate Appearance.

Seen like this, he actually looked quite dependable.

"Won't it be hard?"

"..It's okay even if it's hard. I came here prepared for that anyway."

"Hmm.."

I had thought he was just a seemingly frail child, but it seemed he had a will of his own.

"Alright. I'll help you."

"..Really?"

"I said I'd help earlier, didn't I?"

Then this was an opportunity.

Not only could I help him and gain his favor, but in the process of helping, I could have legitimate(?) physical contact.

No matter how young, he was still a Man.

If I kept engraving it into his body little by little starting now, later on..

'Hehe..'

Harboring a grand(?) plan, that day I taught him a suitable training method and went back.

That day, I boasted to Master for a long time about having my first conversation with him.

It was an ending that made me look forward to the next day.

.
.
.

"By the way, Yooseong. Why do you want to learn Mount Hua's Martial Arts?"

-Shyuk

I lightly dodged the fist Yooseong threw and spoke.

-Shyuk

We were in the middle of a Bet of sorts right now.

If he managed to even graze my clothes with the Plum Blossom Fist I taught him, I would grant his request.

Conversely, if I won, he would lose control of his body for half a shichen.

For reference, he still didn't seem to realize my dark intentions towards him.

He seemed to think that me having my way with his body was just the playful teasing of a Noona, and that sight was really cute.

'Just about 4 years and 350 days more..'

Come to think of it, I hadn't asked when his birthday was.

If I could just shave off about 100 days, I'd have no regrets.

-Shyuk

"My reason for learning Mount Hua's Martial Arts?"

"Yeah. Actually, being a Daoist has many restrictions, and if your only goal is to learn Martial Arts, you don't necessarily have to come all the way to Mount Hua."

Simply put, if his sole purpose was learning Martial Arts, even mastering the Three Essence Heart Cultivation Technique, which could be found on the streets, would still be Martial Arts.

But if one desired slightly higher-level Martial Arts, joining a sect was natural, but the more famous the sect, the higher the barrier.

The Entrance Exam surely wasn't easy, so I was curious why he was so fixated on Mount Hua's Martial Arts.

"I want to make Plum Blossoms bloom."

-Shyuk

"Plum Blossoms?"

If that was the reason, then coming to Mount Hua was indeed the right answer.

"Why Plum Blossoms?"

"It was my Grandfather's Last Will. He said he wanted to smell the Scent of Plum Blossoms of Huashan."

"...Ah."

His words suddenly made the mood solemn.

And I didn't even know..

"..Sorry."

"No, it's okay. He's already gone to a good place."

-Shyuk

The atmosphere suddenly became awkward.

'Why did I have to say something weird..!'

It was something I would have had to ask eventually, but there was no need to do it in this situation.

'How do I fix this mood!'

He was still throwing punches, but they lacked any real power.

"Y-Yooseong..? Then should we stop for tod.."

The moment I opened my mouth to try and end this awkward situation

-Tuk

"?!"

I saw him tripping over his own feet and falling.

If he stayed like that, hitting the ground was inevitable.

-Teop

"A-Are you okay?!"

I hurriedly grabbed his arm and pulled.

And at that moment

-Kko-ok

"Caught you."

Yooseong's arms wrapped around my waist.

"This counts as a win too, right?"

"Th-This is cheating."

"Aw. Daoists shouldn't lie."

"...Haa."

I was tricked.

I never thought he had such a cunning side.

"Alright. What should I grant you?"

"Can I really say it?"

"Most things within my ability should be okay, but nothing too difficult. Should I get you a decent Elixir or something?"

"Then.. Please let me call you Noona."

"...Huh?"

My brain momentarily stopped.

What did I just hear?

"Yooseong. What did you just.."

"I asked you to let me call you Noona."

"..."

I hadn't misheard.

-Thump thump

"N-Noona?"

"Yes. I lived as an orphan, so my only Family was my Grandfather.. So.. asking you to become my Family is too much of a request, so please just let me call you Noona."

"..."

Family?

"Uh.."

My mouth wouldn't open properly.

My brain wasn't working enough to distinguish if what I was hearing was true or false.

"It's too presumptuous, isn't it..? How dare a mere Lay Disciple suggest such an impudent Title to someone.."

"N-No! It's okay! Call me Noona! No, please call me that!"

I wanted to hear it again.

That Title, 'Noona', coming from that child's lips.

"A-Are you really okay with it?"

"Yes. It's fine, so hurry."

He smiled brightly and opened his mouth.

"I'll be in your care from now on, Noona."

-Tremble tremble

Barely holding onto the thread of reason that seemed about to snap, I thought.

Could I really endure for 5 years?
Chapter 55: Volume 5 - Void
Even people who are pretty or handsome rarely praise their own Appearance.

Even if it's true, humility exists for a reason, so most people, even when praised for their Appearance, just smile awkwardly and say it's not that great.

But just as others know the level of their Appearance, they too know the level of their own Appearance.

After all, having heard comments about their Appearance wherever they went since childhood, how could they not know?

What level their Appearance is,

And how great a weapon it is for them, they couldn't possibly not know.

Especially if they grew up struggling, unlike those raised gently.


  *

"Hmph~ Hmph~"

Humming a tune, I headed to the place where Yooseong would be waiting today as well.

I worried that my slip of the tongue might mean I couldn't see Yooseong anymore, but instead, we made more progress.

'Family..'

The corners of my mouth lifted on their own.

Although the Family Yooseong spoke of and the Family I think of are different, this is how things are supposed to progress slowly.

Who knows. Maybe someday 'Noona' will become 'darling'.

"Huhu.."

Yooseong's Voice, calling me Noona whenever he got the chance, still echoed in my ears.

My heart pounded so much that I even had trouble sleeping.

Perhaps something big might happen if this continues.

'What if I become lazy in my Training.'

At this rate, forget Training, I'd probably spend all day just thinking about Yooseong.

Even now, I spent most of the day thinking about Yooseong, but if it was truly just Yooseong, I felt like I might cast aside Training and Martial Arts entirely.

Though a life of sharing love with Yooseong all day didn't seem too bad..

'Master..'

Would Master really stand by idly if I reached that point?

The Master I knew would surely scold me severely.

No matter how beautiful love is, it should lead in a good direction for both; she wasn't someone who would watch idly as I became so lost in love that I couldn't take care of myself.

She might even try to forcibly separate Yooseong and me.

-Grit

That cannot happen.

Even if it's Master, taking my Yooseong away is unforgivab..

'Hah.'

What was I just thinking?

How dare I harbor such arrogant thoughts towards Master.

'..Let's just go to Yooseong first.'

Feeling my Thought Process gradually changing these days, I headed to where Yooseong would be waiting.

In the distance, I saw Yooseong's figure.

"Yooseong-..!"

Just as I was about to greet him, feeling a surge of gladness despite seeing him only yesterday, I saw it.

Next to Yooseong was another person

No, a Woman standing there.

'...Why?'

Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? Why?

Why is another Woman with Yooseong?

A friend? An acquaintance? No, that can't be right. There's no way Yooseong would talk so friendly with someone other than me. Clearly, that Woman saw Yooseong's Appearance, approached him, and is forcing the conversation, and soft-hearted Yooseong can't bring himself to refuse, forcing himself to continue the uninteresting talk.

Right, Yooseong?

Just wait a little.. Noona will take care of that pest right away. Just close your eyes for a moment, don't mind any strange sounds you hear, and it'll be like nothing happened..

Of course, Yooseong must also receive Punishment for faithlessly daring to talk with another Woman besides Noona, but there's no way Yooseong did it on purpose, right?

It's all that Woman's fault, so Yooseong just needs to count the patterns on the ceiling for a little while. Noona will take care of everything els..

"Goodbye!"

While I was briefly raising my sword, Yooseong and the pest exchanged farewells.

As always, compared to Yooseong's innocent-looking expression, the pest's expression was disgust itself.

An expression that, to anyone looking, seemed full of impure intentions.

Even from this distance, I could see she harbored dark intentions towards Yooseong.

No.

I cannot give Yooseong away.

I cannot give him to anyone.

He must remain in my hands.

If he were to fall into someone else's hands, I'd rather..

'Hah.'

I almost had a strange thought again.

It was better not to even have such imaginations.

Because there's no way Yooseong would fall into someone else's hands.

"Hoo.."

After circulating my Internal Energy to calm my Emotion, I approached Yooseong.

Perhaps because I approached using a Movement Technique, Yooseong didn't seem to have noticed me yet.

"Yooseong-ah..?"[TL]-ah means familiarity.[/TL]

Calling Yooseong in a low, cold Voice that surprised even myself, I saw him startle and try to turn around.

-Teop

Grabbing both his shoulders with my hands to prevent him from turning, I pulled him into an embrace.

With my forearm wrapped around his Neck, Yooseong lost his balance and leaned against my body.

"N-Noona?"

"Who was that Woman just now..?"

It would be best not to give the cliché answer that you just met or she's just an acquaintance.

"I-I just met her for the first time."

"Ah.."

I see.. Someone you just met..

"Really..?"

"Y-Yes.. I saw her for the first time today."

"Wow.."

It's so convincing, I don't know what to say?

"Our Yooseong.. Are you always this kind to others?"

"Y-Yes?"

"Kind enough to smile so gently and greet even a Woman you just met..?"

My emotions were running wild.

The thought of whether this was really okay had flown far away long ago.

All this time, I was the one thinking wrongly.

There's no way other women would leave such a cute child alone.

To avoid having him snatched away, I need to get my hands on him first.

It's only because it's me that I'm barely holding back; other women would have crossed the line long ago, crime or not.

So now, I too don't need to hold back..

-Gulp

From somewhere, the sound of swallowing saliva could be heard.

And..

"I-I like Noona the best in the world."

"..."

"W-Wooww.. Noona is the best.. The prettiest and kindest Noona in the world.."

"Pfft."

Laughter burst out automatically at Yooseong's cute words that followed.

"Haha, are you trying to get Noona to let go?"

"B-Because you seemed to be in a bad mood.."

"Alright. Yooseong did nothing wrong, but Noona unnecessarily did something awful. Noona is sorry."

I stroked his head with the hand that had been wrapped around Yooseong's body.

Feeling the soft hair beneath my fingertips, the Rampaging Emotion slowly seemed to cool down.

"..Yooseong-ah."

"Yes..?"

"Maybe Yooseong sees Noona as.."

...

"No, never mind."

I started to open my mouth but stopped.

What would such a young and innocent child know to say such things?

"Noona was sorry today.. Is there anything you want?"

"Something I want..?"

"Yeah. Should I teach you a new Martial Art? I'm worried if Yooseong can learn it, but I know many Martial Arts myself, so just say anything."

-Gulp

The sound of swallowing was heard again.

Did he really want to learn a new Martial Art?

'He hasn't even mastered the Plum Blossom Fist yet..'

The goal was first to train in the Plum Blossom Fist and build the Physique needed to learn other Martial Arts.

If Yooseong really wanted it, there was no helping it, but trying to learn another Martial Art pointlessly could lead to achieving less in both.

Unless one had reached a certain Realm, it was common to master one Martial Art first before learning others in the early stages.

'I hope he doesn't wish for too advanced Martial Arts.'

Worried about what Yooseong would say, I waited for him to open his mouth, and

"..I want snacks."

"..Huh?"

"Like Sweets.. I want to eat sweet snacks from the Secular World.. After Entering the mountain, there's no way to get them.."

Looking closely, saliva was pooling in his mouth.

'..Well.'

He was at an age where he would really like snacks.

Since a Lay Disciple who couldn't easily go outside wouldn't have a way to get sweet snacks, I understood his situation.

"Aww, how cute."

"Yes..?"

"Alright, I'll get some for you next time."

How could such a cute creature possibly exist in this world?

It makes me wonder what the Gods of Heaven and Earth used when creating this child for such a child to be born.


  *

Quite some time passed since then, and today too, I was excitedly telling Master about what happened with Yooseong.

Master listened silently, smiling and nodding, then opened her mouth.

"Alright. If you get the chance, bring him to me sometime later."

"..."

Why Master?

For a moment, those words rose to the tip of my throat, but I barely held them back.

I almost committed a rude act towards Master for a moment.

'..No, that's not right.'

Come to think of it, why is Master interested in that Yooseong?

Could it be Master also sees Yooseong..?

"He's the child my only Disciple is teaching; shouldn't I also see what kind of child he is?"

"Ah.."

"You brat, what were you thinking."

I smiled awkwardly and continued the conversation.

Then, I heard some unexpected news.

"Ah, it looks like I'll need to spend a few days in Training to process this recent enlightenment."

...Huh?

"Does that mean.."

"It seems you'll have to stay alone for a few days. Of course, So-yeon, you wouldn't neglect your Training, would you."

-Thump thump

Without showing any sign of my heart that started pounding for an unknown reason, I opened my mouth.

"Understood! Please don't worry about this Disciple and I hope you achieve what you desire!"

"..Somehow, you seem much more polite than usual?"

"Master has gained enlightenment, how could I, as a Disciple, not rejoice!"

"...Playing is fine, but play moderately. Understand?"

"Yes!"

The day Master left for Training, leaving me to stay alone for the next few days.

My reflection in the window wore an expression difficult to put into words.
Chapter 56: Volume 5 - The End of Waiting
Since childhood, I often heard people around me say I was cute.

I did wonder why my Parents abandoned me if I was so cute, but I didn't harbor much resentment towards them.

I figured they must have had their reasons.

Still, thanks to the Appearance they gave me, I was somehow able to survive.

I didn't really know what I looked like, but from the reactions of the adults around me, I could tell my Appearance was quite cute.

I also learned that I could get Pocket Money or food from the adults around me with just a bit of Aegyo or by running a few Errands.

"Thank you!"

"Alright Yooseong-ah.. Take care.. You have to come back tomorrow too, okay..?"

"Ah.. I have somewhere to go tomorrow.."

"W-Wait! I'll double your Pocket Money!"

"Ah. Then I'll come again tomorrow!"

The Errands weren't anything special.

Just putting on some Cute Antics, being a Conversation Partner, or giving a Massage if they said they were feeling unwell.

I didn't know why, but the Noonas were especially prone to giving me extra Pocket Money and asking me to come again next time.

'Were they thinking of me like a younger brother?'

Clutching the generously received Pocket Money, I returned home with a wide grin to where my Grandfather was.

With this much, it seemed like I could afford Meat for the first time in a while.

I went to the Market and replenished our food supply for the day, along with some Rice.

Here too, if I went to places run mainly by young Women, the Noonas, I could get a generous Bonus.

"Grandfather!"

"Keuluk.. Keuluk.."

As I opened the door carrying the food, I heard the sound of my Grandfather lying in Bed, letting out a Dry Cough.

"You seem to be Coughing too often lately. Did you have your Meal?"

Looking at the food I had prepared before going out, I could see it was cold, without even a trace of being touched.

"Even if you have no Appetite, you need to eat to get better quickly. I even bought Meat today since it's been a while.."

"Yooseong-ah.."

As I placed the food I bought on the Table, I heard my Grandfather's weak Voice.

It was the same Voice as usual, but that day, for some reason, I felt an Ominous Feeling.

"..Grandfather?"

"I'm sorry.. I am.. This Grandfather was inadequate, so you.. Keuluk! Keuluk!"

"G-Grandfather.. If it's hard to speak, you can tell me later."

"No.. I must say it now.. Listen carefully Yooseong-ah.. This is the last Request this Grandfather asks of you.."

Blood seeped out from my Grandfather's Cough.

My mind went blank for a moment.

I wasn't a Doctor, but I knew that Coughing up Blood was no ordinary matter.

"G-Grandfath.."

"I wanted to smell the Scent of Plum Blossoms of Mount Hua.."

-Tuk

Those were the last words I ever heard from my Grandfather.

After holding the Funeral for my Grandfather, I packed my Belongings and immediately headed for Mount Hua.

Anyway, now that Grandfather was gone, there was nothing I wanted to achieve in the Secular World.

The Entrance Exam was incredibly difficult.

Even kids with a decent Frame and plenty of Muscle failed the Mount Hua Entrance Exam day after day, so how could I, who lacked Muscle and was weaker than girls of the Same Age, possibly pass the Examination through normal means?

"Heok.. Heok.."

Realizing I couldn't pass through normal means, my Choice was swift.

"Please let me Enter the mountain!"

"W-Wait! What are you doing.."

I clung to the Leg of the person administering the Examination.

It was something I wouldn't have even attempted if the examiner had been a Male.

Entrusting everything to how adults, especially Women, had looked favorably upon me until now, I clung to her Leg, crying and began to explain my situation.

That my only Family, my Grandfather, had passed away, and his Dying Wish was that he wanted to smell the Scent of Plum Blossoms of Mount Hua.

"..What a pitiful story."

Thanks to that, I was able to Enter the mountain safely.

I wondered if it was alright to Enter the mountain this easily, but figuring it wasn't something I could understand anyway, I decided that what's good is good.

'Grandfather..'

My only Family's last wish.

No matter what, I will fulfill it.


  *

Master had entered Training.

It was dangerous.

All this time, even when my Emotions ran wild looking at Yuseong-i, I barely managed to suppress them by thinking of Yuseong-i's or Master's face. But now that Master was gone, I worried if I could suppress my Emotions if they ran wild again.

I felt the frequency of my Emotions running wild increasing these days.

Enduring it when Yuseong-i did something cute was one thing, but especially when I thought of the scene where Yuseong-i was talking amicably with another Woman, Killing Intent would well up inside me.

By the time I realized I had even thought about gouging out the eyes that dared to look at Yuseong-i's face and cutting out the tongue that wagged its tail at him, I started to feel afraid of myself.

'When did I change like this?'

This wasn't my original Nature.

I didn't engage with people much, but I used to even feel happy bestowing kindness on others. To think I had such gruesome thoughts now made me feel frightened.

Is it really okay to go see Yuseong-i in this state?

What if my Emotions run wild again and I can't hold back?

What if I end up hurting Yuseong-i badly?

-Tremble tremble

'I don't want that..'

No matter what, I don't want to hurt Yuseong-i.

He's a pure and kind child.

If I hurt him because of my greed, I'd probably feel miserable enough to want to die.

'..Just.. endure a little..'

In the end, I decided not to go see Yuseong-i that day.

Although I couldn't tell Yuseong-i, and he might wait for me, I felt like I couldn't control myself if I met him right now.

All day, I forced myself to continue Training, trying not to think about Yuseong-i.

But no matter how much I swung my Sword,

No matter how much I circulated my Internal Energy, the thought of Yuseong-i wouldn't disappear from my mind.

I wanted to jump up from my spot right now and run to him.

I wanted to be held in the arms of that child who would welcome me, and I wanted to hold him in my arms.

I wanted to freely stroke that lovely face.

To bring my nose close to his body emitting a fragrant scent.

To violently tear his clothes, lay him down on the ground, lick the tears he'd shed from Betrayal, and see his horrified expression.

'...?'

Something felt strange, but I couldn't pinpoint what was strange.

Forcibly suppressing my heart, I continued my Training until the sun set and night fell.

I lay down on my Bed to sleep.

The thought of Yuseong-i still wouldn't leave my mind.

'..Let's sleep quickly..'

I hugged my head, praying to fall asleep even a second sooner.

But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't stop thinking about Yuseong-i.

'..What did Yooseong do today.'

Since I didn't go without a word, I worried if he might have waited for a long time.

Knowing Yuseong-i, there was a high possibility he would have kept waiting for me even if I didn't show up.

What Emotion did Yuseong-i feel then?

Did he think I had some reason? Did he feel Betrayal?

'I'm sorry..'

Because Noona is inadequate.

Because Noona couldn't control her Emotions, I didn't have the confidence to go meet Yuseong-i.

If I had gone to meet Yuseong-i, I felt like I would have hurt him badly.

'Really sorry..'

The image of Yuseong-i waiting for me alone for a long time formed in my mind.

Tears naturally flowed at the sight of him feeling lonely while waiting for me, who wasn't coming.

And then, another Woman approached such a Yuseong-i.

[Why are you alone?]

[Ah.. I'm waiting for someone, but they haven't come..]

[Oh dear.. Then shall we go together with Noona?]

[But Noona..]

[She left you waiting alone, didn't she. She probably didn't even think about you waiting. Come on, let's go with Noona.]

[...Should I?]

-Grind

My eyes flew wide open.

I saw that the blanket I was clutching in my hand was ruined.

"No.."

I cannot give Yuseong-i away.

He is mine.

No matter what, no matter who it is, if they dare to covet Yuseong-i, I will never forgive them.

-Sling

Strapping on my sword, I headed towards the place where I used to meet Yuseong-i.

There was no way my disgusting imagination could be true, but I had to check.

As I ran, feeling the cold wind, my heated head began to cool down slightly.

'..Right. There's no way Yooseong would do that.'

It must be simply my overreaction.

As I almost reached the place, I saw him.

-Swish swish

Yuseong-i was swinging his sword.

Only then did I feel relieved.

I resented myself for pointlessly doubting Yuseong-i.

'Really.. I need to moderate my overreactions..'

To think another Woman would approach Yuseong-i while he was alone, and that Yuseong-i would accept it—.

It was truly unbelievable.

"Yooseong-ah~"

Since my head had cooled and I had come this far anyway, I decided to greet Yuseong-i now.

-Flinch

It seemed Yuseong-i flinched when he heard my Voice.

"N-Noona, you're here?"

"Yeah.. Something came up today.. Sorry. I'm really late, right? I'll explain everything."

I approached Yuseong-i, who was standing with an awkward expression, spreading my arms.

-Step

As I approached, Yuseong-i stepped back.

"..Why are you avoiding me?"

"N-Noona.. I'm really sweaty right now.."

"Noona likes even Yooseong-i's sweat smell, you know? Come on, hurry up and come here, okay?"

"..."

Perhaps thanks to my cold Voice,

Yuseong-i came towards me with a trembling expression and hugged me.

"Haaaaaah.."

Smelling Yuseong-i's scent while holding him in my arms, I rested my chin on his shoulder.

Really.. Why does even Yuseong-i's sweat smell so fragrant..

Today, there's a different Fragrance than usual, like someone else's scent is mixed in..

-Thud!

"Kkeueok!"

Yuseong-i's body slammed headfirst into the ground.

My hand was on top of that head.

"Which Bitch."

"Wh-What does that.."

"I asked which Bitch!!!"

The smell of another Woman lingered.

The disgusting, utterly repulsive scent of a Woman was stained on his body.

By the time I realized that fact,

-Crack

There was no longer anything left to stop my Rampage.
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-Crack crack

'Just which Bitch was it..!'

It wasn't a Misunderstanding.

Yooseong's body definitely smelled of another filthy Woman.

-Kkuuk

"Which Bitch was it."

"W-Wait a moment, Noona. This is a Misunderstanding.."

"Whether it's a Misunderstanding or not is for me to judge."

"Hic!"

As I unleashed my Killing Intent, Yooseong's body began to tremble violently.

He might have learned some Martial Arts, but he was still a kid not even at the Third-Rate level.

There was no way he could withstand the Killing Intent I was emitting with Sincerity.

That was right.

I was feeling genuine Killing Intent towards Yooseong right now.

'If I can't have him.. then maybe it's better..' 

-Tremble tremble tremble tremble

Towards Yooseong, who was trembling in silence under my Killing Intent, I opened my mouth.

"Tell me right now."

"While I was waiting for N-Noona, another Noona came up and asked who I was waiting for.."

"[Noona]?"

-Kwaak

My hand tightened around Yooseong's slender Neck.

A slender Neck that felt like it would break easily with just a little force.

"Keok.. Kehek.."

"Who is that Bitch that you call her Noona. Are you that close? Since when did you meet? Did you know her before? Behind my back? Huh? Answer me, Yooseong-ah. Noona feels like she's going crazy right now, so hurry up and answer."

He should only call me Noona.

He said we were Family.

He shouldn't be calling anyone else Noona.

"Th-That's not the kind of Noona I meant.. Kehek.. Just a moment, your hand.."

"What do you mean it's not? You said it before. You told me I was Family. But you use the Title Noona for another Woman too? How could you do that? Were you just playing with me? Huh?"

There was no room left for Rational judgment anymore.

"I never said Noona was Family either.."

-Paak!

The grass near Yooseong was instantly sliced apart by the Manifested Killing Intent.

"..What did you say?"

I tilted my head as if I had heard something strange.

"I think Noona was too agitated and didn't hear Yooseong properly. What did you just say?"

-Gulp

Between my slightly loosened fingers, I felt his Neck squirm.

My reflection was visible in Yooseong's Obsidian-like eyes.

Coldly sunken eyes that had lost their light were reflected in Yooseong's eyes.

After a moment, Yooseong's mouth opened.

"..You're the only Family I have, Noona."

"Right? Good boy, Yooseong-i. Pat pat."

I stroked Yooseong's head with one hand.

My other hand was still placed on Yooseong's Neck.

I could see a Sense of Relief dawning on Yooseong's expression, but

"So who is that Woman?"

"Hic!"

Tears started welling up in his eyes again due to the Killing Intent, which was even stronger than before.

"Th-That Noo.."

"Noo?"

"..That Bitch..."

Vulgar Language I'd never heard from Yooseong's mouth before.

But I liked it.

"Right. That's what you should call her. Listen carefully, Yooseong-ah. Except for Noona, all other Women are Bitches, Bitches. Got it?"

"..."

"Aren't you going to answer?"

"Y-Yes!"

"Now, continue. So what about that Bitch?"

"I-I was waiting for Noona.. and that Bitch suddenly came up.. asked who I was waiting for.. so I told her I was waiting for the Noona who helps me with Training because she hadn't come.. then she said she would help me instead.."

"Right.. I see.. That Bitch approached you first.."

I continued stroking Yooseong's hair with a smiling face.

"Yooseong-i did nothing wrong.. Noona just Misunderstood unnecessarily. Right?"

"R-Right. I didn't do anything wr.."

"What do you mean you did nothing wrong."

-Clench

"Keuheup!"

I brought my face right up to Yooseong's, which was contorted in pain.

Close enough for our breaths to mingle.

"In times like that, you should say you have a Lover and push her away. Why did you just stand there and accept it?"

"Kek, Kehek.."

"You look wronged? Do you think Noona is Forcing the issue with Yooseong right now?"

"N-No.. I.. was.. wrong.."

"What did you do wrong?"

"I.. flirted with another Bitch behind Noona's back.."

"Right? Yooseong-i was wrong, wasn't he? Noona isn't Forcing the issue, right?"

"Yeees.. It's.. Hic.. all my fault.."

Yooseong was curled up, trembling like a frightened Rabbit.

"Right..? Since Yooseong-i did wrong, he should receive Punishment, right?"

"P-Punishment?"

"Isn't it natural for people to receive Punishment when they do wrong? Doesn't a Disciple of Mount Hua even know that?"

"Heuk.. Heuk.."

-Clench

This time, not his Neck, but I grabbed Yooseong's cheeks, pulling them together as I spoke.

"Just try not answering while crying one more time. I'll just shut your mouth and do whatever I want."

-Tremble tremble tremble tremble

Although the Terror blooming on his face intensified, Yooseong seemed to understand my words and opened his mouth with difficulty.

"I-I know.. I'll.. receive the Punishment.. Heuk.. J-Just.. the strength.. could you lessen it a little.."

"It seems Yooseong-i is still misunderstanding something."

I drew up even more Killing Intent.

"Noona isn't Negotiating with Yooseong right now, you know?"

"Heuk.. Eueuk.."

His expression looked like tears would spill any second.

Changing my stern expression back to a smile, I stroked Yooseong's head.

"It's okay. It won't hurt, and it won't be scary. If anything, it might feel good, it won't be bad. Since Yooseong-i is a Man. You can endure that much, right?"

"Yes.. Heuk.. I can endure it.."

"Good. Good boy."

Yooseong, having finally completed his Learning, only spat out the answers I wanted.

Of course, he wouldn't be saying such things knowing full well what was about to happen to him.

He was probably answering like that because he knew it wouldn't displease my Temperament.

Therefore.. what I'll do next is..

"Strip."

"...Yes?"

"Talking back?"

"I-I'll strip!"

To covet this Supreme Body.

No, saying covet was strange.

Yooseong and I love each other, so it's just Sexual Intercourse with Consent.

It wasn't committing a Sin blinded by Lust.

Yooseong hastily began to take off his clothes.

Seeing him look embarrassed yet undressing without hesitation, it was clear he lacked Knowledge about that sort of thing.

-Swoosh

As the clothes covering his body fell away, his skin began to reveal itself.

White and soft skin, a thin, slender body without a single Muscle despite Training so much.

Despite the years we spent together, his physique hadn't changed at all.

-Slurp

When I came to my senses, saliva had pooled in my mouth.

"I-I'm undressed."

"Down to the Underwear. Everything."

"Yes..?"

Only then did Yooseong seem to realize something was strange.

-Flinch

Yooseong took a step back.

What Yooseong would do next was blatantly obvious.

-Tadat

Running away.

Still, they say Rabbits freeze in place and wait for death when they see a Fierce Beast, so he seemed better than a Rabbit.

Though the outcome wouldn't change anyway.

-Pak

"Yooseong-ah.. You shouldn't run away..?"

"Let, Let go! Let go of me! What are you trying to do to me!"

Now terrified enough to even drop the Formal Speech.

Did I usually think I hated seeing Yooseong suffer?

No.

'Aaaah..'

It was truly beautiful.

His face contorted in pain. His figure trembling in Terror.

It was more beautiful than any sight I had ever seen in my life.

More beautiful than the Sunset I went to see with Master.

"Yooseong-ah.. Yooseong-ah.. Yooseong-ah.. Yooseong-ah.."
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How can I convey this feeling?

I want to wake up hearing your Voice every morning.

I want to quench my thirst with your Bodily Fluid.

I want to capture your image in my eyes and gaze upon it all day long.

"L-Let go of me!!"

But why are you running away?

You said you liked it too.

You're just scared because it's the first time, right?

There's no way you're running away because you hate me.

Today is a meaningful day, so I'll forgive such Cute Antics. Go on, struggle all you want.

"Is anyone there?! Help me! Anyone..!"

-Clench

"Ah, this is troublesome."

Running away on your own is fine, but calling for others is not allowed.

That's cheating.

"Mmmph!! Mmmmmmmph!!!!!"

Covering Yooseong's mouth, I started tearing off his remaining clothes with my other hand.

The sound of clothes ripping and Yooseong's suppressed screams harmonized, sounding to my ears like a melody more beautiful than any music.

"Hm~ Hmm~"

I hummed along, joining the ensemble, and just as the last remaining piece of cloth was left covering only one spot,

"..Is someone there?"

-Flinch!

Another person's Voice was heard.

Moreover, it was a Voice I had heard before.

'Why now of all times!'

Master's Junior, whom I often went to greet with Master.

He might be junior to Master, but objectively, his position in Mount Hua was just below the Elders.

Naturally, his Realm was much higher than mine.

To the point where I was no match for him at all.

'What should I do?'

If his Voice could already be heard, he must have naturally sensed our Energy.

It was too late to run away now.

"Mmph!! Mmmmmmmph!!"

Naturally, disguising this situation as a Secret Tryst between disciples who hadn't yet abandoned their worldly attachments was impossible.

"..Isn't that So-yeon? What are you doing here.."

My actions after realizing escape was impossible were swift.

-Jjijik!

"Mmmph!!"

"Wh-What are you doing!"

After tearing off the last piece of clothing, I opened my mouth.

'If it's the end anyway, just once..!'

However, even this final Struggling was quickly blocked.

"So-So-yeon! What on earth are you doing! Aren't you ashamed before your Master!"

"Let go!! Let go of me!!!"

Before my mouth or hand could even touch him, I was seized from behind, my arms restrained.

-Flail

"Yooseong-ah!! Yooseong-aaaak!!!!"

"K-Keut. First, I'll hear the details later, I need to calm her down!"

-Tuk

'Ah..'

I felt the Acupoints being pressed.

Was he called a Master for a reason? Pressing the Acupoint accurately while mixing in Internal Energy, I couldn't resist at all as darkness washed over my vision.

'Yooseong.. ah..'

Through my slowly closing eyes, I saw Yooseong's figure.

His expression fearful of me, yet feeling a Sense of Relief in the current situation.

That scene was the last thing I saw as my consciousness sank deep..

-Bite

I bit my finger with all my might.

It wasn't just bleeding; I could feel the bone through the tip of my teeth.

"What?!"

Using the gap created by his surprise, I struggled, drawing even upon my Primordial True Qi, and managed to pull one arm free.

But the other arm was still held fast.

There wasn't much to contemplate.

Channeling Energy into my hand, I swung it towards his arm.

He showed surprise at my appearance, using even Primordial True Qi, but he too was a Master who had weathered all sorts of storms in the Martial World.

He pulled his arm back and thrust my own arm into that position.

That was what I was aiming for.

-Splat!

Blood splattered.

He held only my ownerless arm, staring blankly.

Excruciating pain washed over me, but it was bearable.

I immediately turned and ran towards Yooseong.

Yooseong's expression, still unable to catch up with the situation, finally began to deepen with greater Terror.

I had bought a little time by sacrificing an arm, but it was obvious I would be caught soon.

The time I had now was merely a few seconds at best.

What could I do in that time?

With just my mouth, I could take his first experience, but that wasn't enough.

Something that would make Yooseong never forget me for his entire life.

What could that be?

The conclusion came quickly.

-Paak!

My hand landed on Yooseong's Dantian.

Did he finally grasp the situation then?

Yooseong struggled, but I was faster.

-Vlam!

"Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaack!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

"Wh-What have you done?!!"

I was caught from behind again.

Missing one arm, this time my Neck and stomach were seized.

"Aaaaargh!!! Aak..!!"

"I-Is anyone else there!! This is an emergency!! Bring the Apothecary Elder!! Quickly!!"

Restrained, I reached my remaining arm towards Yooseong.

Having come this far, it would be hard for me to survive either.

Especially considering Master's Nature, she would likely behead herself rather than ever show mercy.

"Yooseong-ah.."

Although I wouldn't be able to see Yooseong anymore,

"Wherever you are.. I will definitely find you.."

If I do this,

I can remain in Yooseong's mind forever.

Even if, wherever he goes, whatever he does in the future,

Even if he gives his body to another Woman,

He will never be able to forget me.

"You can't forget me.. okay?"

If you do forget..

-Flap

Then I'll really kill you.
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[Oh-ho, what an interesting Child. Not even a Martial Artist who has reached a Realm and hit a wall, yet his Mind, Qi, body are this distorted. Would you perhaps like to accompany this seat?]

[I cannot promise that you will possess The world or that the entire Martial World will kneel beneath your feet, but I can at least promise that you will not starve.]


  *

Today too, I safely opened my eyes, checked my body to see if anywhere hurt, and felt gratitude for the fact that I was still alive and well.

This was how I, a Fortune Teller who could see the future of others but not my own, started the day.

Today, I dreamt of Master after a long time.

She was a peculiar person I met while barely surviving day by day after Possessing this nearly dead body in this world without knowing why.

She was truly beautiful enough to make anyone turn around, yet I didn't feel a single gaze directed at her from the surroundings.

As if bewitched by something, no one paid her any attention.

That played a big part in my decision to follow her.

'She's clearly not an ordinary person, so at least I won't starve.'

It was a time when I was busy just trying to survive, struggling in pain daily to find food, so I desperately wanted to grasp at straws.

I thought she might even be able to treat my body.

No, from the moment she suggested we go together, saving me was practically guaranteed.

If she was going to let me die after taking me in, there would have been no reason to take me in the first place.

Indeed, thanks to her, my body got better, and she provided proper food, so my gratitude towards Master was immense.

Probably for about 3 days.

[From now on, you shall do the Housework.]

That was what she said when my body had recovered enough for me to move around somewhat.

Still, she was the savior of my life, so I thought doing this much was only natural.

[There's still a stain left on the plate, isn't there? Wash it again.]

[The Clothes are messy. Can't you fold them neatly again?]

[The seasoning is salty today. Start over from the beginning.]

But listening to that symphony of nagging for 10 years, even if she was my savior, all affection, whatever little there was, inevitably disappeared.

If it were just nagging, it might have been different. Personal Attacks, Sexual Harassment, truly, I heard every kind of abuse imaginable.

While doing all that, she wouldn't let me out into the Martial World either, reaching a point where it seemed we would live together alone in the Mountains forever, so naturally, I had no choice but to escape.

'Sigh, I wonder if the place she went for training isn't cold.'

She said herself she'd be there for about 3 years, so I should be safe for that long.

Resolving to make the most of my time while I was away from her, I looked Beside me.

"..Are you awake?"

-Gasp

The Sword Empress was looking at me with open eyes.

"Y-You woke up first?"

"Martial Artists do not require that much sleep."

I recalled her forcing me, who had intended to sleep on the floor since there was only one bed, onto the bed.

Saying that even though I received Energy, sufficient and comfortable rest was essential until it was fully absorbed.

"..Did I, by any chance, talk in my sleep or anything again?"

"Nothing in particular. You slept soundly."

"Phew.."

I had heard from Master that my sleeping habits were quite bad, so I worried if I had shown an embarrassing side.

"Would you like to have a meal? We'll have to travel all day today to arrive around night, so it's best to eat now while we can."

"Then I will. What about you, Sword Empress?"

"..Hmm. Come to think of it, we need to sort out that title as well. Although it is indeed my nickname, you cannot call me Sword Empress outside, can you?"

"...Ah."

Come to think of it, that was true.

"Then what should I call you? Like before, Young Lady Shin..."

I stopped mid-sentence.

Thinking about it, she wasn't a 'Young Lady'.

I didn't know her exact age, but at the very least, she wasn't a 'Young Lady'.

"...What should I call you?"

"I am fine with the title Young Lady."

"No.. Still, how could I dare call the Sword Empress Young Lady."

"Cough."

I thought I heard a sound similar to when a Critical Hit lands somewhere, but I decided it was Just a feeling.

"..Is there perhaps a suitable title?"

"A suitable title.. How about just calling me by my name?"

"By name? Miss Yoo-wol?"

"..."

The Sword Empress's movements stopped once again.

"It seems that title won't do. Another title would be better."

"It's uncomfortable, right?"

"No.. It's just.. Anyway, it won't do. It feels dangerous in many ways."

"?"

I didn't know what was supposed to be dangerous, but it seemed she didn't like it, so I decided to find another title.

In the end, the title decided upon circled back to Young Lady.

I worried she might feel her Pride hurt by being called Young Lady, but since she was the one who requested it, the matter was decided.

.
.
.

"That building must be it, just by looking."

"..Indeed."

Golden Orchid tavern.

The tavern, bearing the flashy name Golden Egg from the start, clearly revealed its presence even from afar.

If there was a specific reason,

It was truly large and splendid.

To the point where one wondered if a mere tavern could be that large and magnificent.

Dazzling Lanterns and colorful decorations. The fragrance of ecstasy reaching all the way here.

Certainly..

"It's an incredible tavern.."

It seemed worthy of the title of the best tavern in the Central Plains.

"It looks incredibly expensive.."

"I have plenty of money, so do not worry."

..But shouldn't a Daoist refrain from coveting wealth?

Considering that, she seemed to carry a lot of money, which was surprising.

When I asked a question conveying roughly this doubt, she answered as if it were obvious.

"If one does not gather wealth, one cannot buy anything, can they?"

..She had a point.

"Besides, coveting more wealth than necessary is the problem. Receiving just Compensation is not a problem at all."

Looking at it this way, being a Daoist seemed rather convenient too.

No, in the first place, although she's a Daoist, Mount Hua is a Sect among Daoism schools that tends to be particularly steeped in the secular world.

Other Daoism Sects, especially the Kunlun Sect, are such proper Daoists that you rarely even see them coming out of the Mountains.

'That's why even a Fortune Teller like me can be safe.'

What if the one Beside me right now was a Kunlun Daoist?

I didn't even want to imagine it.

I couldn't be sure they wouldn't kill me, but I knew it would become incredibly troublesome.

"Then let us go inside."

"Yep."

I walked alongside her towards the tavern's entrance.

Beautiful Women dressed in obviously suggestive Clothes stood at the entrance.

Their Attire was one thing, but their Figures emphasized it further, creating quite a scene.

It felt suggestive even to someone from Modern Times, so how would it appear by the Standards of the Central Plains people?

"Welcome~ Is this your first time?"

"Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-What.."

Young Lady Shin, just as I expected, was blushing and stuttering.

-Jiggle

With their movements, their chests swayed.

I knew that ordinary men would probably have been unable to tear their eyes away from this scene and would have kept staring.

"Yes. It's our first time."

"Oh my?"

But not me.

It couldn't be helped.

'Still not as much as Master...'

My body had already become accustomed to Master's appearance over 10 years.

I was the owner of eyes that saw any appearance below a certain level as more or less the same.

[..Where on earth did you throw away your upper clothes?]

[Isn't it hot because it's summer? Since it's just you and me anyway, does it really make a difference if I only wear underwear?]

[Haa..]

-Squeeze

I forcibly erased the scene I first used in this world from my mind and returned to reality.

The women who appeared to be tavern staff were making quite interested expressions.

"Great Hero..? If it's not too much trouble, would you allow us to see your honored face..?"

One woman pressed her body against me and poked my Chest firmly with her fingertip.

The sensation created by the two lumps of flesh squishing together was transmitted.

There was no need for me to refuse.

"Wh-What do you think you're doing!"

-Thwack

"Kyaat."

Young Lady Shin, her face flushed bright red, had already pushed them away from me.

"W-We merely came to drink alcohol! Had I known this tavern was that kind of establishment, I wouldn't have come!"

"Oh my.. Hohooh. We have been rude. We didn't realize you were involved with your companion in that way. Please accept our apologies now."

"Hmph! If you try such flirtation again, no matter how good this tavern is, I will leave immediately."

"Hohooh.. We are truly sorry. As a token of apology, I will speak to the manager to ensure you are served better alcohol. And I will guide you to a place where the two of you can have a quiet spot. Would you accept our apology?"

Young Lady Shin still seemed displeased, but eventually, we followed where they guided us.

-Wiggle

The women in suggestive Attire walked ahead of us, swaying their buttocks.

"..You walk behind me."

It wasn't a scene that bothered me much, but it seemed to bother Young Lady Shin.

Anyway, it seems a Daoist is a Daoist after all.

Seeing her restrict even me, who has nothing to do with it, from such a scene.

Anyone watching might think we were Lovers or something.

Even though in reality, we are nothing to each other.
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Following their guidance, I couldn't possibly lift my face.

'Ah, even for a tavern, such indecent clothes...' 

They barely covered the essential parts, and the thin fabric not only highlighted their figures but, in some ways, emphasized them further by pressing against their bodies.

It would be shocking even if they wore them unknowingly, yet these women seemed fully aware, swaying their bodies..

'H-How could a woman...' 

My face couldn't help but blush.

Could the meaning of the best tavern in the Central Plains possibly be this?

Drinking alcohol poured by women while engaging in lewd acts..

-Flush

'Ughh...' 

I felt like I had heard of such places, but I never thought I would actually visit one.

It was a scene embarrassing enough for me, who had nothing to do with it, yet it seemed like this kind of treatment was ordinary, which flustered me even more.

And I was more worried about him than myself.

As a woman, their temptations had no effect on me, but he was a man in the prime of his youth, full of vigor.

In the first place, their temptation was likely directed at him, not me.

Even if it was a habit formed from working here, the audacity to try and tempt him must surely exist.

-Grind

'How dare they...' 

I ground my teeth at their insolent behavior.

How dare they try to seduce him when I was right beside him.

I and he...

He and I...

'...What is our relationship?'

Lovers who shared affection?

Those who gave each other their first time?

But..

'..We decided to pretend it never happened.' 

It was his request first.

He said it was for treatment purposes anyway, and no matter how precious a first experience is, clinging to it when there are no feelings involved would only hurt both of us, so we should pretend it never happened.

He requested it first, and I accepted.

Then... he and I...

'..What is our relationship?' 

Friend? Comrade? Guardian?

No word could perfectly describe this relationship.

Just because we decided it never happened didn't mean the memory of that day disappeared.

Come to think of it, what did he think of that day's memory?

I didn't know what the Blood Cult had done to him, but he had readily given his body to me, even showing signs of seeking pleasure himself.

Though I accepted his words the very next day to pretend it never happened, I was content just knowing I had revealed my identity to him and wasn't hated.

But that and this were separate matters.

I was curious about how he thought of that day's events.

In a way, it was a matter related to my pride as a woman.

'..Perhaps this is an opportunity.' 

No matter how slowly we traveled, after stopping by this tavern, we would eventually depart for Shaanxi, so I couldn't stay with him forever.

Since we happened to stop by a tavern, what if I got him completely drunk?

Not only could I ask about the memories of that day, but if things went well..

-Flush

'G-Get a grip! You are a Daoist!' 

Even if Ascension to Immortality seemed unlikely now, did you intend to completely abandon the teachings!

I mentally swung my sword, scattering the memories of that day that surfaced in my mind.

"Fufu. We have arrived. Please enter this way."

'Ah.' 

While lost in thought, the women's guidance had ended before I knew it.

The place they led us to was, as they said, a good space for the two of us to have a quiet spot.

The surroundings were blocked off, so there was no possibility of others peeking or interfering, and the dim lighting and the incense burner emitting a strangely pleasant scent..

..Wait a minute.

"Excuse me, this incense burner.."

"Ah.. It's an incense that helps maintain a good 'atmosphere' for our guests. It's good for 'health' too?"

"..."

Although not stated outright, I could immediately tell what effect this incense had.

Of course, I could use my Internal Energy to easily neutralize such a trick with no effect, but the important one was him.

If he were affected by the incense..

"If you perhaps don't like the incense, shall I remove it?"

"..No. Just leave it."

"Fufu. Understood."

Thinking this might be a surprisingly decent tavern after all, I looked at the other woman with him.

Her body was still pressed close, but..

"First, this one.. and this one.. For side dishes, just give us some dumplings.. Ah, please add vegetables too."

"Y-Yes. Understood."

She was helping him order, breaking into a cold sweat beside him as he seriously peered at the paper.

..Come to think of it, he was really the type of person only interested in alcohol.

'Did he say he originally drank to forget what So-yeon did to him..' 

Come to think of it, he lost his memories, but does that pain still remain?

I was curious, but if I asked carelessly and his memories returned..

'...Let's not.'

Just the illusion of him directing feelings of aversion towards me flashed through my mind, and even that felt like my chest was tearing apart.
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"H-Here is the alcohol you ordered."

"Is this all?"

"W-We are preparing it now, so if you could wait just a little longer, we would be grateful."

"..Well, I guess I'll start with this then."

"Thank you very much for your understanding.."

The woman, unlike her previous seductive appearance, looked slightly haggard as she set the table and retreated.

I had expectations since it was called the best tavern in the Central Plains, but the staff's condition was worse than I thought.

Just because I ordered some alcohol last made only 12 years ago, I couldn't believe she didn't even know that.

There weren't even that many types, shouldn't they memorize all the names of the alcohol sold in their own establishment?

"The staff's condition is worse than expected. I had some expectations since it's the best in the Central Plains."

"..Perhaps they haven't had much experience receiving customers like you."

"Ha, even if a peerless beauty were pouring, if the alcohol tastes bad, I'd leave that tavern immediately."

My eyes had grown accustomed to Master, so mere beauties didn't faze me, but I also disliked taverns that relied solely on the staff's appearance and sold bad-tasting alcohol.

I remembered a time when a gambler I befriended over drinks recommended a place, and two women clung to me, constantly interrupting my drinking and talking. That made me dislike it even more.

..Come to think of it, would Master like alcohol?

I hadn't seen her drink specifically, but somehow, the atmosphere suggested she might.

Maybe I should suggest having a drink together when I go back later.

"So let's see how the alcohol actually tastes. The list itself was quite impressive.."

-Slurp

The moment I raised the cup and let it flow into my mouth, I felt it.

-Gulp gulp gulp

"Kaaah-!"

Surprisingly, the alcohol tasted superb.

I take back my earlier complaints.

This wasn't a place relying only on the staff's appearance; it was a proper, top-tier tavern of the Central Plains.

"..Is it that good?"

"Yes.. I thought only the staff were pretty, but the alcohol tastes great too.."

"..Are those women your type?"

Young Lady Shin's atmosphere suddenly felt strangely cold, but I failed to notice.

"Nah.. I'm not really into women like that.. I prefer pure-hearted love. The kind where two people only look at each other."

"...Hmm?"

"Well, I heard somewhere that heroes having three wives and four concubines is commom or something.. but I'm not a hero in the first place, and I originally think that love is something that's not enough even if you give it all to one person, so.."

"..I see."

Young Lady Shin nodded after hearing my words.

Perhaps because she also had a rather rigid side, it seemed she agreed with what I said.

"..Come to think of it, spending time with you, I don't think I've seen you drunk. Do you perhaps know your limit?"

"My limit.."

My body had a strangely high tolerance for alcohol, so with weak drinks, I was confident I wouldn't get drunk even if I drank until my stomach burst.

Come to think of it, I didn't think I'd ever been completely drunk, so I was curious.

'Just how much can I drink?' 

I did need to find out at some point.

Since I'll continue drinking in the future, it would be troublesome if I drank excessively without knowing my limit and collapsed when I was alone.

Right now, I happen to be with someone trustworthy..

"I don't know for sure, but it might be good to find out today."

"Oh, today, you mean?"

"Yes.. I'm not alone.. and if I collapse, there's someone trustworthy to look after me, right?"

"..Someone trustworthy.."

Young Lady Shin seemed lost in thought for a moment.

"Am I wrong? I trust you quite a bit, Young Lady."

"...No. Thank you for trusting me. I will try.. my best to repay that trust."

The atmosphere seemed to have gotten a bit serious, so I said it jokingly, but it looked like she misunderstood even more.

'..Well. It'll be fine.' 

Thinking nothing much would happen, I filled the rest of my cup with alcohol.

The night was still long.
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"Haa.."

The top floor of the Golden Orchid Tavern.

A beautiful woman with a sensual aura sighed, tilting a glass filled with red liquid to her lips.

The liquid clinging to the glass and flowing towards the corner of her mouth looked strangely alluring.

"Are there no decent men these days.."

Behind her, who was lamenting the recent lack of men suited to her taste, the door opened, and other women appeared.

"Manager. Today's report.."

"Ah, forget it. It's something we do every day anyway, let's skip it for one day. I'm already irritable from frustration lately."

"..Understood."

Her speech and behavior seemed quite casual for the manager of this huge tavern.

"Were there any delicious-looking men among the guests who came in today?"

"Ah.. The man currently being served on the 3rd floor has quite the appearance. His Martial Arts level is said to be at the Peak level.."

"What good is a high Realm? Do you think I'd be satisfied with a man who just gawks at you lot?"

"..."

The women who appeared to be staff were confident they would be called beautiful women anywhere, but not compared to the woman before them.

Her appearance was truly on a different level.

"Haa.. If only the Lord would summon me.. Do I have to just endure it again today.."

"Ah.. Well.. I don't know his face, but there was a guest who sparked my interest."

"Hm?"

That was strange.

Doesn't know his face. Did he come in wearing a mask?

No matter how much of a mask he wore, he'd have to take something off to drink alcohol, so it was impossible not to know his face.

"What do you mean by that?"

"Ah.. We didn't serve him directly, he came with a female companion.. He was wearing a Cloak, and his face inside wasn't visible."

"Hmm.."

A Mantle that hides the face inside.

The description reminded her of a troublesome hero from her previous world, but there was no way that person could be here, so it must be a misconception.

He probably adjusted the angle exquisitely or used the hide of some marvelous Spirit Beast.

"So what about it? If his face isn't visible, it's a gamble. Am I supposed to gamble just because I'm starved?"

"His face wasn't visible, but.. that.. how should I put it.. It felt like a woman's instinct.. Something like that."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Just getting close felt strangely familiar.. and like there was a delicious smell.. That kind of feeling?"

"...Hmm."

Could he be one of her kind?

In her previous world, she would have thought of an Incubus, but there was no way they existed in this world, so it was more likely to think he was kindred using fascination.

Anyway, it was quite an interesting story.

Even more so because he brought another woman along.

-Slurp

What kind of expression would she make if her beloved man was snatched away right before her eyes?

She might have found quite a decent piece of entertainment after a long time.
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-Clomp.. Clomp..

It felt like walking through the middle of a desert.

Who am I? Where am I?

After opening my eyes in cold death, I wandered to find Yooseong-i, but I didn't know where Yooseong-i was, nor where I was now.

I just let my body follow where instinct led.

-Clomp..

No matter how much water I drank, this burning thirst in my throat didn't subside at all.

I instinctively knew how to quench this thirst.

'Blood..'

Drink the blood of another living being.

Sink your teeth roughly into their neck, savor their struggles and screams as a side dish, and wet your throat.

Fresh human blood.

An impulse beyond instinct.

Even now, my body was telling me to sink my teeth into the neck of the human passing by and suck their blood.

But I endured.

It wasn't that I refused because it was inhuman.

'Yooseong-ah..'

If I absolutely had to drink blood, the target would be Yooseong-i.

I didn't want to drink anyone else's blood.

Even if someone forced it into my mouth, I would vomit it out.

-Press

I pulled the Cloak I had taken from the place I awoke as low as I could.

I didn't know what had been done to me, but upon revival, my appearance had changed so drastically that I was clearly distinguishable from ordinary people of the Central Plains, so there was no good in standing out.

My eyes had turned red, and my hair, originally black, now had streaks of red.

'A Colored-eyed person..'

My aura had changed a lot compared to when I was alive, but this too had its own charm.

Yooseong-i's impression was more important than my own.

If Yooseong-i found these red eyes grotesque, I was prepared to gouge them out with my own hands.

Though, then I wouldn't be able to see Yooseong-i, so I hoped it wouldn't come to that, if possible.

'Ah. What about swapping eyes?'

Then, whether he liked it or not, he'd have one too, so wouldn't he not find it grotesque?

I didn't know if it was possible, but I thought it was a pretty good idea.

-Creak

I opened the door of my destination and stepped inside.

As soon as I entered, I felt a noisy atmosphere.

A man with a mean-looking face was sitting at a table near the entrance, chewing something.

"What's your business?"

"..I'm looking for someone."

"Do you have a letter of introduction or anything?"

-Thrust

I took out an item I had kept in my bosom.

It was a token with a red heart emblem and some unintelligible numbers drawn on it.

"..Hmm. So you came through that connection."

The man examined the token for a moment then returned it to me.

-Swish swish

"Follow me for now."

Following the man, I entered a room with a quiet atmosphere, unlike the noisy outside.

"The name of the person you're looking for, age, appearance, and roughly the last known location, etcetera. Tell me everything you know. Do you need paper and a brush?"

"..No. His name is Dan Yooseong. And his age is.."

-Flinch.

Come to think of it, I didn't know how much time had passed since I died.

Seeing the world going on as usual, it didn't seem like any special changes had occurred, such as the Demonic Cult conquering the world, but I didn't know exactly how much time had passed.

"..What year is it now?"

"Do we have to start from there.."

I calculated Yooseong-i's age based on the year the man told me with a sigh.

'About 10 years have passed..'

"Probably around his coming-of-age."

"Name is Dan Yooseong.. Age around his coming-of-age.. Appearance?"

"..."

Too much time had passed.

Enough time for the small and cute Yooseong-i of back then to become a robust young man.

"..I don't know well. Too much time has passed. But when he was young, he was very small and cute."

"..That doesn't seem like very helpful information, but I'll write it down. Anything else?"

"10 years ago, he was affiliated with the Mount Hua Sect. I don't know after that."

"Tsk.. If it's one of the Nine Great Sects, the price will go up a bit.."

"..If it's not enough, tell me later. I'll get it for you, whether by taking a request or something."

"We'd like to, but.. the owner of the letter of introduction you brought, Miss, was a bit.. how should I put it.. a rather troublesome customer for us in many ways. He always paid the fee very, very late.. It was difficult for us too.."

"So what are you trying to say?"

"It means we might have to receive the payment upfront. If this were goods, it'd be one thing, but information is over once you hear it, right?"

"..Tsk."

She was a more useless woman than I thought.

She didn't have much money, and all the papers that looked like documents were written in strange, indecipherable characters. The connection with the Hao Clan was what I thought would be somewhat helpful, but I never imagined it would be like this.

It wasn't quite worse than nothing, but it was far less than I expected.

-Clink

"This is all the money I have right now."

"Hmm.. This seems far from enough."

"..Just get to the point."

"I like your straightforwardness. It's nothing much. Seeing your aura, you look like you can handle a sword. We have a request."

'Is it going to be an assassination request?'

I'd never done it, but if I had to, I could.

If I thought of it as a step towards meeting Yooseong-i,

I could kill anyone without any guilt.

"Who am I to cut down?"

"My, my, you're a bit short-tempered for your looks. It's not exactly cutting someone down.. more like.. there's a place we'd like you to give a warning to."

"A warning?"

"Yes. There's a tavern called the Golden Orchid Tavern, about a two-day carriage ride from here. It used to be a tavern with deep ties to the Hao Clan.. but recently, I don't know what happened, but they don't pay.. they don't cooperate.. No matter how well they're doing lately, from our perspective, it's a bit infuriating."

I roughly understood the situation.

A tavern that was affiliated with the Hao Clan was planning something like independence.

"I'll be back soon, so you'd better prepare the information in the meantime."

"Of course. We do our job properly for the price we receive."

Leaving him behind, I walked out, lost in thought.

A full 10 years had passed.

Time had passed to the extent that Yooseong-i could have become a robust young man.

'I wonder if he grew a lot..'

He had good features, so he must have an amazing appearance now that he's grown.

Still, it was a pity.

I preferred Yooseong-i as I remembered him, rather than a grown-up Yooseong-i.

If he had grown up healthy..

'..It's still okay.'

One cannot intentionally stop growth, so-.

-If he had grown up healthier, bigger than I remembered,

I would just have to cut off his arms and legs accordingly.

'Yooseong-ah.. Noona will come find you soon.. Just stay alive..'

Even if he's already in someone else's hands. Even if he's already been defiled.

I will find you, even if I have to kill that someone.

Just wait a little longer.
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-Stagger

"Young Lady.. The cup isn't even empty, you don't have to pour for me.."

"Drink more. Doesn't the alcohol taste good?"

"Aren't you taking it too lightly saying Martial Artists don't get drunk easily.. Hiccup."

As I continued to order alcohol and fill his cup, I could feel his pronunciation becoming slurred.

It seemed if I pushed him just a little more, I could get him completely drunk.

Even now, seeing him say strange things occasionally, I could tell he was quite drunk.

"Really.. Master is too much.. If she had at least let me out sometimes, I wouldn't have run away like this.. I originally wanted to come out together with her.."

"Here, here. Your cup is empty."

"Ughhhh.."

-Gulp gulp

If he really disliked it, he could just not drink.

Whether it was pride or he just liked alcohol that much, he couldn't stand seeing his cup full of alcohol.

How much more did he drink like that?

"..."

-Thud

He collapsed, burying his head on the table.

"..Is this it?"

-Tap tap

"Snap out of it."

I tapped his collapsed body, checking if he had really passed out.

No matter how much I touched him, he only let out faint groans, and it didn't feel like he was properly conscious.

-Glance around

After checking if there was anyone else around, I opened my mouth.

"Hmph, hmm. It seems you're very drunk. Let's stop drinking for today and go back.."

As I was about to approach him to support his collapsed body,

-Knock knock

"Excuse me. Are you still inside?"

-Flinch

Another woman's voice was heard.

"Ah, I'm inside."

"Fufuh. Excuse me for a moment."

The woman who opened the door and entered wore an attire similar to the women I saw earlier, but she boasted an appearance that couldn't be compared.

Her attire, which highlighted a face and figure beautiful even to another woman's eyes, combined to create an appearance so striking that no one could help but turn to look at her.

-Glance

Seeing that woman, I couldn't help but look at my own body.

'I don't think I'm lacking in size..'

Her attire was quite different however.

Far from hiding it, she was using her clothes to accentuate her charm, but since I was covered with a Cloak, there was no way I could compete.

"..What brings you here?"

"Hello. I am the manager of this Golden Orchid Tavern. I've come to apologize for the rudeness our staff showed today."

"..An apology?"

"Yes.. I heard you are guests who are very fond of alcohol.. so.."

Behind the woman, an incredible number of alcohol bottles were lined up.

"As the manager, I've come to pour you drinks myself. Along with explanations about the alcohol, of course."

"...What did you say."

"Fufuh. This is considered the highest level of service in our establishment, you know?"

The woman gave a seductive eye-smile.

I instinctively sensed her flirtation and uttered words of refusal.

"..No. He seems quite drunk today, so we're about to leave. Thank you for your kindness, but I must decline."

"Oh my.. Already?"

"It seems the alcohol I poured tasted good."

I smiled inwardly, looking at the woman's slightly flustered expression.

"Would you step aside? We're about to return to our lodgings with him.."

Just as I was about to make my request to the woman with a victor's smile,

"..Woow. It's alcohol.."

-Flinch

A familiar voice was heard.

"Didn't I order everything earlier..? Why is there more alcohol.."

A voice completely drunk and slurred.

Just hearing it was enough to stimulate something within me.

While I was flustered because he had suddenly sobered up.

"Ahaha.. Customer. I am the manager of the Golden Orchid Tavern, and I've come personally to apologize for our staff's rudeness today."

"Then that alcohol too..?"

"Yes. These are all sorts of rare liquors we have in store at our tavern. Do you like alcohol, sir?"

"Hehe.. I liiike it.."

"That's great. If it's alright with you, I'd like to pour for you personally and explain them. Would that be okay?"

While I was flustered, the conversation was already ending.

Inwardly, I was worried, but also a little relieved.

Because I heard him say in our earlier conversation that he didn't like women pouring his drinks.

'So he'll probably refuse that woman's offer too..'

"Of course, that's greaat.."

...Come to think of it, I had forgotten.

He just liked alcohol, regardless of who was pouring.
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'..What is this human?'

The Vampire woman, Roselia, was flustered by the unexpected situation.

The initial plan was to wedge herself between the man and woman who seemed close, seduce the man with her charms, and then enjoy watching the woman fall apart, but once she arrived, the situation unfolded differently than she'd thought.

"Th-This alcohol is called Bright Jade Liquor. Once upon a time, an old man who lived alone in the mountains went fishing.."

-Glug glug

She wasn't fully aware of what she was saying.

It felt as if her unbeating heart was pounding, as if she were possessed by something.

"More pwease!"

"Um.. Customer. I know you're very drunk, but there's still a lot left, so please take your time.."

"More pwease!!"

"..Alright."

Slurred pronunciation from being heavily drunk, and a voice thick with intoxication.

If an ordinary man had acted this way, it would have felt repulsive, but the more she heard it, the more she felt herself being drawn in.

'What is this man?! Is he really an Incubus?!'

She'd come to seduce him, but she was on the verge of being seduced herself.

Of course, he couldn't actually be an Incubus.

An Incubus she'd never even seen in her previous world couldn't possibly exist in another world.

But..

-Gulp gulp

"Hyaaah.."

Still, the current situation didn't make sense either.

Her, a member of the Noble bloodline, falling for a mere human. And a human who wasn't even showing his face?

Such a thing couldn't happen.

'Get a grip, Roselia. The Noble bloodline are hunters, not the hunted.'

Thinking of the Lord's grace, she took a deep breath and drew upon her Power of Charm again.

"Fufuh, customer. Are you pleased with my service?"

"I wike it.."

"It's my first time meeting such a wonderful customer, so my heart is pounding. Perhaps.."

The moment she tried to bring her lips near his unseen face,

-Clang!

"..Oops. My mistake."

The female customer in front of her had broken a plate.

"I'll compensate you later. Continue what you were doing."

A clear look of displeasure on her face.

'Fufuh.'

Finally, the situation was starting to go her way.

She'd seen women like that more than once or twice.

If you have a complaint, you should say it properly; resorting to such a show of force only gives the man a frightening impression.

"Compensation isn't necessary. Are you perhaps hurt or uncomfortable anywhere?"

"Come to think of it, there seems to be a large insect in the tavern. I'd appreciate it if you could chase it out."

"Oh my, an insect? I'm scared of insects too."

As she said this, she pulled the body of the man sitting next to her.

She tried to embrace him, but..

"Ugh."

-Thump

'...?'

Instead, the man was the one leaning into her.

'Is he smaller than he looks?'

Though slightly flustered, she calmly placed a hand on the man's back and pulled him into her embrace.

"Mmph."

Enough for his face to press against her chest.

"..What do you think you're doing?"

"You said there was an insect.. When I'm scared, I have to hug something nearby to calm down."

"You seem to be a woman of considerable age, yet that's hardly a habit to be proud of."

-Crackle!

'..This damn bitch?'

How dare she touch a sore spot?

A bitch who looks like she hasn't aged much at all.. Does being young mean everything?

Even if I look like this, I'm a young Vampire, only 70 years old!

-Sizzle-

She grabbed hold of her boiling reason, cooled it down, and calmed her mind.

Getting angry here would only be her loss.

A true winner must turn the tables on their opponent.

"Oh my.. How surprising. Customer, just from your tone, you don't sound very young either.. It's the kind of speech old women use, isn't it?"

"Cough."

Sneering at the woman who looked like she'd taken a blow, Roselia placed her hand on the hat of the man she held in her arms.

She intended to ride the mood and get a look at his face, but..

-Clunk!

"...Hm?"

As if caught on something, it stopped midway, and the hat wouldn't go up any further.

'..What is this?'

She thought it was a primitive world without magic, but it seemed there was something to it after all.

Clicking her tongue in disappointment, she put the hat back down as if nothing had happened.

"Whatcha doin..?"

"It's nothing, customer. There was a bit of dust, so I brushed it off for you."

"..Don't you dare touch him carelessly."

Having recovered from the shock in the meantime, she was glaring this way again.

'Pfft.'

The more she looked, the more she wanted to laugh.

Her appearance wasn't lacking in the slightest, and though hidden by a Mantle, her figure was quite good too.

If she had a body like that, she should have used it to push her way through; what had she been doing all this time?

Ah. If she was perhaps looking for an opportunity today, too bad for her.

Because I'll make him into someone that no ordinary woman can satisfy.

-Swoosh

"Customer.. Aren't you sleepy by any chance?"

"Sweepy.."

"Our Golden Orchid Tavern offers modest accommodations for guests who have had too much to drink. If you're alright with it, customer, for today.."

She slipped her hand inside his Mantle and caressed his body with her fingertips.

Tickling his stomach, she moved down a little and gently stroked his thigh.

"Nngh.."

Savoring his slightly excited voice, she whispered seductively in his ear.

"Customer. Are you feeling good?"

And at that moment,

"N-No!"

-Smack!

With a cute voice, her hand was slapped away.

Slightly startled, she looked at him to see him cowering away from her, arms crossed over his body in an X.

"Naughty things are a no-no.."

-Snap!

Something inside her head felt like it snapped.

Right.

This is temptation.

His face wasn't visible, but with such a delicious scent emanating from his body, he couldn't possibly be ugly.

Covering himself up like that, he must have a face worth seeing.

-Slurp-

"Customer. Just for you, I'll give you my own special treat.."

"Ah.. Nooo.."

As she slowly approached him, who was backing away, and was about to push him down and climb on top,

-Whizz!

"..That's enough."

A sword embedded itself in the wall before her eyes, blocking her path.


  *

'Haaah..'

She was watching that Manager wench throwing herself at him right before her eyes.

An unknown emotion was welling up in her chest.

A type of unpleasant, sticky emotion she had never felt before.

She soon realized this emotion was jealousy.

'Jealousy..'

She had never felt jealousy in her life.

Having lived only by wielding the sword, if she were to feel jealousy, it would have been related to that, but she had quickly surpassed not only her peers but also her senior brothers and sisters who were several years older, so while she might have been the object of jealousy, she had never harbored it herself.

So, the current situation was all the more unfamiliar.

To think that the first time in her life she felt jealousy, it would be of this kind.

"Customer. Here, I'll feed you myself. Ah-"

"Ah-"

-Snap!

The sound of the chopsticks in her hand breaking was heard.

Broken pieces of wood scraped her skin and fell to the floor.

'To do such things to a man who clearly looks taken.. What on earth is she doing.'

Of course, she and he weren't lovers, but wouldn't an outsider see them as being in a comparable relationship at a glance?

A man and woman entering a tavern together late at night wouldn't usually be in an ordinary relationship.

But. If it were another customer, perhaps. But for someone called the Manager to commit such rudeness?

'Quite the bad taste..'

This couldn't have been her first or second time.

At the very least, she must have done this sort of thing many times.

-Slurp

She sipped the alcohol poured for her, watching the woman and him with cold eyes.

"Ehehe.. It's dewicious.."

Was it because he was completely drunk? He was speaking in a much more drawn-out and coquettish tone than usual.

"Cheers-!"

It was to the point where someone who didn't know might think he was actually seducing the other person.

"Fufuh, customer. Are you pleased with my service?"

"I wike it.."

"It's my first time meeting such a wonderful customer, so my heart is pounding. Perhaps.."

Just as the atmosphere between the two was ripening,

-Clang!

"..Oops. My mistake."

She had broken a plate without realizing it.

The woman was looking this way with startled eyes.

Again, it really wasn't intentional.

"I'll compensate you later. Continue what you were doing."

Afterwards, she continued to watch just how far the woman would go with her flirtations towards him.

The sight of her feigning innocence, using an insect as an excuse to embrace him, was extremely displeasing to her temperament.

"You seem to be a woman of considerable age, yet that's hardly a habit to be proud of."

She gave a wry smile watching the woman's face contort.

The woman's face was quite beautiful, but she didn't give off a youthful impression.

Judging by age, a beauty who looked to be in her late twenties.

Considering her actions, she thought her to be even older.

Of course, she had no room to talk about age, but at least in terms of apparent age, she herself looked much younger.

After all, there was no way that woman could know her real age.

-Slurp

Just as she was about to savor a moment of victory, thinking she'd landed a blow,

"Oh my.. How surprising. Customer, just from your tone, you don't sound very young either.. It's the kind of speech old women use, isn't it?"

"Cough."

She was caught off guard by something completely unexpected.

To think she'd be called out for her way of speaking.

'..Do I really sound that old?'

It was something she hadn't been conscious of herself.

Since she had achieved Return to Youth, should she have tried to use a more youthful tone?

But changing her way of speaking now would feel strange too..

'Aish!'

Snapping out of her thoughts and returning to reality, an unbelievable sight was unfolding.

"Customer. Just for you, I'll give you my own special treat.."

"Ah.. Nooo.."

The woman was trying to climb on top of him as he lay there.

This time, her sword moved faster than her words.

-Whizz!

"..That's enough."

As the sword embedded itself in the wall, blocking her, the woman sent a displeased look this way.

The one who should truly be displeased is me.
Chapter 62: Volume 5 - The Relationship Between Them
-Snap!

Just when things were getting good. My mood was thoroughly ruined from being interrupted right before I could pluck the finest fruit.

"..What do you think you're doing, Customer?"

"And what was it that you were just doing?"

"Fufu.. What might I have done? I was merely trying to serve a customer as the Manager."

Though my mood was spoiled, resorting to violence or vulgarity here was something only low-class people would do.

A true Master must never lose their composure.

"Is that so? To my eyes, it seemed to go beyond mere 'service.' Ah. Perhaps you've offered such 'service' many times that it's become routine for you? If so, my apologies."

'This damned bitch..?'

She hadn't said it outright, but it was the same as calling me a whore, a slut, a trollop. Something along those lines.

Being treated like those lowly creatures was incredibly unpleasant.

What they did was sell their bodies for money or become addicted to pleasure, unable to distinguish right from wrong, but what I did was proper predation.

"Fu..fuh.. Of course not.."

Conscious of my furrowing brow, I put on the most composed expression I could Manage.

-Crackle!

If gazes had physical force, it was a murderous exchange of looks that would have left us both injured somewhere.

In the midst of this murderous atmosphere, where trouble seemed imminent, a cute voice was heard.

"S-Scawy.."

-Shiver, shiver

Perhaps sensing the cold atmosphere flowing between us, his body was trembling faintly.

Seeing that, I steeled my heart.

'Calm down, Roselia.'

In any case, since she drew her sword first, the advantage was now mine.

Just a moment ago, I was the one who tried to pounce(?) first, so I bore some responsibility.

"Oh my! Customer, are you hurt anywhere?!"

As if startled, I began to touch his body here and there.

"Wh-What?!"

"Customer! You mustn't draw your sword recklessly inside the establishment! How startled he must have been!"

"N-No.. You were.."

Enjoying her flustered reaction, I naturally pulled the man's body into an embrace like before.

Since he might try to escape again, this time I tangled our legs together, restraining him so he couldn't get away at once.

It probably wasn't very visible from the table opposite us due to the angle.

"Customer. Are you alright? I'm scared of people who recklessly draw swords at others like this.. Aren't you scared, Customer?"

"I'm scared.."

"Fufuh. You too, right, Customer?"

-Grind

I heard the sound of teeth grinding from the other side.

-Press

I pressed his face into my chest so he couldn't see my face, and put on a leisurely expression.

Then, in that state, I pulled out the sword embedded in the wall and handed it to her.

"Please be careful in the future."

-Grit

"Th..ank... you.."

She seemed to be forcing a composed expression, but I could see her face was on the verge of contorting.

Like a glass about to overflow, it looked as if just one more drop of water would make it all spill out.

-Squeeze

"Customer. Aren't you perhaps cold? I feel a chill coming from somewhere.."

I provocatively hugged his body even tighter.

At that moment, I saw it.

The opponent's hand rising.

Grin

Just when I thought the end of this low-level fight had finally come.

-Gulp, gulp

-Thump!

"..I have a proposal."

She chugged alcohol straight from the bottle and then uttered strange words.

"What kind of proposal?"

"Since we're at a tavern, why don't we settle this with alcohol? The one who gets drunk and collapses first loses."

"..Hmm."

It seemed like a drinking bet she'd come up with as a last resort.

Was she confident in her drinking because she was some kind of Martial Artist?

'How foolish.'

If she proposed this drinking contest with that thought, then it was foolish beyond words.

No matter how much one could dispel the effects of alcohol with Mana or Internal Energy, as long as one was human, there was a limit depending on their Realm.

And the Realm I sensed from the woman before me was, at best, around Sword User level.

To challenge a Vampire, a member of the Night Clan who can manipulate blood, she was a hundred years too early.

"Fufuh. I accept."

It would be best to put her firmly in her place so she couldn't try any tricks later.

She might cling on shamelessly even after this, but then I could use that as an excuse to find fault and ruin her reputation in front of him.

-Thwack!

"But are you sure you'll be alright? It looks like you'd already had quite a bit before I arrived."

"In the Martial World, there's a custom where the strong yield a few moves to the weak. Think of it as something similar."

"Hoh.."

What an incredibly arrogant statement.

How dare she offer to yield to me?

My Pride wanted to spew curses at her right away, but I held back.

.
.
.

'She's quite persistent..'

I continued the match, suppressing the alcohol by manipulating my blood flow, but my opponent was no pushover.

-Thwack!

"..What is it. Are you at your limit already?"

Her face had turned red, but her eyes were still clear.

"Fufuh, my face hasn't even flushed yet."

"Is that so? Anyway, it's your turn. Go ahead and drink."

My vision was slightly blurry.

It had been a long time since I'd faced such a strong opponent.

'She was right to challenge me to a drinking contest..!'

-Gulp!

Frowning, I forced the alcohol down my throat.

The sharp sensation of alcohol stung my esophagus.

"Fufuh.. Customer's turn.."

-Gulp!

"It's your turn again."

'This is..'

It was strange.

It wasn't this bad when I had a similar bet with someone at the Sword Expert level last time.

Could she be pulling some kind of trick?

If things got dire, I could just use magic, but it wasn't at the point of cheating yet.

Even if this was a primitive world without magic, a sudden change might arouse suspicion.

I heard that even if there's no magic, there are many strange things like Sorcery.

-Grind

'I think I need to shake her composure a bit..'

I couldn't lose this fight.

For my Pride, if nothing else.

And to get a taste of that man who could rival an Incubus, I absolutely could not lose.

"Come to think of it, Customer. What is the relationship between you two?"

"..Relationship?"

"Yes.. Your reaction right now, Customer, is like that of a jealous Lover."

At my words, her pupils began to tremble slightly.

Just as I thought.

These types can't do anything when confronted so openly.

"Perhaps.. Are you two Lovers?"

"N-No! We're n-not particularly in that kind of relationship.."

"Oh my.. Then it's even stranger.."

I smiled inwardly.

She took the bait perfectly.

"By what right are you stopping me, Customer?"

"..."

"Is there any problem with two consenting adults sharing affection? If you were his Lover, that might be one thing.. but doesn't a completely unrelated third party have no right to interfere?"

"Uuughh.."

Her face quickly turned red, and her lips began to quiver.

She probably wanted to say something, but she wouldn't be able to get any words out.

'This is how women fight, kid.'

Come back when you're about 10 years older.

She seemed to be giving me a hard time, but this was her limit.

If I exploited her weak point, she wouldn't know what to do.

It was obvious that if I pressed just a little more, she'd self-destruct, bet or no bet.

-Slurp

'What kind of play should I start with?'

I hadn't even undressed him yet, but I could instinctively feel a capacity that would accept almost any kind of play.

What kind of body could emit such a sweet fragrance?

I wanted to strip him bare right this instant.

"..is our relationship."

"Pardon?"

In the meantime, as if trying to make some sort of struggling effort, the opponent's mouth opened.

The words that would come out were obvious.

That they were in love, or childhood friends who grew up together; there were so many things I could think of right away.

Just as I was about to hear what kind of lengthy, sob story she was going to utter after such a long pause,

"We've shared bodies."

"...Pardon?"

"It was each other's first time."

This fight, I had a feeling it wouldn't be an easy win.


  *

-Clomp, clomp

"Are we there yet?"

"Aigoo, just a little further, ma'am."

Perhaps because the sun had set, the stinging sunlight on my skin was gone, but I still had to pull my Cloak down to hide my appearance.

When I asked for directions to the Golden Orchid Tavern, I met a man who claimed to know a shortcut and offered to guide me, so I was following him.

"It feels like we're going deeper and deeper in.."

"Hehe, shortcuts always require going deep into alleys, sir."

"..Then just hurry up and lead the way."

Pushing the man with the unpleasant laugh, I continued to follow him.

After that, the place where the man stopped was a dead end.

"..What? It's a dead end."

"Kikik, you were fooled all the way here."

The man's demeanor changed, and he began to laugh despicably.

"Haah.."

I expected it, but it was a trap after all.

"If you change your mind now and guide me properly, I might let you live."

"That would be troublesome for us."

Four more men emerged from the dark alley.

"How about it, Miss? We'll make the offer you made. If you just come along quietly.."

-Swish

There was no need to draw my sword for these guys.

With just the side of my hand, the neck of the man who had guided me here fell.

"Th-This!"

A large man charged at me immediately.

It was a good opportunity to check the condition of my body, which had become strange after reviving.

My body was overflowing with an unusual amount of strength.

-Swoosh

Though not as good as my swordsmanship, I prepared the Horn Technique I had briefly learned and unleashed it at the abdomen of the large man who had rushed up to me.

-Thud!

"Keoheok!"

He flew into the wall in an instant, cracking it.

'I didn't even particularly pour any Energy into it.'

To be this strong with mere physical ability.

Considering this body hadn't specifically trained in External Cultivation, it was definitely strange.

"..."

"H-Hieeek!"

I alternated my gaze between the men staring at me in terror and the pool of Blood that had formed on the ground.

For some reason, I felt like I could control this Blood.

'How do I do it..'

Is this how a baby feels when taking its first steps?

It felt like I could move something, yet I didn't quite know how.

-Waver, waver

Wondering if I should try to mimic my Master's Spirit Sword Control, I focused my consciousness as much as possible, and the pool of Blood began to move slightly.

Just when I thought I could lift it soon,

-Stab!

"Kuaaaaargh!!!!"

"Hi-Hieeek!"

Looking towards the source of the scream, a crimson blade had pierced through a man's arm and risen up.

I was curious about what happened, but this wasn't the time to be leisurely.

-Swish

I cut down the man from whom the blade had sprouted and spoke to the man who was trembling and slumped on the ground.

"Golden Orchid Tavern."

"Y-Yes?"

"Guide me."

The top priority was to meet Yooseong-i.

I couldn't waste a single moment.

Though I planned to kill him after he guided me anyway.
Chapter 63: Volume 5 - Reunion
"Y-You're already in that kind of relationship?"

"Is it so surprising? For two grown adults to share love."

"Th-That can't be. Fufuh.."

She was a tougher opponent than I thought.

To think they were already in that kind of relationship.

And it was even each other's first time.

In This World, which had a sexually conservative side, it was a relationship with a considerable advantage.

If she had been just a little more skilled in this kind of fight, it would have been a truly difficult battle.

"What's wrong? You look quite flustered."

"N-No, it's not that.. I was just.. a little surprised that you customers have a deeper relationship than I imagined. Fufuh.."

"Now that you know we're in such a relationship, how about you slowly back off?"

"Oh my.. But didn't you say earlier that you weren't particularly Lovers, Customer? I'm sure you said it wasn't a special relationship.."

"..Kuh."

It seemed like her own trump card, but her lack of experience was palpable.

To be tripped up by her own words. If she had strongly asserted from the beginning that they'd had sex and were Lovers, I wouldn't have been able to do anything.

No matter how thick-skinned I was, interfering between Lovers who had already exchanged their first experiences?

I'd have no excuse even if she drew her sword on me.

'By the way, Virginity Exchange Sex but not Lovers..'

It was an uncommon relationship in This World.

In my previous world, I might have thought they were Sex Friends, but in This World, it made me wonder what on earth had happened between them.

..Come to think of it, that means this Woman has slept with this Man..

-Gulp!

'How delicious must he have been for her to be this defensive..'

It's not for nothing that popular restaurants keep getting customers; a desire to taste him just once welled up inside me.

"..Customer. Shall we put aside the formalities for a moment and have an honest conversation?"

"Hmm.. Let's hear what you want to say."

"Was he delicious?"

-Slurp

By the time I came to my senses, my mouth was already watering.

"..I'll answer if you let go of that hand first."

"Hmm? My hand?"

Hearing her words, I lowered my head and looked down.

-Fumble, fumble

"It, it tickles.."

Unconsciously, my hands were caressing his Body, held in my embrace.

'If I could just devour him once, I'd have no other wishes.'

No matter how drunk he was, his gestures that instinctively seduced women, or the sweet Fragrance that naturally emanated from his Body, it was no exaggeration to say he was born into This World to tempt women.

Rather, it was understandable why he went around with his Face covered by such a strange Mantle.

I was sure that if he had openly revealed himself, he would have already met a great disaster.

'..Wait a minute.'

Could it be..

"..Customer. There was Consent in your relationship, right..?"

"..."

"Customer..?"

"O-Of course. Did you think one side committed Rape or something? Th-That's impossible."

Something was very suspicious, but I decided to believe her for now.

Well, if it had really been rape, they wouldn't have come for Alcohol together.

"Then please answer me. Was he delicious?"

I imagined the scene of the Man in my arms, stained with pleasure, writhing and letting out whimpers.

-Drip

The saliva pooled in my mouth trickled out.

  *

'What does she mean, was he delicious?'

I thought I first needed to get that shameless hand off him, so I agreed to answer, but I didn't know the exact meaning.

Let's think calmly.

In this situation, she wouldn't be asking if the food was delicious.

I said we had a relationship, so if I apply "was he delicious" to the current situation..

-Flush

'D-Do people use such words these days?'

It probably meant something like, did it feel good.

I vaguely remembered hearing vagrants during the desolate war times talk about 'devouring' someone and how they 'tasted'.

'Hoo..'

Calming my rapidly beating heart, I cleared my head with Internal Energy.

I couldn't lose here.

As if I were at ease. As if we were already in a deep relationship.

"He was very delicious. So much so that I regret having lived my life without knowing this until now."

Even as I spoke, I endured the burning sensation on my Face.

"M-Maybe, how big was his Dick..?"

'D-Dick?'

It was a word hard to believe came from the mouth of such a beauty.

'N-No matter if she's a Woman working at a Tavern, to carelessly utter such words is..'

"Is there any reason I should tell you that?"

I acted as if it were nothing, putting on a relaxed expression.

I felt like the momentum of victory was slowly shifting to my side.

"P-Please. If you just answer a few questions, I'll give up obediently.."

"A-Ahem. If that's the case, I'll tell you."

Using the Table and my hands, I described the size of his Penis I had seen at the time.

"Th-That big?"

"Indeed."

"His build seemed small, but unexpectedly, he's quite something.."

-Slurp

The sight of the Woman moistening her lips with her tongue felt unpleasant.

Thinking that she was imagining him right now made me want to draw my sword immediately, but

'..Hoo.'

I couldn't just draw my sword for a thought.

I steeled my heart as I looked at him, still dazed from the Alcohol...

"...But where did he go?"

"What? He's right next to me.."

He wasn't there.

"Wh-What?! Where did he go?!"

"Weren't you holding him?!"

"C-Customer, you told me to let him go if I wanted to hear you out! So I put him down for a moment, but where did he go in that time?!"

Postponing even clearing the Alcohol Table, both of us hurriedly got up from our seats and started looking for him.

  *

"Hic!"

While the two women were talking, Dan Yooseong had left his seat and was wandering around the Tavern.

His Body was heavy from drinking too much Alcohol, and his sense of balance was shot, but he was staggering around as if advertising to everyone, 'I'm drunk.'

"..Customer? Are you perhaps looking for something?"

"Huh? An employee. Hehe."

"Y-You seem very drunk, Customer."

"Ah, what I'm looking for? Yes, there is."

Hidden by a large Mantle, his physique and Face were obscured, but his drunken behavior and the Fragrance from his Body, stronger than usual, made the employee's heart pound.

"Where's the urinal here?"

Dan Yooseong brought his legs together as if he needed to pee urgently, twisted his Body, and spoke.

The Woman momentarily felt the urge to pull out something else for him, but

"Hey! What are you doing over there! Hurry up and bring it!"

"Ah, alright.."

When her senior yelled, she barely regained her composure and told him the location of the urinal.

After visiting the urinal, he had originally planned to return to his seat right away, but

"Where did I come from again.."

He had forgotten even where he came from, so he started wandering the Tavern.

"Hey, Noona. Can I have just one sip of this?"

"Uh, huh? S-Sure. Go ahead."

"Waaaah.."

Not only was he captivating the minds of the employees,

"What? Not pouring Alcohol? Why are you staring over there?"

"S-Sorry."

He started causing trouble for other customers as well, and just as the employees were wondering what to do,

"What? What's wrong with everyone?"

"A-Assistant Manager-nim!"

The Assistant Manager, who had finished her duties in place of the Manager, appeared.

She heard from the other employees that a customer was causing a nuisance in the establishment, and

"..Haah. Where did the Manager go at a time like this.."

Sighing, she headed towards the customer who was said to be causing the nuisance.

It was also coincidental timing, as while he was rummaging through the shop, he got into an argument with another customer. If it had been the usual Dan Yooseong, he would have quickly kneeled, apologized, and defused the situation, but now both sides were heavily drunk, so

"This damn brat needs a beating to come to his senses!"

"Kyaak!"

A large Man was swinging his fist at him, and

-Grab!

"Customer. Violence is prohibited in our establishment."

Just then, the Assistant Manager, who had spotted them, lightly blocked the Man's arm.

"Who are you?"

"I am the Assistant Manager of this establishment."

"An Assistant Manager daring to order a customer around?! Don't you know the customer is king?!"

"Customer."

The Woman's eyes, originally black, turned crimson.

"Violence is prohibited in our establishment. If there's a problem, please resolve it through dialogue."

"Th-This! Tch! Spoiling the taste of my Alcohol."

Seeing her cold demeanor, the Man clicked his tongue, turned his Body irritably, and began to leave the Tavern.

"Hoo."

The Assistant Manager turned her head and looked at the problematic customer.

-Squeeze

"Wow.. You're so cool.."

Unknowingly, his arms were wrapped around her waist.

"..."

Considering her usual Nature, if any other Man had done this, his nose would have been broken in an instant, but

"Customer. Do you perhaps know where your companions are?"

"Companions..?"

Uncharacteristically, she gently detached him from her waist.

"Did you come to the establishment alone? Do you remember where you were drinking?"

"Uh.. I had companions.. Ah! The Noona who's the Manager was here too!"

"Manager-nim..?"

Only then did she realize that this customer was the one the Manager had mentioned earlier, and to guide him back to that spot, she returned to the Tavern Entrance.

The Manager, who had been searching for him separately from the Sword Empress, snatched him from the Assistant Manager as soon as she found him and held him in her arms.

"Customer! Are you alright?! The other employees didn't touch you in the meantime, did they?!"

"Don't spin me.. I'm dizzy.."

The Assistant Manager sighed inwardly as she watched her from the side.

And then,

-Jingle

"..Is the Manager here?"

The Tavern door opened, and a Woman wearing a pressed-down Mantle entered.

"Manager-nim. Someone is looking for you, Manager-nim.."

"Haah.. Haah.. I think I'm really going to get addicted.. If I could just devour him once, I'd have no other wishes.."

"...Hoo."

The Assistant Manager sighed and turned to the Woman instead.

"Hello, I'm the Assistant Manager. For what reason are you looking for the Manager.."

-Fshhhh

The closer she got to her, the stronger the chilling Energy she felt.

Cold Killing Intent began to fill the Tavern Entrance.

-Zip!

When both the Assistant Manager and the Manager sensed the Killing Intent and moved away from her, the mouth of the Woman in the pressed-down Mantle opened.

"...Yooseong-ah?"

In a Voice so cold it could chill one to the bone just by hearing it.
Chapter 64: Volume 5 - Standoff
"W-We're all here now. Just exit this alley, and right in front..."

"Yes, you did well."

-Pshk!

I dealt with the Man who guided me and started walking towards the Tavern.

'..It's incredibly large and extravagant.'

Could a mere Tavern be this big?

I wondered if other School or Government officials might interfere, but after hearing it originally belonged to the Hao Clan, I thought it might be possible.

If it was their power, who held and dealt with most of the information within the Martial World and beyond, it wouldn't be a big issue.

I wasn't curious about the detailed circumstances of why they chose independence.

I just needed to warn them as requested, then return and receive information about Yooseong-i.

'Where could he be, and what could he be doing..'

Could he be living his life seducing other women, just as he did to me?

Or perhaps, due to the shock he received from me, he's avoiding women and living alone?

The latter would make me feel very good.

Even if it's a negative emotion, doesn't it mean he remembers me and is staying away from other women?

It was a scenario that made me want to hug him just by imagining it, thinking how commendable he was, but I knew in reality that possibility was very low.

What were the chances that a boy that young, with a ruined Dantian, could survive on his own?

I thought it was probably very low.

Even if he lived by begging on the streets, would other people, especially women, leave that appearance of his alone?

There's no way.

Even if they didn't Rape him immediately, they might take him in to raise him and then make advances, or in the worst case, he could have been sold as a male prostitute.

-Thump

It felt like a heavy lump of iron had settled in my chest.

'Sold as a male prostitute..?'

Just imagining it made me want to vomit.

Yooseong-i's body touched by other women's filthy hands, Yooseong-i struggling and refusing at first, but gradually getting used to it over time... gradually serving women himself for his own safety...

'Urk!'

No.

That can't happen.

It's terrible enough if he was defiled by just one, but by many..?

By Bitches whose names I don't even know..?

That cannot be.

The thought that Yooseong-i might have been passed around tens, hundreds of times by those damn Bitches made my vision turn red and Killing Intent surge.

If Yooseong-i had become a male prostitute or was living a similar life...

First, I'll kill the woman holding Yooseong-i.

No, I won't let her die easily.

Until she dies. As painfully as possible. I'll keep her alive as much as possible, torturing her until she thinks being alive is a curse, and then I'll grant her the most horrifying and painful death.

-Whoooosh

'Ah.'

Looking around, I saw everyone was keeping their distance, avoiding me because of the Killing Intent I had unconsciously emitted.

I didn't particularly want to stand out, but since I came to warn the Tavern anyway, it might not be bad in terms of intimidation.

Still, I came to give a warning, not to start a fight with swords, so I reduced my Killing Intent a little and approached the entrance.

A moment ago, there were women who looked like prostitutes at the entrance, but it seemed they ran away because of my Killing Intent.

'Should I go inside and ask?'

-Jingle

"..Is the Manager here?"

As I opened the door and went in, a woman was panting heavily, holding someone in a Mantle in her arms.

There seemed to be another woman, but she didn't catch my eye.

Following my instantly sharpened senses, the scent of a man wafted in.

An overwhelming smell of Alcohol vibrated in the air, but an even stronger Body Scent was perceptible.

And I was very familiar with this Body Scent.

Just like 10 years ago. No, if anything, it had grown stronger, not weaker at all—that Fragrance that seduced women.

-Fshhhh

His face wasn't visible because of the large Mantle, but I knew instinctively.

How could I not recognize him just because his face and build weren't visible?

My Yooseong-i, whom I love most in this world.

But.

"...Yooseong-ah?"

Who is that woman?

What's with the smell of Alcohol emanating from his body?

A cold Killing Intent began to spread around.

Was it because she sensed my unusual aura? The Woman who had approached me also took a preparatory stance.

Grit!

I had already reached a conclusion about the current situation in my mind.

I didn't know the exact circumstances, but with Yooseong-i held in her arms, dead drunk like that, what more needed to be said?

That woman must have forced Yooseong-i to drink Alcohol.

Probably, after that...

'I can't forgive her.'

I'll cut off, one by one, the fingers of the hand that dared to give Yooseong-i Alcohol, and then I'll cut off the ears that heard Yooseong-i's languid Voice.

I'll gouge out the eyes that looked over Yooseong-i's body with lewd thoughts.

I will never, ever, ever, ever forgive her.

How dare she covet my Yooseong-i? My precious Yooseong-i?

I'll make her regret being alive.

Just as you coveted Yooseong-i, I'll destroy everything about you.

-Throb

My heart, which hadn't beaten since I was revived, began to pound.

  *

'Thank goodness... I found him first..'

It was worth deliberately sending that woman to a less crowded area.

I never imagined our Assistant Manager would bring him.

I'd reward the Assistant Manager for her contribution (?) later; for now, hiding this customer... no, getting to him first was the priority.

I didn't know when that woman would sense something and come this way, so I had to hurry into a room, lock the door, and take a bite.

-Slurp

'Let's think about what happens next when it happens.'

How could I know what would happen after that? I couldn't possibly give up with such a supreme fruit right before my eyes for such a trivial reason.

More than anything, if I don't devour him now, I feel like it'll haunt my memories forever.

'This is no time for this. Quickly, take him to a room and...'

The moment I was swallowing my saliva, imagining blissful things,

-Fshhhh

-Flinch!

An immense Killing Intent was felt very close by.

An incredible Killing Intent, as if seeing a lifelong enemy.

'Wh-What is this?'

Hurriedly looking towards where the Killing Intent came from, I saw a woman in a hooded Mantle spewing enough Killing Intent towards me to fill the huge entrance.

And the more surprising fact was,

'Why me of all people?!'

That I was the target of that terrifying Killing Intent.

-Fshhhh

Instinctively sensing a threat to my life, I cast a spell and created a large shield to envelop my body.

Kraaaak!

"Gasp..!"

The sword tried to cleave the shield in an instant but stopped right before my nose.

"[E-Explode!]"

Bang!

As the shield exploded in that state, its fragments, Blood Thorns, flew towards the assailant.

While the assailant was pushed back by the recoil of the explosion, I thought.

'Wh-What do I do? Why are they targeting me? What grudge could they possibly have?'

Honestly, too many things came to mind.

This Tavern wasn't mine from the start; I took it over after dealing with the previous owner and resolved conflicts with nearby Merchants by unilaterally crushing them, so I could understand if someone with a grudge had sent an assassin.

-Glance

I glanced at the Man I was holding in one arm.

'But why now of all times!!'

If they had come just one day, no, even 2 hours later, I could have enjoyed what I wanted to enjoy, so why now?

If there's a god in this world, this can't be happening.

How could the timing be like this?

Grind.

I had to make a Choice.

To put it coldly, the Man in my arms right now was nothing but baggage in this situation.

Knowing the assailant was after my life, I couldn't fight while holding this Man.

The absence of one arm in a fight is a huge weakness.

'Ughhhhh..'

Even after making the decision, I kept hesitating.

It would be a simple matter of dealing with that assailant quickly and then holding him again, but I didn't want to be separated even for a moment.

I was already that captivated by the Fragrance and touch this body offered.

'Should I just fight while holding him like this...'

While I hesitated over the final Choice, the assailant's Mantle fluttered, and our eyes met.

Crimson red eyes.

What I felt upon seeing those contradictory pupils, burning fiercely yet chillingly cold, was immense terror.

The primal fear that comes from seeing a creature that shouldn't exist according to common sense.

-Flick!

"A-Assistant Manager! Take good care of this person!"

"Yes?!"

I threw him towards the Assistant Manager and looked at the assailant.

Unless the opponent was a fool, if I showed even the slightest opening, immediately...

-Dash!

"Yooseong-ah!!!!"

'..Huh?'

The assailant ran towards him, not me.

..Why?

Could it be that they know each other?

-Snatch!

"Ugh!"

"Ahh... Yooseong-ah... Yooseong-ah... It's been a long time... I missed you... I'm so glad you're alive..."

"Uheheh..."

While I was too flustered to do anything, the assailant snatched him up.

Watching her hold him in one arm and speak to him with an appearance that was clearly not normal, I considered one possibility.

'Don't tell me that woman too...'

The immense Killing Intent towards me.

But as soon as I put him down, she rushed to him and embraced him.

And the mentions of seeing him after a long time, and missing him.

There was only one possibility I could think of.

'Just how many women did he bewitch to attract even a crazy Bitch like that?!'

That she was one of the women captivated by him.

Anyway, this was good.

She and I were in similar situations, after all.

If I could persuade her well and suggest we share him, I might also get a chance...

"Yooseong-ah... wait just a moment... Noona will take care of that filthy Bitch quickly and come back... just wait a little..."

The assailant hid him behind her and pointed her sword at me again.

-Gulp!

It wasn't an atmosphere to propose a Negotiation.

Even after taking him, her terrifying Killing Intent towards me hadn't diminished at all.

-Drip, drip

'Wh-What should I do?'

While I worried if I could survive against someone emitting that much Killing Intent,

-Fwing!

A sword came flying.

It didn't fly as if thrown, but as if it had a will of its own, flying and...

Wham!

"Kyaak!"

It struck the assailant with the back of the sword and sent her flying.

Before she was sent flying, I could feel some kind of Energy exploding from the sword.

-Dash!

"What is all this commotion!"

From the direction the sword flew, the Woman I had been competing with for him earlier rushed out with an urgent expression.

"Are you alright?! Did that person do anything to you?!"

"Dizzyy..."

While she held him, who was still out of it, and said something, I couldn't even think of closing my gaping mouth.

'..What did I just see?'

Not just controlling a sword, but exploding Qi with a sword?

It was a technique that even Swordmasters from my previous world couldn't use.

But a woman who looks like she's barely a Sword User is using it...

'..Is she really just a Sword User?'

Isn't it said that among the Realms of swordsmen, if one reaches a certain Realm, their Energy doesn't leak out, making them appear to have lower Energy?

If it's something similar to that...

"Thank goodness... If anything had happened to you, I really..."

-Shiver

Perhaps I was picking a fight with someone absolutely ridiculous.

And at that moment, a Voice came from the assailant who had been slammed into the wall.

"..Master...nim...?"

A Voice laced with utter disbelief.
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"..Master...nim...?"

-Shiver, shiver

Clutching my stomach, I extended my arm towards her.

Pain was surging from the twisted Energy due to the recent collision, but the current situation was more important than that.

"Thank goodness... If anything had happened to you, I really..."

Master was holding Yooseong-i in her arms.

I hadn't seen it wrong.

She had already reached the Realm of Return to Youth. Even after 10 years, her appearance hadn't changed.

And even if it had changed a little, there was no way I wouldn't recognize her.

She was, in effect, someone I had followed like my Parents.

"Ahh.. I'm so relieved.."

That Master was hugging and stroking Yooseong-i.

...Why?

Why is Master with Yooseong-i..?

Why are the two of them together..?

Though there was an age difference, they were undeniably of opposite sexes, yet she had no hesitation in hugging him.

It was proof that they already had an intimate relationship.

'No.. that can't be..'

It's Master.

Not just anyone, but Master.

There was no way that upright and righteous person would form such a relationship with a child who had suffered greatly because of her own Disciple.

She was someone who would undoubtedly be tormented by immense guilt, unable to even stroke him properly...

'Why..?'

The scene before my eyes completely negated that thought.

Master was hugging Yooseong-i tightly, and Yooseong-i showed no signs of resisting.

This was definitely not a reaction that could be seen in an ordinary relationship.

After what I did to Yooseong-i.

Neither Master nor Yooseong-i could possibly forget that.

And those two are showing such a reaction?

'N-No. Calm down.'

A whole 10 years had passed between then and now.

Enough time for mountains and rivers to change. It wouldn't be strange if something I didn't know about had happened between them and they had reconciled.

But..

'Hugging is a different matter!!!!!!'

How dare she! How dare she! How dare she!!

After killing me!! After separating me from Yooseong-i with a cold death!!!!

And in the meantime, she's hugging Yooseong-i?!

Grit!

Even if it's Master, I can't forgive her.

Even if she's like a parent to me, I can't forgive her.

Any woman other than me who lays even a fingertip on Yooseong-i's body is an enemy.

-Clang!

"Uwaaaaaah!!!!!"

Anger, hatred, Betrayal. I poured all the emotions I was feeling into my sword and charged at Master.

I didn't expect it to work.

My Realm in life was Peak.

Even if a hundred of me attacked, it would be a miracle if I could even graze Master's sword.

"..Whose back do you dare to aim for!"

Wham!

"Keuk!"

Master didn't even need to draw her sword; just a swing of her arm sent me flying backward.

The difference in power was that overwhelming..

-Crack

"..I can't forgive you."

I forced my strength and twisted the joint.

An angle impossible for a normal human.

But this gave me a chance to swing my sword one more time.

"?!"

The Emotion of surprise bloomed on Master's face.

In that state, I swung my sword at Master.

The most powerful and best-handled Martial Arts I learned in my lifetime,

The very Martial Arts taught to me by Master herself, unfolded before Master's eyes.

"What?!"

-Clang!

As sword met sword, the Plum Blossom Fragrance spread around.

-Flutter

The wind pressure blew off the Cloak that was covering my face, revealing it.

Master's face was stained with shock.

  *

I'd searched all the places the Manager told me to find him, only bothering innocent people, and then I heard a noise from the store entrance and hurried over...

-Halt

Then my legs suddenly stopped.

The reason I stopped at that moment flashed through my mind.

'I haven't found him yet.'

And when I realized I had stopped walking for this reason, I was incredibly bewildered.

Even though fights break out all the time in the Central Plains, if left alone, innocent civilians nearby could suffer greatly.

That's why I always rushed over whenever I heard a commotion, but I hesitated for the sake of finding him?

-Shiver

A fearful Emotion arose as I felt myself changing, but this was no time for self-reflection.

Judging by the type of noise, it was clear that Martial Artists had clashed.

The sooner I ran, the more I could reduce the harm to innocent people.

And perhaps, he might be there too.

As I hurried towards the sound, the Tavern's entrance was greatly soiled, as if some disturbance had occurred, and

Grit!

"..How dare you."

A cloaked Monster was holding him.

That alone was enough to grasp the situation.

-Fwing!

I imbued Spirit Sword Control with the subtlety of Force Projection and struck the Monster, sending it flying.

Its internal Energy was probably twisted, so it wouldn't be able to move for a while.

"What is all this commotion!"

I briefly glanced at the Manager, who seemed to have been confronting the Monster, and immediately rushed to him.

-Sway, sway

"Are you alright?! Did that person do anything to you?!"

"Dizzyy..."

Fortunately, he seemed to be conscious.

"Thank goodness... If anything had happened to you, I really..."

I pulled him into my arms and stroked his back.

It was an act to check if he was injured amidst this chaos.

Fortunately, he didn't seem to be hurt.

"Uwaaaaaah!!!!!"

As I was checking him, I heard the Monster's voice.

It was a somewhat familiar voice, but there was no time to think about that.

She was swinging her sword right now.

"..Whose back do you dare to aim for!"

Wham!

I parried the sword, which was filled with immense Emotion, and began to consider how to deal with this person.

However, before that thought could continue,

-Crack!

An even darker Emotion erupted from her body, and her joints began to twist strangely.

It was a movement at an angle absolutely impossible for a normal human.

Through the Cloak, her red eyes, simultaneously burning with heat and chillingly cold, were visible.

-Shiver

The difference in Realm was undoubtedly overwhelming, but I felt a chill.

To use an analogy, it was the grotesqueness I felt when I saw live seafood for the first time in my life.

The primal Emotion felt when looking at a creature that cannot be understood by common sense.

'Is she truly human..?'

She was so twisted it was hard to believe she was the same human.

And this wasn't the first time I'd felt this Emotion.

The day I cut down So-yeon. I felt a similar Emotion when I saw her, rejoicing with a Mad Laughter at the fact that he would never forget her before she died.

However, this fear was fleeting.

The shock I received when I raised my sword to parry the one she swung at me blew away such fears in an instant.

'My Martial Arts..?'

The sword she wielded was my Martial Arts.

It couldn't be a similar, different Martial Arts.

It was completely identical to the Secret martial arts technique I had painstakingly created by establishing my own unique enlightenment.

-Clang!

As sword met sword, a familiar Plum Blossom Fragrance spread around.

No matter how much the Martial Arts of Mount Hua, having reached a certain Realm, spread the Plum Blossom Fragrance, I knew for sure when our swords met.

This was my Martial Arts.

One I had never taught to anyone else.

No, the one who taught it was no longer in This World.

The Martial Arts, learned by only one person besides me, unfolded before my eyes.

-Flutter!

The impact of the collision blew off the Monster's Cloak, revealing her face.

Beautiful black hair, streaked with Blood here and there.

A beautiful face that anyone would lavish with praise, and

Red eyes, stained with anger, hatred, resentment, Betrayal, anticipation, and despair.

"H-How could you..."

It was a very familiar face, though slightly changed.

My one and only Disciple.

The greatest Sin I left in This World.

The child who was like my own, having inherited my Martial Arts and even my Nickname/Title.

So-yeon was there.

While I was too stunned to speak, So-yeon's mouth opened.

"That's what I'd like to ask."

-Tremble, tremble

[Ahh... now that child will live a difficult life in the outside world. Just as he seduced me, he will seduce other women, exploiting their hearts and fortunes.]

[Still, no matter what Woman he meets in the future, he will never forget me.]

That scene flashed through my mind like a panorama.

The same Voice as back then. The same atmosphere.

What I had thought was the end of a human broken by misguided love appeared right before my eyes.

[..Ahat! Ahahahaha!!!]

For a moment, I thought it was a nightmare.

Perhaps I had fallen asleep without even realizing it.

I couldn't possibly accept how such a thing could happen.

My Disciple, whom I had cut down with my own hands, had returned alive.

"Ah...ah..."

My mouth wouldn't close.

Tears were welling up in my eyes.

My emotions were out of control, and my senses began to deny Reality.

A hand began to reach out, binding me to the memories of the past I had barely managed to turn away from.

And then, I heard her Voice.

Like black, created by the mixing of all colors,

A dispassionate Voice, in which all sorts of emotions were mixed, yet nothing could be felt.

"Master, why are you with that child?"
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"Master, why are you with that child?"

The moment I heard those words, my mind went blank.

I couldn't offer any answer to that Voice, which felt dispassionate due to the myriad of emotions mixed within it.

It wasn't for any other reason.

It wasn't even because I was surprised that my Disciple, whom I had met after a long time, the sinner I had personally cut down, had returned alive.

'Why... was I with him?'

I truly didn't know, so I couldn't answer.

What did she mean by asking such a question?

The reason I was with him in a place like this, a Tavern?

Or, regardless of where this place was, the reason I was with him at all?

Or both?

Either way, I couldn't answer properly.

Fundamentally, I couldn't be proud of being with him.

Even if the problem stemmed from So-yeon, who was right in front of me,

Ultimately, the Disciple's fault is the Master's fault.

Even after cutting down So-yeon, I still felt responsible for her.

If I had taught her more, she wouldn't have ended up like that.

-Tremble, tremble

"Is it really... So-yeon...?"

"Even if a long time has passed, can't you recognize the Disciple you cut down yourself?"

"..."

With trembling eyes, I looked into So-yeon's red eyes.

Blood-red pupils, like the symbol of the Blood Cult.

I could tell that the Blood Cult had done something to her.

"Have you been revived as a Jiangshi?"

"I don't know either. And I asked first."

"Master, why are you with that child?"

Her question, urging a reply once more.

My heart, which had begun to pound madly, wouldn't calm down easily.

'What should I answer...'

While I was unable to give any answer,

"Ha."

So-yeon let out a derisive laugh tinged with lament.

"It's obvious it's because of me. You felt responsible for what I did to Yooseong-i, found him, and raised him under your wing. Enough time has passed, so his physical and emotional wounds must have healed."

"...Ah."

After hearing So-yeon's words, I realized she was under a Misunderstanding.

So-yeon seemed to think I had found him right after that incident, or almost immediately.

In reality, it hadn't been long since we met.

"Well. Thinking about it this way, it might actually be a relief. If he grew up under Master's care, he wouldn't have passed through the hands of other women, and Master wouldn't have laid a hand on him either. Though you might feel a sense of responsibility or something akin to maternal affection."

-Thump!

It felt like a heavy lump of iron had fallen onto my chest.

'Huh..?'

Cold sweat began to break out on my body.

Unconsciously, I couldn't help but avoid her red eyes.

I quickly met her gaze again, but it seemed So-yeon had already sensed something strange.

"..Is that not it?"

"..Ugh..."

If I continued to remain silent like this, everything would be revealed.

I squeezed my eyes shut and opened my mouth.

"We haven't been together that long. I searched for him continuously for the past 10 years but couldn't find him until I barely met him recently."

"..Then what was Yooseong-i doing all that time?"

"..What do you mean?"

"When Master found Yooseong-i. What was Yooseong-i doing? He must have done something for 10 years to survive and meet Master. What kind of things did he do to live? Did he seduce women? Did he sell his body? What has Yooseong-i been doing all this time!!!"

Mad Love (狂愛). An Emotion that could only be described that way.

Her Killing Intent, which had been coldly suppressed, began to flare up hotly again.

"C-Calm down. He said he lived in the mountains with his Master."

"Master... you say?"

"Yes. It seems he fortunately had a Benefactor who took care of him after he was gravely injured because of you. It appears he learned some skills during that time, so when I first saw him, he was living well on his own, quite respectably."

I thought about when I first met him.

A person who ran a fortune-telling shop in Shaanxi and had even gained some fame.

He must have gone through a lot while reading Heavenly Secret, yet he was a respectable young man living with his own convictions.

Though his Appearance didn't suggest it.

"..Then is that Master a woman?"

So-yeon's words made me frown.

I knew her Jealousy was severe, but this was too much.

To think she'd even be wary of a Master.

"I don't know. I didn't hear that much."

"Then..!"

"But even if the Master is a woman, surely what you're thinking couldn't have happened. In a Master-Disciple Relationship."

The age difference is one thing...

'Ahem.'

..Even if age is a wall that can be overcome in love, and thus meaningless, the relationship is a Master-Disciple Relationship.

There couldn't possibly be any Rational attraction between them.

How could such an Outrageous act occur in a relationship akin to that of parent and child?

"No matter how twisted your Affection is, what you just said crossed the line."

"..."

-Squeeze

So-yeon's grip on her sword and her lips tightened.

It didn't seem like she was about to swing her sword.

"..Still, I am suspicious."

Her suspicion hadn't abated, but there was a gain from the conversation so far.

That So-yeon wasn't in a state where she had lost her Reason like other Blood Cult members.

She clearly seemed to retain her memories and emotions from when she was alive.

If things went well, I might be able to resolve this through dialogue.

After resolving it through dialogue, I'd make him apologize to her...

'..Wait a minute.'

Come to think of it, he had lost his memories of So-yeon.

Thanks to that, I was able to stick by him now without being hated.

If... I made So-yeon apologize to him, I would first have to explain everything to him.

-Thump

'Then.. what do I do..?'

It means I have to reveal it.

That I deceived him.

That I misled him.

No matter how much I make So-yeon apologize... would he remain silent about being deceived?

How would he look at me, the disgusting me who, as a sinner, deceived and misled him to satisfy my own petty desires?

In the old days, it would have taken a long time to think about.

But now, as if accustomed to it, I raised a sword in my mind and cut off the thoughts.

And I opened my mouth towards So-yeon in front of me.

"I don't know how you were resurrected, but you don't seem to have lost your Reason. Is there really a need for us to cross swords?"

Calmly. As calmly as possible.

Calming my still-pounding heart, I continued.

"Although the Sin you committed left an indelible scar on that child, you too have died once and come back to life. Shouldn't you apologize to him first?"

I didn't want to cut So-yeon down again.

It was something I had regretted deeply for the past 10 years.

Did I really have to kill her?

Did I really have to cut her down?

Couldn't I have turned things around if I had tried?

It was something I had constantly pondered and regretted, even appearing in my dreams.

"..What are you scheming?"

"I am your Master who has watched over you since you were young. I know your Nature wasn't originally like that. Something must have caused a Misunderstanding. You didn't want to be hated by that child, did you?"

"..."

"Apologize to that child first. A whole 10 years have passed. If you don't do it now, when will you be able to?"

"Apologize... you say."

"Do you want to remain hated by that child forever?"

"..."

So-yeon bit her lip.

I let out a sigh of relief inwardly.

Mad Love. Even if it was a love gone mad, it was still a form of love.

So-yeon wouldn't want to be hated by him either.

If there was a chance to share love purely, she would want to do so.

"Wouldn't it be too late already..."

I extended my hand towards So-yeon, who had her head bowed.

"I will help you. The moment you give up thinking it's too late, it becomes even later, going beyond reach."

So-yeon bit her lip again.

She seemed to be deep in thought.

"..."

I too did not rush her, merely maintaining my outstretched hand towards So-yeon in silence.

And a short while later, her mouth opened.

"..I'll try."

I could feel her Voice had softened considerably.

"Yes. Good thinking."

"..Should I apologize right now?"

"Before that, don't you need to prepare? And right now, he's probably not in a state to receive your apology."

I pointed to him, whom I had sent far away using the Void Grasping Technique while clashing swords with So-yeon.

"Woah... There are so many bottles of Alcohol here..."

Even amidst this commotion, he still seemed drunk, not yet sobered up.

"..Why is Yooseong-i like that?"

"He seems to be very drunk on Alcohol."

"He drank Alcohol...?"

"It seems he developed a new hobby while I wasn't looking. He really likes Alcohol."

Wanting to avoid provoking So-yeon unnecessarily, I didn't mention that he started drinking because of her.

"Ah... Then did you two come to the Tavern alone?"

"I couldn't let him wander around alone so dangerously. He wanted to go to this Tavern so badly, so I had no choice but to follow him."

Hiding my ulterior motives as much as possible, I sweated inwardly.

I didn't know what would happen if the truth was revealed.

"..I see."

Fortunately, So-yeon didn't seem to suspect me and approached him.

-Swoosh

"Uhehe... Don't pull me..."

"..Sorry. Just stay like this for a moment."

So-yeon wrapped one arm around him.

"Sssph... Haaaah..."

"It tickles..."

I was momentarily surprised to see her bring her nose to his Neck and inhale, but I didn't show any particular reaction.

It didn't seem like she was doing anything else yet.

"Hngh..."

After a long while, So-yeon's mouth opened.

"Master. May I ask just one thing?"

"What is it?"

I asked nonchalantly.

I didn't think any special questions would come up now.

At this time-

"Why does Yooseong-i smell like Master?"

-I still hadn't realized that I had underestimated So-yeon's madness.
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"Answer me."

It wasn't just a scent that had rubbed off from being together.

It was a much deeper Body Scent.

A Body Scent so deep that it could only have formed if they had been embracing for a long time.

"Why does Yooseong-i smell like Master?"

-Bubble, bubble

The Emotion that had barely subsided was boiling up like fire.

Inwardly, I denied Reality.

That can't be.

What I'm thinking can't possibly have happened.

There's no way Master, of all people, would have committed such an act.

But I needed confirmation.

"Wh-What do you mean by that? My scent."

"Don't evade. Didn't I say Master's scent is on Yooseong-i's body?"

-Flinch

For a very brief moment, I saw it.

Master's pupils wavering.

She was the Master I had followed like a parent. I could tell when she was hiding something.

She didn't seem to realize it herself, but it looked like she hadn't been able to fix it for 10 years.

Grit!

This confirmed it.

Something I didn't know had definitely happened between them.

'What happened?'

Sexual Intercourse? That couldn't be it. It was Master, of all people; such a thing couldn't have happened.

An act that would make them stay in close contact for a long time, enough for the scent to permeate the body to this extent.

What could that be?

As unpleasant imaginations filled my mind, one scene came to me.

[M-Master...nim...?]

[Did you have a nightmare?]

In my young and immature days,

On nights when I couldn't sleep well, Master would lend me her embrace.

Back then, I enjoyed the feeling of being in her arms so much that I sometimes pretended I couldn't sleep.

..Perhaps this is something similar.

It wasn't entirely implausible.

Yooseong-i would have been wounded in body and mind by me, and after Master found Yooseong-i, there would have been a small commotion between them. Even if 10 years had passed, he wouldn't have completely forgotten such a big shock.

It wouldn't be unnatural for Master to lend her embrace to Yooseong-i, who was caught in the revived agony of the past.

Given the age difference, perhaps it felt like seeing a grandchild.

'Ha..'

Yes. I must have overreacted. It's Master, of all people. There's no way Master would have coveted Yooseong-i...

"Th-Th-That is... Actually, that child's Energy was greatly depleted, and his life was in danger... So I had no choice but to transfer Energy through Yin-Yang Union, but there were absolutely no personal feelings..."

'...Huh?'

What did I just hear?

"Yin-Yang... Union...?"

"I-It was truly an unavoidable situation because that child's life was in danger! Although both the child and I unintentionally shared our first experience, we decided to act as if it never happened, following the child's wishes..."

"Ah...?"

First time...?

Not only did she sleep with Yooseong-i... she even took his first time...?

Master...?

-Shing

By the time I came to my senses, I had already drawn my sword.

There was no Reason left to hold my body back.

Only Emotion remained, and that Emotion rode straight up the sword.

"S-So-yeon-ah?"

"I'll kill you...I'll kill you...I'll kill you...I'll kill you..."

Regrettably, the sword I, having lost my Reason and left with only Emotion, wielded at Master was the one most familiar to me.

Master's Martial Arts, learned from Master.

As the forms I had practiced tens of thousands of times unfolded with the sword, a strange Energy reacted within my body at that moment.

A strange Energy, different from the Internal Energy I had felt in my lifetime, which seemed to have arisen after my revival.

My instincts as a Martial Artist tried to filter out the impure Energy that had invaded my body, but I stopped it.

It didn't matter what it was.

If only I could kill the Master before my eyes right now,

If only I could kill the disgusting, loathsome traitor,

Anything would do.

-Kiiing

A red Energy, resembling Blood, coiled up the sword.

"What is this..!"

Master seemed flustered by the sudden change, but that was no reason to stop.

The sword was swung, and

-Kwaaaang!!!!

Red Energy spread out along the trajectory of the sword.

  *

-Whoooosh

After the sword's Energy swept through the space once, I felt a tingling in my wrist and thought.

'What just happened...'

What had unfolded was clearly my Martial Arts, which I had taught So-yeon.

A swordsmanship containing the subtleties of Celerity (快) and Illusion (幻), fitting for Mount Hua's Martial Arts.

However, the destructive power So-yeon had just shown was similar to that which deals with the subtlety of Strength (強).

Unrestrained swordsmanship, like a ferocious beast, with overflowing Energy spilling outwards.

At least, as far as I knew, I had never taught So-yeon such a thing.

"What did you just do...?"

I couldn't see it because I was looking at So-yeon, but I could feel the traces left by her sword.

The overflowing Energy had rushed outwards following her sword, and as a result,

-Whoosh

The cold wind, characteristic of late Night, brushed against my skin through the collapsed wall.

So-yeon's change wasn't a threat to my life, but still, as a Master, I couldn't help but be concerned about my Disciple changing for unknown reasons.

"Ahh.. So this is how you handle it..."

Her Voice returned to how it was before.

Thinking that something else might come from her words, which sounded like she had realized something, I readied my sword.

I didn't know what was going on, but now that it had come to this, it was no longer just a matter between me and So-yeon.

If So-yeon went on a Rampage, the lives of everyone in this spacious Tavern could be in danger.

"So-yeon-ah. I believe you haven't forsaken your Affection yet. If we fight like this, the lives of the many people in this Tavern will be in danger..."

"Shut up. Who cares about those bastards."

Vulgar Language I had never heard from So-yeon's mouth before.

'..I misspoke.'

Thinking that opening my mouth further could worsen the atmosphere, I pressed my lips firmly together.

"You took everything from me. My life, Yooseong-i's body, his heart. You took everything from my Life."

"..So-yeon-ah."

"Was it good? Was it good, I ask. Was a boy young enough to be your grandson's body that good? So good that you couldn't forget and even brought him to a Tavern?"

-Surge

It was clearly a Personal Attack that crossed the line, but perhaps because the Life I had lived so far wasn't in vain, my heart wasn't particularly hurt.

-Tremble, tremble

"You've become quite impudent towards your Master in the time I haven't seen you..."

It was true.

"If you've aged, you should have some conscience. You only look young on the outside; inside, you're a complete old hag, yet you lay your hands on that young child? Don't you feel sorry for Yooseong-i?"

-Snap

"Hmm..."

My heart definitely wasn't hurt, but for some reason, my body seemed to be trembling.

Hearing such words from a Disciple I had raised like my own child was apparently more shocking than I had imagined.

Yes. So-yeon-ah.

If a Disciple goes astray, it is the Master's duty to set them right.

With a gentle smile, I opened my mouth.

"That child liked it too, you know?"

-Flinch

So-yeon's face contorted greatly.

Perhaps because I thought I had landed a blow,

An unknown sense of pleasure began to rise.

  *

"Th-That can't be. Master must have seduced him first..."

"Would I intentionally seduce that child? If I did, it must have been that he was unconsciously drawn to me. I swear to Heaven, I never seduced him."

"Shut up... Shut up!!!!"

A situation where slashes and verbal attacks were exchanged.

The Manager of the Golden Orchid Tavern was hiding behind a Table with the Assistant Manager, watching them.

"..Assistant Manager. What should we do about that."

"Natural disasters cannot be stopped by human power. It is the natural order determined by the Gods of Heaven and Earth, so we can only pray that it passes safely."

"No, that's not a natural disaster, it's a human disaster."

"How about we consider humans as part of nature?"

"..Ah. Then it is a natural disaster."

Both of them were half out of their minds.

If it had been two moderately skilled Martial World practitioners fighting, it might have been different, but just from the sword wind, one could tell they were no ordinary Masters. How could they possibly intervene?

As the Assistant Manager said, they could only pray for it to pass safely.

"..What did we do wrong to deserve this."

"We've done plenty wrong. You forcibly took over this Tavern, trampled on nearby Merchants, committed tax evasion..."

"But the world is inherently survival of the fittest."

"Then our turn has simply come."

"No, don't give up so easily..."

Even the usually cool-headed Assistant Manager couldn't offer any special solution in this situation.

It felt like even if the Manager, cloaked in defensive magic, charged in, she wouldn't survive 10 seconds in that pandemonium. How could the weaker Assistant Manager possibly intervene?

And as for persuading those two with words...

"For your information, in the end, that child also directly coveted my body. With that delicate body, he Ejaculation three healthy times. So-yeon, you probably haven't seen his face flushed with pleasure."

"Uwaaaaaaaaaah!!!!!!!!!"

-Kagagagang!!!

'..Let's just stay quiet. Yes.'

I didn't dare to jump in.

"Manager-nim, you didn't lay a hand on that Man, did you?"

"..Unfortunately, I couldn't."

"Well, considering you're still alive, I suppose so."

I thought of the Man whose image still lingered before my eyes.

-Slurp

Just thinking about it made my mouth water.

What on earth had he done to his body to have this level of insane addictiveness?

Even a typical Incubus probably wouldn't be this potent.

'Come to think of it, that Man is also in that pandemonium...'

-Glance

I peeked out slightly to check on the Man.

"Uhehe... Scary..."

'Wow, he's still not sober even in this situation.'

It seemed he was the type to get really, thoroughly drunk once he started.

Anyway, he was currently lying flat on the floor.

-Gulp!

'I don't care if I die, just somehow, just once...'

Like an addict hooked on drugs, that thought constantly refused to leave my mind.
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-Kwaang!

"Die...!! Dieeeee!!!!!"

So-yeon was displaying emotions far darker than before.

Because her love was twisted, the shock of it being shaken was all the greater.

The fact that I had shared Affection with that child seemed to have been a huge shock to So-yeon.

"No... no..."

She looked extremely unstable, to the point of tearing at her own hair.

It was proof that I was gaining the upper hand in the long verbal battle.

If you were to say it was too much, educating a Disciple is a Master's natural duty, and

it was she who first wounded my Pride as a woman.

Naturally, it wasn't retaliation born of my personal feelings, but merely just disciplinary action to fix So-yeon's misguided way of speaking. Would I want to see So-yeon suffer?

I did feel my momentarily damaged Pride being restored, but I absolutely did not want to see So-yeon suffer either.

'..Did I provoke her too much?'

Thinking about it, I wondered if the discipline had been too severe.

It might have been different in the old days, but now that her mind was very unstable, I should have been more careful with my words and actions...

'How can I just stand by when a Disciple calls her Master an old hag?'

So-yeon was also clearly in the wrong.

Even if it's true, one must differentiate between words that are rude and those that are not.

And no matter how old she actually was, her body had already achieved Return to Youth. Her physical age was no different from that of a young woman.

No matter how much I had cultivated my mind as a Daoist, it didn't mean I had to passively listen to insulting remarks from a Disciple I had raised like my own child.

And if I were to say it now, it might sound like an excuse, but I hadn't spoken thoughtlessly.

-Kwaaaang!

I dodged the sword So-yeon swung by a hair's breadth.

It wasn't difficult to guide the direction of an attack when provoking an enemy whose mind was already unstable.

I was guiding So-yeon's attacks towards me, ensuring the area behind her didn't collapse the Building, minimizing damage as much as possible.

It wouldn't be difficult to overpower So-yeon by force, but if I subdued her with my own hands in this situation, it was hard to predict what rash actions she might take.

She was attacking so violently even with one arm missing. To completely subdue her, I might have to cut off the remaining one as well.

I wanted to calm her down, talk to her, and if possible, correct her wrongs and return to how things were, so I didn't want to do that.

Furthermore, since she was revived by the Blood Cult's sinister sorcery, I didn't know what kind of tricks might have been played on her. Waiting for her strength to be completely exhausted and for her to collapse on her own was the safest and best method.

If, by some chance, her twisted Affection went on a Rampage and, beyond destroying his Dantian, she aimed for his life...

..I would have to pray such a situation wouldn't arise.

  *

-Kwaaaang!!

"..Assistant Manager. Did all the customers leave?"

"They probably escaped on their own, wouldn't you think?"

"The staff?"

"Both you and I are hiding here, Manager-nim, so why do you keep asking? Are you suddenly feeling a sense of responsibility as a Manager now?"

"..."

No, it's because I feel like I'm going to cause trouble today.

I barely managed to swallow the words that had risen to the tip of my tongue.

Now that my heart had already tilted, I had no lingering attachment to my life, nor to this Tavern.

I really wouldn't mind dying, just once. If I could just ravish him once, I'd have no other wishes.

I could even understand why those two women were trashing someone else's shop.

Honestly, if I had the strength, I felt like I would have joined in that fight.

'..But it's just those two women, right?'

Come to think of it, I was curious.

Were those two women really the end of it?

He looked a bit small, but judging by the Fragrance, he definitely seemed like an adult. In at least 20 years, were those two women the only ones he got entangled with?

With a Body Scent and Voice that could drive people this crazy, it didn't seem likely.

There were probably people who recognized his preciousness (?) from a young age and made a move,

and there were definitely more people who were simply captivated like me.

'Isn't it also untrue that he was a virgin until he did it with that woman?'

From what I heard in the verbal battle over there, they said they hadn't met long ago. He maintained his virginity until then?

Is that even possible?

With that body?

Unless someone had locked him up and raised him, it couldn't be.

Even if that Man himself hadn't been promiscuous, if a captivated Woman simply pounced on him, he wouldn't be able to do anything but Flail underneath her. How could he protect his chastity?

'He might actually be a total slutty Dick.'

Well, with only suspicions and no proof, it would ultimately end at the level of doubt.

If he was really, really, really lucky, he might have maintained his chastity.

It's not like I've had that Man's Dick in my mouth; how would I know?

-Slurp

'Though I feel like I'd know if I put it in my mouth.'

Staring at the area where the sword fight was still happening, I wondered how I could snatch just the Man from there.

It would be perfect if I could somehow buy about an hour.

'Warp Gate...'

Should I snatch just that Man and then quickly activate the Magic Circle to get away?

If I destroyed the Magic Circle on the other side as soon as I passed through, tracking would also be difficult.

But there was one problem.

-Kagagagagang!!!

'Yeah. Impossible.'

Break through that gap and pull the Man out, even for a moment, to activate the Warp Gate?

There didn't seem to be any opening for that.

And if I approached, all the attacks would clearly focus on me, and then even with all my defensive magic, I wouldn't last a few seconds.

'..Wait a minute.'

Come to think of it, there was another way.

Not me escaping, but sending them flying.

If I adjusted the Entrance of the gate, it wouldn't be impossible to send just those two flying to a different place.

Of course, it would be quite difficult, but it was a much more plausible story than me breaking through that gap.

'Should I completely scramble the arrival coordinates too?'

The gate at the original destination exists to ensure arrival at a stably designated coordinate. If I scrambled the destination coordinates, it would be possible to drop them off in a completely strange place.

For example, deep in a Mountain, a thousand li away from any human settlement.

"Assistant Manager. I'm going to tinker with the Warp Gate a bit, help me."

"Are you planning to run away now...?"

"No, to send those women flying."

Of course, I omitted the explanation that I was after that Man and explained my plan to the Assistant Manager.

"..There's a possibility. Since gates like this don't originally exist in the Central Plains, they wouldn't be prepared for it."

"Right? Then I'll handle the coordinate adjustment, and you take care of the other parts, Assistant Manager."

"Alright... We should do it quickly so the repair costs are at least lower..."

.
.
.

While I was busy modifying the Magic Circle with the Assistant Manager, I felt the sound of swords clashing gradually decrease. Looking over, I saw the red-eyed Woman looking greatly exhausted.

'Come to think of it, that looks like a Familiar of my kind.'

I grumbled inwardly about what kind of incompetent fool couldn't even manage their Familiar properly.

In the first place, my role wasn't to increase forces but to secure funds and gather information.

I wasn't interested in the ones assigned to that role.

Just as I was about to turn my attention back to the Magic Circle, I heard another Woman's voice.

The Woman who had been consistently overwhelming the other, the one who had first visited the Tavern with that Man.

According to the information I heard, the Woman who was the other's Master opened her mouth.

"You seem quite tired now, how about we stop? So-yeon, you also know that further fighting is meaningless, don't you?"

And hearing her words, I thought.

'Wow, now of all times.'

After thoroughly messing her up, now she wants to stop.

That Woman was no ordinary crazy Bitch either.

  *

"Stop... you say..."

"I don't want to hurt you any further."

"Ha..ha.."

It was a ridiculous thing to say.

If I had known I would awaken to such a truth after being revived, it might have been better to have remained dead.

To think Yooseong-i and Master would do such a thing.

-Stagger

It was hard to support my body.

Swept up by Emotion, I had poured everything into my attacks against Master, but Master hadn't suffered a single scratch.

At best, the waves of overflowing Energy had damaged her Clothes.

Even if I managed to land a hit, it didn't even scratch Master's Protective Body Qi.

'Damn it..'

Even if I could wield a new Energy, the overwhelming gap couldn't be overcome.

'If it was going to be like this, why was I revived..'

I had lived solely with the determination to get Yooseong-i back, but Yooseong-i was already in the hands of someone beyond my reach.

"..I want to touch Yooseong-i."

A single sentence, barely uttered by moving lips that wouldn't part easily.

"..Not the same thing as before again..."

"That's not what I intend. I just... want to apologize..."

I heard everything.

Because I destroyed his Dantian, it ironically became an opportunity for him to share Affection with Master.

It was a truth that made me want to tear my hair out just hearing it, but I couldn't turn back what had already happened.

'Still... he'll remember me...'

Even if it was in a bad way, if Yooseong-i remembered me for the rest of his life, I felt like that alone would make me happy.

Yes. Calm down.

There will be many opportunities in the future.

Master may have gotten a head start, but if I look for chances, there will surely be one for me too.

Rather, since Yooseong-i had already awakened to Lust, he might become interested in various women.

Grit!

Really, really, really, really, a hundred times. No, if I conceded a thousand times, I could tolerate up to Master.

No matter how young Master looked, the age difference was almost at the level of grandson and grandmother. She could see his body, but she was lacking as a partner for emotional Interaction.

But me?

The age difference... if we exclude the time I was dead, there's almost none. Yooseong-i is a proper adult now too.

And unlike Master, who would have many inconveniences due to her values, I can do anything if Yooseong-i wants it.

I can lick Yooseong-i's feet, I can lick his private parts.

If he tells me to bark, I can bark; if he tells me to crawl, I can crawl.

If that's the way to make Yooseong-i mine, I can do anything.

To do that, resolving the lingering emotions with Yooseong-i was the top priority.

"..Alright."

After Master's permission was granted, I approached Yooseong-i, who was collapsed.

"Yooseong-ah..."

"Heek..!"

-Tremble, tremble

Yooseong-i, reeking of Alcohol, curled up his body and covered his head.

Resisting the urge to rip off that large Mantle and climb on top of him, I knelt before Yooseong-i.

"Yooseong-ah... It's Noona... Han So-yeon... You remember Noona, right...? Noona is so sorry for everything..."

It was an apology mixed with Sincerity, though my emotions hadn't completely calmed down yet.

I still felt regret, wondering if I really had to destroy his Dantian.

If I wanted to be remembered, there must have been other ways.

How hard must it have been for him?

"Noona... I was blinded for a moment... I hurt Yooseong-i so much... Noona is so sorr..."

Tears welled up, blurring my vision, as I thought of Yooseong-i, who must have suffered because of me.

It felt like the fog in my mind was gradually clearing.

Yes. Let's start anew from today.

Let's apologize for everything and grant Yooseong-i whatever he desires.

And so...

"...Who is that...?"

......

-Crack

"Yooseong-ah...?"

Just now,

I thought I heard words I shouldn't have heard.
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Yooseong doesn't remember me.

"Y-Yooseong-ah. You're joking, right? Huh? Noona's not in the mood for jokes right now. Say it's a joke. Quickly. There's no way Yooseong-i could have forgotten Noona."

-Shake, shake

I grabbed Yooseong-i's collar and shook him back and forth.

Was it Yooseong-i's body that was shaking, or was it my pupils?

Either way, nothing seemed to be still.

My heart pounded like crazy, my vision narrowed, and my perception beyond my immediate surroundings diminished.

The only thing I could perceive now was Yooseong-i.

I couldn't hear what Master was saying.

So please say something, Yooseong-ah.

You haven't forgotten Noona... right..?

I opened my trembling lips, urging Yooseong-i, who, oblivious to my feelings, was still dazed.

"Yooseong-ah.. Yooseong-ah.. Yooseong-ah.. Yooseong-ah.."

"Ughhh..."

As Yooseong-i's body shook, a groan escaped him.

As I waited for an answer from Yooseong-i,

"So I'm asking, who is that..."

-Crack

Yooseong-i's words were a complete Betrayal.

-Shhh...

I twisted my head and looked at Master wordlessly.

Silence.

It was a silence that demanded that she explain what was going on.

"..Come to think of it, I forgot to mention it."

Master opened her mouth, her expression stiff.

I continued staring at Master in silence.

-Gulp

Was Master nervous too?

After swallowing once, she continued speaking.

"There was an accident a while ago. The fundamental accident that caused me to... Treat... that child. It seems he partially lost his past memories due to the shock."

"..."

I still maintained my silence.

I couldn't think of anything.

With the sole determination that Yooseong-i would remember me forever, I had carved an indelible wound on his body and lost my life as the price.

But that very wound became the catalyst for Master to address Yooseong-i's first experience, and

Whatever the reason, he had forgotten me.

What had I done all that for?

"Ah..."

To name my emotion, it was futility. There was no other word to describe it.

"Aah.. Aaaaaah..."

The words wouldn't come out properly.

My Thought Process stopped, and I didn't know what to do, what to say, or what to think.

It was the moment everything that supported me came crashing down.

The last foothold I had before falling into the deep, deep Abyss had vanished.

There was nothing left to stand on.

-Rumble

My eyes lost their light, and my body, losing all strength, began to go limp.

Perhaps Master saw my state.

"S-So-yeon-ah! Get a grip!"

She began to speak urgently.

"W-Was it such a great shock that the child forgot you?!"

"That... was my everything..."

"Th-Think of it differently! Although what you did to that child won't disappear, he doesn't remember it now, so can't you have a new start?!"

"A new... start..."

Right..

Those weren't bad words.

-Shhhk

I moved my body and caressed Yooseong-i's cheek.

I could feel his firm, soft cheek, which felt nothing like his age.

"Yooseong-ah.. So Yooseong-i has forgotten Noona..."

"Who is Noona...?"

"Noona..? Yes.. Someone who truly loves Yooseong-i...?"

As I stroked Yooseong-i's body, I felt my emotions barely begin to calm down.

Right. There was nothing wrong with what Master said.

Because I love Yooseong-i. I want to be with Yooseong-i.

But if Yooseong-i remembered me as I was, the process would be fraught with difficulties.

It might have been better that he forgot.

Because Yooseong-i wouldn't remember what I did.

But..

"Noona doesn't want to do that."

-Ping!

I picked up the sword I had briefly set down to caress Yooseong-i.

It was a sword that couldn't reach Master, but

it was a sword that could reach Yooseong-i and me.

"Let's die together."

In a world where Yooseong-i doesn't remember me, there's no value in us being alive.

If we die, your memory will return.

Let's be together forever in death, Yooseong-ah.

The sword was brandished before Yooseong-i could even react.

So my beloved Yooseong-i wouldn't be in pain. I aimed precisely for his neck to ensure a swift death.

"You've truly lost your mind until the very end!!!"

However, Master was watching right beside me with sharp eyes.

The sword in my hand was pulled from my grasp by Master's power, and my body was dragged into her arms, my last act of defiance ending in failure.

-Flail, flail

"Yooseong-ah!! Yooseong-aaaaaaahk!!!!!!!!!!"

"To think I trusted you until the very end, truly...!"

I could hear Master's voice from right behind me, but my eyes could only see Yooseong-i.

Master was holding me, moving away from Yooseong-i.

That way I couldn't pull any tricks.

That way I couldn't be with Yooseong-i.

Master was getting in my way.

No.

No no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no

It has to be now.

If I can't reach Yooseong-i now, I don't know when the next chance will come.

This is a second life I barely obtained. I can't let it end like this, having done nothing.

-Poke

"Ah..."

At that moment, I felt a familiar sensation.

One I had felt before. The sensation of losing consciousness due to Acupoint Sealing.

Unlike before, I now had only one arm, and the one holding me was Master.

It was impossible to hold onto my consciousness and escape as I had then.

"Yooseong...ah..."

Within my fading vision,

I saw an overlapping image of Yooseong-i in the exact same situation.

And as my consciousness sank deep,

-Rumble, rumble, rumble

Along with a sinister sound rumbling from somewhere within my body,

-KRA-BOOOOM!!!!!

A blood-red Energy spread into the surroundings.

And on the arm that had been cut off,

A blood-red arm had taken its place as if it belonged there.

  *

I had been watching the two women continuously while preparing the Magic Circle.

When the Disciple first drew her sword on the Man, I had screamed internally.

'You crazy bitch, why would you kill him!!'

All this trouble was just so I could bang that man once, and if he died, it would all be for nothing.

But thankfully, the Master didn't seem to want that, and she quickly stopped the Disciple's Rampage.

The way she snatched the sword and subdued her in an instant was such a clean movement it made me wonder why she couldn't have just done it sooner.

"She was probably easier to subdue because she was tired from rampaging all that time."

"That must be it, right?"

"If not, it would be just too unfair for us..."

We decided to think of it that way.

Because if she could have easily subdued her but didn't, we, now facing enormous repair costs, were the only ones at a loss.

'..Don't tell me she let her destroy the Tavern just to screw with us.'

Once the suspicion started, it was endless.

In any case, the Master safely subdued the Disciple and, with quick hand movements, poked her somewhere on her body.

At first, I wondered what she was doing, but seeing the Disciple go limp, I realized it was also a type of skill.

"It's a technique called Acupoint Sealing. In fact, it's a basic skill that most Martial Artists learn to some extent."

"How fascinating..."

"Anyway, now that the fight is over, we can stop this work, can't we?"

-Flinch

At the Assistant Manager's question, my Thought Process momentarily stopped.

Come to think of it, the Assistant Manager thought we were drawing the Magic Circle to chase those women out; she didn't know my plan.

Regardless of whether the two women stopped fighting, for my plan to work, I had to send them both flying far away.

"W-Well..."

As I wondered how I could persuade the Assistant Manager,

-KRA-BOOOOM!!!!!

From the body of the Disciple who I thought had collapsed, a red Energy erupted.

Blood-red Magic Power obscured my vision, and when my sight was barely restored, she was exuding a much darker and more ominous aura than before.

And the biggest change was that a new arm had sprouted from her empty arm socket.

-Shudder

The chilling Energy spreading around sent shivers down my spine.

"..Manager-nim. Do you know what that is?"

"I don't know... I'm scared too..."

"You said earlier she was a Familiar made by your kind. Isn't she similar to me?"

"I don't know... I don't even know whose Familiar she is... And you don't have a function like that..."

"Tch."

While we were whispering, the awakened (?) Disciple rushed towards the Master.

But the Master had already taken her sword.

Charging like that would only result in a hand-to-hand brawl.

The moment I thought that,

-Shwoooosh

"?!"

The blood-red Magic Power gathered and instantly formed the shape of a sword.

Was the Master flustered too? She hurriedly raised her sword, and

-Clang!

a clear sound,

-KRA-BOOOOM!!!!!

and the sound of a starkly contrasting clash between Energies, rang out.

-Creak! Creak!

Under the even stronger impact, the remaining pillars of the Tavern began to make ominous sounds.

Watching the two women begin their second round, looking even stronger than before, I thought.

'Who the hell made that thing.'

I don't know what kind of bitch she is,

but it seems she's caused one hell of an accident.
Chapter 70: Volume 5 - Daoist
"Grandfather!"

"Yes. Was today uneventful?"

"Ah, I made another friend today!"

I looked down at the small boy looking up at me.

An Orphan boy I had taken in during my later years, after a perilous Life eating the Sword Meal, never knowing when I might die.

I still don't quite understand the whim that made me take in a child with whom I had no connection in my entire life.

Perhaps I suddenly felt a Desire for a grandson in my old age.

Or maybe I had some sort of epiphany watching a Comrade from my youth decide to retire, saying he had a place he could return to.

Whatever the reason, he was a child I had taken in and raised as my own.

I didn't think much when I first took the child in.

He was very young, and I thought he'd make many women cry when he grew up, but the reality he showed as he grew exceeded that.

"..Yooseong-ah. I know you have a kind heart, but you must also learn to refuse when girls ask to be close to you."

"But then she'll be sad..."

'Accepting for that reason is a greater Poison..'

The boy, who hadn't even fully grown yet, was constantly surrounded by girls, and I didn't know how he was bewitching them.

I even secretly watched him to see what on earth he was doing to cause this ruckus, but he wasn't doing anything particularly special.

Even when he was just playing with dirt by himself in an empty lot, he would soon be surrounded by stares.

There was a time when I seriously considered making him wear a mask or a bandana.

But he was still a young child and couldn't bear the stuffiness, so that failed.

In truth, I wasn't too worried until this point.

I could see that he would continue to attract women and suffer from Woman Trouble, but that was a matter for the Future, and I thought it wasn't something to worry about yet while he was still immature.

I just silently sent my condolences to the young girls whose chests had caught fire at too early an age, and so time passed.

The day I had feared came sooner than I expected.

"Elder! Please allow it! I can't be without Yooseong-i! I can't live without Yooseong-i anymore!"

"Stop with the disgusting talk and get lost! Don't ever come near here again!"

"Elder!! Elder!!!!"

She was a crazy Bitch.

What was a grown adult doing to a child who hadn't even reached double digits in age?

It wasn't that rare to see a fiancée decided from a young age in an arranged marriage between prominent families, but this wasn't that.

This was a lump of pure Desire, devoid of any such interests.

At first, I thought I had just run into a crazy Woman in the vast Central Plains, where people were a dime a dozen.

But when a similar incident happened two more times, I couldn't just stand by.

No matter how many crazy people there were in the world, this probability was hard to see as just bad luck.

'What on earth are you doing outside?'

With this question in mind, I looked into what Yooseong-i was doing.

After secretly watching Yooseong-i, I found that he still spent most of his time playing with other children his age, but sometimes he would hang out with others who were not.

Mainly with young women.

But there was no particular problem with this either.

What Yooseong-i did was nothing special. Just his usual words and actions, without a shred of pretense, even when talking to adults.

I was greatly shocked by this.

It meant that Yooseong-i's own innocent actions, done without any intention, were having a significant impact on them.

It was clear that if I left Yooseong-i as he was, he would soon come to harm.

It was around the same time that I realized I didn't have much time left to live.

My body deteriorated rapidly, and soon it became difficult even to move outside the house.

When I was bedridden, Yooseong-i, with a brave face, started bringing home groceries and living expenses from somewhere.

When I asked the young child how he got them, Yooseong-i answered with a bright smile.

He said his close Noonas gave them to him.

Seeing Yooseong-i like that, I thought.

I worried if this child would be able to survive well after I was gone.

If I was gone, Yooseong-i would be all alone without any Family.

In that state, it was hard to imagine that the women around him would just watch him quietly.

Something would surely happen, and it would not be entirely good for Yooseong-i.

In a way, it was the unavoidable Fate of those born with an overwhelming Appearance.

A Fate where people they couldn't handle constantly involved themselves with them, and they wouldn't be free from the hands reaching out. In common terms, it's also called a Peach Blossom Charm.

It wasn't that difficult to predict Yooseong-i's Future after my death.

After that, I began to worry about how Yooseong-i could live well in a world without me.

And at that moment, it surely wasn't a coincidence that the Plum Blossom Fragrance I had smelled on the battlefield, blooming amidst a brilliant sword dance, came to mind.

Daoists who live their lives controlling the seven passions and five desires, cutting ties with the Secular World.

They would be able to sever Yooseong-i's Evil Star, and the people he met inside would all be Daoists, so no accidents would happen.

I could even hope that he might meet a Benefactor who would take pity on him and help him.

Fortunately, the place where they lived was not too far away.

The best method I could find before the flame of my life barely flickered out.

The biggest problem was whether Yooseong-i could enter Mount Hua, but that was a concern that only hastened the impending death of an old man with little time left.

I could only pray to Heaven before this flame of life was extinguished.

Gods of Heaven and Earth, if you pity Yooseong-i, please allow him to receive the teachings of Mount Hua.

And.. I pray that after he enters, he will meet good people, not strict ones, so that Yooseong-i can live well even without me..

-Pfft

After praying, a hollow laugh escaped me.

Strict people after he enters.

As if the Daoists would do anything to Yooseong-i.

I was really worrying for nothing.

  *

-Clang! Clang!

-KRA-BOOOOM!!!

The sound of swords clashing and the shock of impact rang out simultaneously.

Master and Disciple. The living and The Dead. It was a fight between one trying to save and the other trying to kill.

One was struggling to save both of her loved ones,

while the other was using all her strength to kill the two traitors she hated.

Though the power of the Vampires implanted in Sword Flower allowed her to exert far greater strength than when she was alive, or even just a moment ago, it wasn't enough to overturn the outcome of this fight.

Had she trained for ten years, it might have been different, but having remained in a cold death, she was still at the Peak Realm of her previous life, so the gap between her and her Master was greater than that between heaven and earth.

But the reason this nonsensical fight was still ongoing lay with the Sword Empress.

The Sword Empress's selfishness, her inability to give up on both her loved ones, was preventing mercy from leaving her hands.

-Grit!

'Is there truly no other way.'

Her initial plan to subdue Sword Flower after her power was drained and have a conversation now seemed distant.

Sword Flower, whom she had tried to subdue with Acupoint Sealing, was now threatening her with a much more powerful appearance than before, showing no signs of tiring.

The Sword Empress also noticed this.

If she waited for her power to drain again like this, the damage could grow beyond control.

'..Forgive me.'

In the end, the Sword Empress resolved.

It wasn't the Neck, like before. This time, she aimed for her Disciple's two legs.

Given her current state, it didn't seem like she would obediently fall with just one leg gone, so it was a decision she made, gritting her teeth.

-Swish!

As the Plum Blossom Fragrance spread, a sinister thud was heard.

The Sword Empress couldn't bear to watch the scene and turned her head.

Her Disciple, who had lost both legs and fallen to the floor, opened her mouth.

"In the end, you're.. no different from me..."

Envy, Jealousy, Anger, Resentment, Inferiority. And Betrayal.

The emotions in her voice made her words dig even deeper into the Sword Empress's ears.

"You, who deceive that child to be with him.. who even deceive yourself to barely stay by his side.. do you think you're a better person than me?"

"..So-yeon-ah."

"Don't say my Name with that mouth."

At this moment, Sword Flower was not even calling the Sword Empress 'Master'.

"You.. are no different from me.. You say my love is twisted.. but in my eyes, you are the same."

"..."

"A love that requires you to deceive your own emotions to continue. Is there any love more ridiculous than this?"

The love of the two that Sword Flower spoke of stood at symmetrical points.

Sword Flower was too honest about her emotions,

And the Sword Empress could not be honest about her emotions.

A dangerous love that, if she faced Reality for even a moment, would be assailed by a mass of contradictions and risk destroying her.

The kind of love the Sword Empress was currently engaged in was that kind.

"Now I see, coming to the tavern was more for yourself than to get Yooseong-i drunk. Without a reason, if you're not out of your mind, you don't have the confidence to do that one thing, do you?"

-Grip

The Sword Empress couldn't answer her Disciple's words and just clenched her sword.

The floor was glowing with a strange pattern.
Chapter 71: Volume 5 - Doubt
The Manager was hiding, maintaining the Magic Circle, and continuously watching for an opportunity.

The preparations were almost complete; all that was left was to wait for a chance and then activate it.

The biggest problem right now was those two avoiding the Magic Circle.

In its hastily modified state, no matter how much she adjusted it, she couldn't prevent the light of the Magic Circle from becoming visible externally for a brief moment.

In the end, it was inevitable that the light of the Magic Circle would be exposed for a very short time...

'..Surely they won't dodge it, right?'

It would be for less than a second.

Normally, it would be impossible to react and escape the area as soon as the light appeared, but her opponents were swordsmen with trained bodies.

She couldn't be entirely complacent.

If they saw the light, sensed something suspicious, and managed to get out of range...

[Was that strange Flirtation your doing?]

[N-No, that's not it...]

[I will hear no excuses.]

'..It's an immediate Farewell to this world.'

I'm not afraid of death.

I'm only doing this because I want to bang that Man just once before that.

I've already put my Life on the line, so what more could I be afraid of?

"You keep your eyes peeled too. A chance will definitely come."

"Yes."

I was so anxious my heart, which normally doesn't beat, was pounding.

After watching the fight of the two women destroying my shop with my eyes wide open,

-Swish!

'That's it! Now's our chance!'

The Disciple's Leg was cut off, and she fell to the floor.

It seemed she was still awkward with her power as a Vampire, so I had to hurry and send her far away before she got the hang of it and restored her leg.

"That's it! Assistant Manager! Now!"

"Yes!"

At my signal, the Assistant Manager initiated the magic.

A Magic Circle, still invisible to others, was drawn, encompassing the two women causing this mess, and...

"W-Wait a minute! Why is that Man inside too!"

The collapsed Man was also within the range of the Magic Circle.

I was startled and snapped at the Assistant Manager, but the answer I received drained my strength.

"Huh? Weren't we sending them together? Aren't they a party?"

Come to think of it, I hadn't told her to exclude that Man.

The Assistant Manager had apparently assumed the plan was to send all three together since they were a party.

'N-No! If I send him flying from here, how will I find him...!'

I had already messed with the Arrival Coordinates-related Spell, so even we, the casters, didn't know where they would end up.

It had been modified into a wide-range random Movement magic that could drop them somewhere surprisingly close or even send them to another region.

"Q-Quickly, cancel it!"

"What are you talking about! How can we cancel it now!"

"At this rate, that Man will go with them!"

"So what's the big deal?!"

While I was bickering with the Assistant Manager, the magic continued to complete.

Since we had thoroughly controlled the Energy, there was no chance anyone else would notice anything.

But since the magic had already been cast, canceling it was a long shot.

'W-What do I do? Do I have to let him go like this?'

As I was just stamping my feet, unable to do anything, an unbelievable scene met my Eyes.

-Roll

The collapsed Man rolled over once and got out of the Magic Circle's range.

I thought maybe some Energy had leaked out, but that wasn't it either.

"You.. are no different from me.. You say my love is twisted.. but in my eyes, you are the same."

The two women, who should have been more sensitive to Energy, were busy with each other.

'W-Whatever, I don't know what happened, but thank you!'

It could only be a coincidence.

Thinking that Heaven was helping me, I hastened the completion of the Magic Circle.

A moment later, the Magic Circle was completed without any problems and activated, emitting light.

"What is this?!"

Along with the Master's bewildered expression, a metallic screech rang out through the powerful light that obscured my vision.

The sound of something being split by a sword.

'..No way.'

No matter how strong she was, there was no way she could damage the Magic Circle just by swinging her sword at that moment.

I thought so.

I prayed so.

-Shwoooo

A moment later, the light subsided, and the place where the Magic Circle had been came into view.

And the result was...

"It-It worked!!"

"We succeeded!"

Success.

The two women were nowhere to be seen.

"The-The Man?!"

After confirming the two women were gone, I rushed to where the Man had been.

I was worried that he might have gotten caught in the Magic Circle or been hurt in the aftermath of the fight.

If he was seriously injured, it would be difficult to bang him right away.

Even as a Vampire, I wasn't so evil as to violate an injured, dying person.

Fortunately, he seemed fine on the outside.

"Ahh.. thank goodness.. Customer.. are you hurt anywh..."

Letting out a sigh of relief, I reached out my hand toward the Man,

-Swat

"...?"

With a gesture that felt somewhat indifferent, he swatted my hand away.

For a moment, I was so stunned I couldn't comprehend what had just happened to me.

But as time passed, my brain managed to register what had just happened, and

'Did he just swat my hand away?'

Realizing that, I went beyond bewilderment and started to get angry.

What kind of impertinent behavior was this from a prospective sex slave who was about to be brutally ravished?

It seemed I needed to make him realize his own situation.

-Slurp

I forced myself to swallow the saliva filling my mouth and prepared a mind control spell.

First, I was going to ask him how to take off this strange Mantle.

In that state, I reached for the Man's head again, and

-Swat

-Snap

I could see him fearlessly swatting my hand away again.

Frowning, I opened my mouth.

"Customer. I'm not trying to harm you, I'm just checking to see if you're hurt anywhere. Could you please let me touch your body for a moment?"

"..."

"..Customer. If you continue to be uncooperative like this, I'll have to use force, you know?"

"...5.. 4.."

The Man suddenly started counting numbers unprompted.

"..Customer? What are you doing?"

"3.."

"Ha. Do you think anything will change just by counting a few numbers like that? The women who could protect you have been long gone, flown far, far away, you know?"

"2.."

He didn't react to my words at all, counting numbers in an indifferent Voice.

As the situation unfolded like this, I felt something was off.

'..Was this his original voice?'

Until just now, he had been so drunk his tongue slurred and he couldn't move properly, but the Voice counting numbers now was so articulate.

A cold, indifferent, and even business-like Voice.

Just counting meaningless numbers, the scene was so out of place I felt a sense of unease.

Should I say it was as if he had become a different person?

'Did he sober up completely in that time..?'

Since I had met this Man already completely drunk, I hadn't heard his usual Voice.

"1.."

"Customer..? So what on earth is that number..."

"Done."

After saying that, he just lay down.

To be precise, it looked less like he was lying down and more like he was falling backward as if his Body had lost all strength, but that wasn't the important part.

'..Ha?'

I felt an immense sense of bewilderment in this situation.

What on earth was this situation?

The fish I thought I had caught was suddenly acting strangely.

The most likely explanation was that he had drunk too much alcohol and had lost his mind again.

"Hah.. whatever. I'll just take him straight to the bed like this..."

I decided to take off the mantle later and, thinking I should take him to bed first, I reached out my arm to lift him.

"..What are you doing?"

-Shudder

A voice that shouldn't have been heard here rang out.

  *

"Master. Where did you learn things like this?"

I fiddled with the orb Master usually cherished and spoke to her as she lay on the wooden floor.

"What do you mean by things like this?"

"All of it. Reading the Heavenly Secret, your true martial prowess in catching beasts every time, the Spell to handle fire, the Talismans, and so on... It seems you've learned quite a lot of skills."

"Skills, you say..."

Every time Master breathed, the two huge lumps moved slightly, drawing my attention, but that was also a thing of the past.

It wasn't a scene I saw for just a day or two, so it was no longer as stimulating as before.

"One naturally learns many miscellaneous skills when one lives a long life."

"Have you lived that long, Master? Just how long have you lived to say such a thing?"

"Did I not teach you that it is rude to ask a woman her age?"

"Then wouldn't it be fine if you stopped acting so old?"

"..Tsk. Tonight..."

"What did you say?"

"It was nothing."

After this short break, I had to clean the house.

"Master. Are you perhaps having problems with your hair lately?"

"Pfft!"

"I've been seeing golden fur lately, and the only place in our house it could come from is your hair, isn't it?"

For some reason, the next day, I had no strength in my entire body and couldn't even get out of my blankets.

But thankfully, Master caught a beast, and I quickly regained my energy.
Chapter 72: Volume 5 - Difference
"W-W-Why are you here, customer?"

"Is there any reason I shouldn't be here?"

"N-N-No, of course not! I-I just thought the customer had suddenly disappeared, so I was just trying to take good care of him..."

Standing behind me was the Man's companion, whom I thought the gate had sent far away.

The Master of the two women.

The same Woman who had competed with me for him earlier.

'The Magic Circle definitely worked, though?!'

I checked for sure.

The Magic Circle had activated, and I had confirmed that both women had disappeared from this spot.

So how is she here?

I had definitely scrambled the Arrival Coordinates to drop them at a random location...

'..It couldn't be, right?'

An ominous thought flashed through my mind.

The thought that though the Magic Circle had activated and sent them flying, they had happened to land nearby.

It wasn't impossible.

'Fuck.'

That is, if I'm really, really, really, really unlucky.

To be sent to a random location and just happen to land nearby. This had to be the Play of the Gods.

"I don't know. To my Eyes, it looked like you were approaching with impure intentions."

"Haha.. It's a Misunderstanding. Of course, it's a Misunderstanding. There's no way."

I waved my hands, desperately thinking of an excuse.

Think. What can I do in this situation?

-Gulp

"Customer. I'll explain everything, so please calm down for now..."

"Did you say you were taking him to the Bed?"

Ah.

"..."

So she heard from that point.

How am I supposed to explain this one...

'Ah.'

"Haha.. It was already late, and since the customer was collapsed, I thought he must be very tired and was only trying to provide a place for him to rest. I had absolutely no unsavory intentions like you're thinking."

"Hoh."

-Drip, drip

After spitting out the excuse I'd barely come up with, I was sweating internally as I watched the Woman's reaction.

Seeing her expression, which seemed to say, 'keep talking,' it didn't feel like she had been completely fooled at all.

'Wait, why am I groveling like this?'

Come to think of it, I had reason to feel a little resentful here too.

Who was it that was happily brawling in someone else's establishment?

As the owner, wasn't it my right, and even my duty, to kick them out?

I was the clear victim here, and she was the perpetrator who had ruined someone else's business.

Right. I have the right to be a bit more assertive here.

"Customer. The estimated damages our establishment suffered because you and your companion were fighting today are..."

And so I opened my mouth, but

"Come to think of it, there's something I'm curious about."

My words were naturally cut off by the customer's words.

"..What is it?"

"I've seen a Formation that moves people to different locations somewhere else, so..."

-Flinch

Killing Intent began to rise from the Woman who had been smiling just a moment ago.

-Shing

"Are you also remnants of the Blood Cult?"

Before I knew it, her sword was aimed at my Neck.

-Gulp

Blood Cult.

I had heard it was the faction the Lord had taken over after crossing into This World.

I heard that in the past, they had almost come to dominate This World before they messed with something like this world's demon king and were destroyed. After that, they were Struggling to rebuild their group when they accidentally enabled the Lord to cross into This World.

After that, the Lord naturally took over the Blood Cult and was expanding his forces by calling over the Vampires who were with us in our original world.

In other words, judging by what this Woman said,

I don't know what happened, but she has a grudge against Vampires, and

I could infer that the Vampire had used a Warp Gate in front of this Woman before.

To put it simply,

'Fuck.'

It meant I was now in deep trouble.

"C-Customer. Blood Cult, what do you mean by..."

-Thwack

Before I could even properly play dumb,

An ominous sound was heard.

-Shhhk

Looking down, I saw a familiar sword piercing my heart.

'..Right. Still, I should at least put up a final resistance before I die..'

My death was already decided, but I couldn't just die meekly like this.

Thinking it was pointless to boost my regeneration, I concentrated Magic Power in my palm and thrust it out, but

-Swish

The world I saw turn upside down was faster.

'Ah..'

In my darkening vision, I had one last thought.

That I had fallen for a dangerous Man.

  *

"..I cannot spare the remnants of the Blood Cult."

I said, looking at the Woman who had collapsed, her Neck severed.

The red light that appeared in her eyes just before she died, as she was about to pull some trick, was clear evidence of her connection to the Blood Cult.

As it was in the past, and as it is now,

I show no mercy to those from the Blood Cult.

Mercy shown to them is not called mercy, but arrogance and carelessness.

One must never show them mercy.

Because the longer they live in This World, the more people will suffer.

"I hope your place is in the deepest part of hell."

After spitting out the most severe curse I could, I turned my Body.

It felt like I was hearing So-yeon-i's Voice as an auditory hallucination.

[You are no different from me.]

'..No different, she says.'

The Woman I just cut down did not die because she was after him.

I cut her down because she is a remnant of the Blood Cult who shouldn't be alive in This World, causing only harm with her existence without any benefit to the world.

There was absolutely no such selfish reason involved.

So I can say it with confidence.

I am a different person from So-yeon-i.

"..."

I stepped on the bloodstain on the floor and approached the Woman known as the Assistant Manager.

When the Woman known as the Manager died, she had collapsed on the spot like a puppet with its strings cut.

At first, I thought she might be pulling a trick to launch a surprise attack, but upon closer inspection, I could confirm that there was no warmth left in her body.

'Is it a Spell where if one dies, the other dies too?'

Given the information I had, I could only think it was this kind of Spell.

I had no other information.

'The Blood Cult really has all sorts of Spells.'

Still, as a courtesy to the dead, I closed her eyes, which had remained open, and turned my back on the cold corpse.

-Squish

Stepping on the bloodstains on the floor, I approached him, collapsed on the floor.

-Flicker

"Are you alright?"

"Heeheehee..."

"..You seem to be alright."

That he hadn't sobered up even in this situation,

It was an amazing feat in many ways.

'I hope he doesn't remember today's events.'

How should I explain this when he wakes up?

That while you were drunk, my Disciple who had died came back to life, and while fighting her, we were sent flying somewhere by the Blood Cult's trick, and I just happened to land nearby and came back quickly, but I don't know where my Disciple went?

'..My head is already starting to ache.'

I decided to give a detailed explanation after he woke up and headed outside.

Before leaving, I looked at the mirror that was on the verge of shattering and saw my Face, frozen colder than usual.

"...Hoo."

It couldn't be helped.

I had been through so much in a single Night.

In a way, it was a welcome encounter, and in another way, an unpleasant one.

I even find myself wishing that today's events were all my Dream.

That I fell asleep while drinking Alcohol with him because I couldn't control myself, and that I'm dreaming all of this.

-Pfft

'As if that would be true.'

Erasing what wouldn't happen from my memory, I continued outside, holding him.

"D-Don't move!"

As expected, outside was in an uproar too.

With that much commotion echoing, there was no way the nearby Schools would just sit by and do nothing.

At the very least, they would have to come and see what was going on.

Looking closely, I could see figures from the Martial Alliance.

"I will give a detailed account when the sun rises, so can you step aside for now?"

"Th-Ugh.."

"My companion is very tired."

But despite my Request, there was no sign of the path opening.

Having no Choice, I lightly released some Internal Energy and opened my mouth again.

"Can you please clear the way?"

Should I have done this from the start?

The martial artists blocking the path began to move aside in an instant.

"Y-Yes! Please pass!"

"Thank you. I will visit you directly later."

After pushing through the crowd and entering a suitable inn,

I had him, who was still lost in alcohol, on my lap.

"...Hoo."

A sweet fragrance rose from him as I held him.

A lewd fragrance that could seduce one's reason just by smelling it.

I had confirmed over time that he didn't wear any special perfume, so it could only be something he was born with.

It was a power that I, even at my realm, could not easily ignore, so what about other women?

I could understand why the manager had clung to him so much.

That didn't mean I would condone her actions, though.

'..Why did I take him to the tavern?'

[You are no different from me.]

So-yeon-i's auditory hallucination flashed through my mind once again.

Did I really take him to the tavern because I wanted to recreate that day of treatment?

Although he had been the one to choose the tavern, I presented the tavern as a choice, knowing that he liked alcohol very much.

'...Haa.'

I rested my neck on his shoulder.

'Endure it.. endure it..'

Temptations that were hard to ignore kept popping up in my mind, but with superhuman patience, I swung my sword at them.

Do not forget.

I am a sinner.

Even if So-yeon-i has returned alive, the fact that he was harmed because I taught So-yeon-i wrongly does not change.

Even if he doesn't remember anything, it does not change.

A sinner must atone.

Do not dare to hold him in your heart.

I do not have the right to hold him in my heart.

From now on, no matter what happens, never forget.

I do not dare have the right to hold him in my heart.

Because I am different from So-yeon-i.
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Meanwhile.

-Thud!

"Keoheok!"

Swept into the Warp Gate while collapsed, Sword Flower slammed into the floor, unable to do anything.

Having lost both legs and fallen to the floor, she couldn't have reacted even if she wanted to.

It was her first time seeing a Warp Gate, and she knew nothing about it, so she probably wouldn't have been able to do anything special even if her body were fine.

"Ughh..."

Lying on the floor, she touched her head, which had hit the ground, and just as she was trying to figure out what had just happened,

"Hoh. Whose Familiar are you?"

-Flinch!

A strange Voice she had never heard before reached her.

A peculiar voice that sounded both male and female.

-Thump, thump

It wasn't just that; it felt like her body was reacting strangely just by hearing it.

Her body, which had transcended humanity, having died and been revived.

"Wh-Who are you?!"

I couldn't help reacting sensitively and raising my Voice without realizing it.

There was no way I could remain calm when something was affecting my body for reasons I couldn't understand.

"Hmm. I don't know who your master is, but you are quite an impudent Familiar. How dare you raise your voice at me."

I hastily raised my head and looked toward the voice.

There stood a man who seemed to be the owner of the voice.

Skin so white it was pale.

Black hair that seemed to symbolize the Night itself.

And red eyes, same as mine.

I instinctively realized that this man was no ordinary opponent.

There was surely an element related to this man in the reason for my resurrection as well.

"Now. Why don't you tell me first? Who is your master?"

The man's eyes, which met mine, glinted with a bewitching light.

And the moment I looked into that light, my mind became somewhat dazed, and I was drawn into his beautiful Appearance...

"What kind of trick is this."

I didn't hide my displeasure at the feeling of my mind being interfered with.

"...Hm?"

Did he think I would naturally answer his question?

He couldn't hide his somewhat shocked expression.

"..How did you break my charm?"

"Charm...?"

"I'm sure the casting didn't fail.. One more time..."

The man's eyes glinted again, and I felt a similar sensation wash over me.

-Fwing!

Still collapsed, I lifted my sword and shot it towards the man.

Whether the aim was poor or for some other reason, the sword grazed past the man's head and lodged itself in the wall.

I frowned, saying.

"The only one for me is Yooseong-i, so don't try any strange tricks."

"...Hmm. Is it because you already have someone in your heart... Even so, it shouldn't be possible for it not to work..."

"..What have you been talking about all this time?"

"Well, alright. It must mean you are no ordinary Familiar. Congratulations, young Vampire. You have passed the Examination of Vampire Lord Barshtain, the 3rd Corps Commander of the Legion of the Undead."

-Snap

The man said so and snapped his fingers.

It was still just gibberish to me.

From the context, I could understand 'Vampire' and 'Legion of the Undead,' and that 'Barshtain' was the man's name, but I couldn't understand the rest of his words at all.

However, that confusion was brief.

-Shhk

"Th-This is..."

"It would be rude to converse while you are lying or prone. It is but a small favor, so there is no need to feel uncomfortable."

When I looked down at my lower body, my legs, which had been cleanly severed by Master, were completely healed as if they had never been cut.

An impossible feat without considerable surgery, even for a Divine Healer.

That man had solved it with a single snap of his fingers.

"Now, sit first. I have much to ask."

As the man spoke, a red chair appeared before me.

The more I saw, the more I doubted my eyes.

It was a situation that automatically brought the word Sorcery to mind.

"Why should I... with you..."

"Though I have acknowledged you, that does not mean I will endlessly tolerate your rudeness."

-Shudder

As the Energy from the man's body swept over me, I instantly got goosebumps.

My instincts raised an alarm.

That rebelling against this man was not good.

"..Alright."

"Are you not going to use Formal Speech?"

"I still don't know who you are."

"To react like that even after seeing my Energy is very audacious. But I like that about you as well. It feels like I've found a good toy after a long time."

It would have been understandable to be offended by being treated as a toy, but considering the man's power, I could understand.

Similar to Master, a realm I could never reach, no matter how much I struggled.

Since he had a foot in that realm, it was plausible that other people would look like toys to him.

"Now, I'll ask again. Who is your master?"

An irresistible pressure enveloped my body.

A situation where if I refused, I might have to end this new Life I'd barely obtained right then and there.

But there was a problem.

"..What is this 'master' you're talking about."

I don't know what he means by 'master'.

Because I wasn't a slave or anything like that.

"Hm? There must be one who brought you back to life, no?"

"The person who brought me back to life...?"

"He didn't explain it to you? No.. but even if he didn't explain, you should know instinctively.."

Hearing his words, I thought about when I had just been revived.

Hmm...

[The only one who can move me is Yooseong-i.]

"...I don't know. I was alone when I woke up."

"It seems there was an accident during the revival process. It's rare, but such cases are not unheard of. But for a Familiar to move even after losing its master.. Interesting."

He made an interested expression.

"Alright. Normally, your master should have explained it, but as things have turned out, I shall graciously explain it myself. You were born and raised in this world called the Central Plains, right? And then, for some reason, you met your death?"

"..Yeah."

"To put it simply, we. In the language of the Central Plains, we called Vampire, or Blood Demon, came from another world, not this world called the Central Plains."

"..."

For a moment, I couldn't understand the meaning and couldn't open my mouth.

So...

"Are you talking about the Outer Martial World?"

"No. Quite literally another world. Another dimension. I'm saying we came from a different star than this one."

"Hmm..."

It was a story that wasn't easy to understand.

"Well, if it's really hard to understand, it's fine to think of us as strangers from a very, very distant place. I don't know why, but the humans here seem to have a particularly hard time accepting that other worlds exist."

"..Alright."

I understood it roughly and continued the conversation.

After that, many more stories came.

Talk of the Legion of the Undead, of a life-or-death battle between dimensions, of what happened after losing that war; things that were hard for me to understand were exchanged.

"Tsk. It's a good thing the body was reconstructed; if I had been revived as I was, it would have been a complete disaster. If the wound the heavenly courtesan stabbed into my chest had remained, I wouldn't have been truly alive even if I was."

'He's surprisingly talkative.'

The unique sense of Intimidation I first felt had already faded away.

The explanation continued after that.

To put it simply, I wasn't human anymore.

I was a new race called Vampire, a new race belonging to The Undead.

A monster that feeds on blood, grows stronger the more blood it drinks, and regenerates endlessly as long as its head isn't cut off.

That was my understanding of my body's current state.

"By the way, how have you managed your Blood Sucking until now? There must have been an incredible impulse."

"..I haven't."

"..You endured that impulse?"

Come to think of it, a forgotten sensation came back to me.

Before I met Yooseong-i, an impulse to grab a passerby and suck their blood had washed over me.

But I had endured it thinking of Yooseong-i.

If I absolutely had to suck blood, it had to be Yooseong-i's.

"..Then you haven't drunk a single drop of blood until now?"

"Yeah."

"Heh.. How is your body even being maintained."

He made a serious expression, as if it were that serious.

And a moment later, I couldn't help but be flustered by what he said.

"This won't do. Drink my blood. I shall graciously grant it to you in consideration of that mental fortitude of yours. You may think of it as an honor."

With that, he held out his hand.

-Swat

I instinctively steeled my expression and swatted his hand away.

He made a puzzled expression.

"Why do you refuse? Drinking my blood would be the greatest honor a Vampire could enjoy."

I wondered if he genuinely thought that, but it felt true.

-Thump, thump

Despite my will, my body was truly craving his blood.

There was only one reason I could refuse his blood even in this situation.

"..I don't want to even touch any man other than Yooseong-i."

Because he was a man.

Because he was a man other than Yooseong-i.

Just as I hated the thought of Yooseong-i meeting another woman, so did I.

To be honest, I wanted to get out of this place right away.

As if he heard my words, he opened his mouth.

"Ah, was it because this body is male that you were uncomfortable?"

"..."

"If so, you should have told me beforehand. I've made you uncomfortable for no reason. Wait a moment."

-Snap

With that, he snapped his fingers.

In an instant, his form began to change.

And after the change was complete, I couldn't help but be horrified by the sight.

"Now, is this better?"

'...Huh?'

The most beautiful woman I had seen in my life until now was Master, but

There stood a Peerless Beauty who could rival such a Master, and might even be more beautiful.

"Wh-What was that just now..."

"Other Vampires might be different, but this body was created directly by 'That Being', the ruler of death who transcended even life. It is not bound by the frame of gender, which is merely a system for procreation. This body has no fixed gender."

He spoke another incomprehensible language, but

for some reason, I felt hostility blooming towards her.
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"A-Are you wearing a Human-skin Mask?"

"If you are referring to the mask that makes one look like another person, then you are mistaken. Did I not tell you? I have no such thing as a fixed gender."

"Th-Then, what about now?"

"You were uncomfortable when this Body assumed a Male Form, so I have graciously taken on a Female Form. Refrain from such meaningless questions as to which is real."

At her words, I swallowed the question that had risen to my throat.

Because I was actually about to ask that.

But thinking about her words, while it was truly hard to understand from a common-sense perspective, it seemed she really was a being without a fixed gender like male or female. Literally, a Genderless Being.

-Glance

I looked askance at her appearance.

She was truly a Peerless Beauty, enough to make one gasp in admiration.

Perhaps noticing my gaze on her appearance, she twisted her lips into a smirk and spoke.

"What is it. Are you mesmerized by this Body's beautiful appearance?"

"..."

It's not often that someone says something like that about themselves.

She was an amazing person in many ways.

Of course, her appearance was certainly something to be confident about.

"Well, there's no need for your pride to be hurt. Compared to this Body, you're at a level that can barely follow my heels, but your appearance is also outstanding enough."

"Tha...nks?"

"Hmph, hmph."

Was that a compliment or an insult?

They were strange words; I didn't know how to react.

And setting aside the talk about appearance, there was something I had to ask her.

-Gulp

"Can I ask... just one question?"

"What is it?"

"Then... do you have... Reproductive Organs?"

"Hah?"

She wore a dumbfounded expression at my question.

It might sound ridiculous, but it was a rather important issue for me.

If she had Reproductive Organs, then Sexual Intercourse would be possible, meaning she'd also have Sexual Desire, and if that's the case...

'...She could become a Rival.'

She was someone who might also set her sights on Yooseong.

You could call it a wild guess, but I basically see all women as potential romantic rivals who might go after Yooseong.

Even if they're from another Race.

That's how charming of a man Yooseong is, and even if she wasn't interested before, there was no guarantee her feelings would stay the same after seeing him.

So this was an important problem for me.

It was a problem that would determine how I thought of her. The direction of my thoughts depended on it.

"..As expected, you always exceed my imagination. I never thought there would be someone who would ask me such a question."

"..Is it a difficult question?"

"No. Well, it's not a question sensitive enough to hide. But before that, an explanation of how you should understand this Body is needed. This Body was created by 'That Being,' the Ruler of Death. Is there any reason for it to have organs for such a lowly act that, to put it nicely, is nothing more than the Act of Reproduction?"

At her words, I sighed in relief internally.

If she had become a Rival, it would have been truly troublesome.

With her appearance, her martial power, and considering the number of Vampires under her command, she would have been a powerful Rival with perfect wealth as well. It was a huge relief.

"Well, if I really tried to manifest them, it wouldn't be impossi..."

"N-No! Don't do it!"

There was a brief commotion after that, but after calming the disturbance, we were able to continue our conversation.

"Now, the misunderstanding that this Body is male has been cleared, so it should be fine. Come, drink up."

She extended her hand to me again.

It was true she wasn't a man, so that misunderstanding was gone, and the problem of her being a potential Rival was solved, but I couldn't help but still hesitate.

"What's wrong? Is there something else bothering you?"

The reason was obvious.

"Because I've never sucked blood before..."

There was no way I could suddenly perform the Sacrilegious Act of sucking another person's blood just because I was told to.

Moreover, this was the body of a Daoist before death.

No matter how much my body craved blood, it wasn't as easy as it sounded.

"It seems you still haven't fully grasped your own situation. Now that you've been reborn as a Vampire, Blood Sucking is not a choice, but a necessity. You've miraculously managed to endure until now, but you won't be able to last forever without it."

"..But still..."

"I told you earlier that Vampires can grow through Blood Sucking. To you right now, my blood is as good as an Elixir."

Those words were enough to instantly blow away the reluctance I had until now.

"Is that really true?"

"It's no ordinary Elixir. For you right now, no Elixir in This World could possibly be superior to my blood. Especially for a still-immature Vampire like you."

-Gulp

They were tempting words.

If her words were true, it would greatly lower my aversion to Blood Sucking.

But her words didn't end there.

To make it so I couldn't possibly refuse.

"Seeing your state when you arrived here, it seems you were badly beaten by someone. Shouldn't you get your Revenge?"

"...!"

A face flashed through my mind.

Master.

The one I followed like a parent since I was young.

But not anymore.

-Grind

Now, she was just a hateful Traitor.

A horrible Traitor who killed me and coveted Yooseong during that Blank.

A Whore without shame, who had an Illicit Affair with a boy young enough to be her Grandchild's Generation.

Yooseong would surely not like such a woman.

The words that came from my Master's mouth are, in the end, a one-sided claim without the other party present.

There's no way Yooseong would like an old hag like that.

He was clearly being threatened and forced to follow her.

So I have to save him.

Yooseong, who is being held captive by my Master.

Only I can save Yooseong.

And to do that, I needed power.

Ordinary power wouldn't do.

I needed enough power to defeat my Master.

"..Can I get stronger if I drink blood?"

Therefore, to become stronger, I could endure something like Blood Sucking as much as needed.

"Of course. Now, if you've made your decision, open your mouth. I will put it directly inside."

Steeling my Resolve, I opened my mouth, and she extended her Index Finger toward me.

-Drip

A few drops of blood trickled from her slender, captivating finger and entered my mouth.

And the moment that blood went down my throat,

-Thump

"Keuheub?!"

A sudden, Severe Pain surged from my heart.

"Eueub!"

I instinctively raised my hand and clamped it over my mouth.

Not opening one's mouth while absorbing an Elixir is Basic Common Sense.

Not only would your Energy scatter, but in severe cases, it could even lead to Qi Deviation.

"Eub... keuheub..."

Seeing me barely suppressing a scream with a scowl on my face, she smiled and pushed my hand away.

"There is no need to hold back your screams. It is only natural pain."

"Uuuugh...!"

"Now, young Vampire. I shall look forward to how much you've changed when you open your eyes again. I do hope you don't disappoint me."

-Crack, crunch

"Kyaaaaaaah!!"

Amidst the pain of my body twisting,

my screams echoed deep within the underground.

  *

-Chirp, chirp

The sound of birds chirping reached my ears, and Sunlight pierced my eyes through a crack in the window.

"Ugh..."

I sat up, feeling refreshed.

After checking that my Body was okay again today and offering a brief word of thanks for it, I looked around.

"You're awake?"

"Whoa, you scared me!"

The Sword Empress was right in front of me, her face pushed close.

Startled, I jerked my body backward,

-Thud!

"Ack!"

I hit my head on the wall and grimaced.

"Aaargh..."

"A-Are you alright?"

"I think I have a bump..."

"I-I'll take a look. Quick, your hat..."

"I-It's a joke!"

It was a joke, but she was actually trying to take off my hat, so I waved my hands in alarm.

I hadn't hit it that hard.

It just hurt a little; not enough to raise a bump.

Actually, my head hurt right now for a different reason than hitting it.

"It's more because of the hangover..."

"...Ah."

-Throb, throb

After my Possession of this body, I rarely suffered from a hangover no matter how much alcohol I drank. Just how much did I drink yesterday?

Considering my memory is gone from the halfway point, it seems I had a complete Film blackout.

"..Did anything happen yesterday?"

It was an ordinary question.

Asking what happened when you can't remember after a blackout is nothing more than a routine question.

I didn't think anything special had happened, but...

"N-Nothing happened! Absolutely nothing happened!"

"..."

That was definitely the reaction of someone for whom something had happened.

Just in case, I examined my body.

Don't tell me I got drunk and caused another incident.

We had just barely agreed to pretend it never happened, so if I caused trouble again, it would surely be irreversible. I examined my body with a chill.

But I couldn't see any particular traces.

There were no signs that I had washed up, either.

'Did nothing really happen?'

The Sword Empress's reaction looked to anyone like something had happened, so I was suspicious, but surprisingly, maybe nothing really did happen.

"By the way, the alcohol there was really good. Shall we go again tonight?"

From the memories I have left before my blackout, I remember the alcohol there being really good.

So good that the taverns I've been to so far couldn't even compare.

I couldn't help but want to go again.

-Flinch!

"T-Tonight, again?"

But the Sword Empress reacted quite sensitively.

"Did you not like it?"

"N-No... I liked it too, but... I heard they won't be open for a while because some Martial Artists went on a rampage while you were passed out yesterday. It seems the damage was quite severe."

"Oh dear..."

I've never experienced it myself, but as someone who once ran a fortune-telling house, I could somehow sympathize.

In This World, a rampage by Martial Artists is truly like a natural disaster. You never know when or where it will appear, and for an ordinary person like me, it was literally a Natural Disaster that I couldn't do anything about when it struck.

"The manager there is really pitiful. What did they do wrong to have Martial Artists go on a rampage there of all places."

"Y-You're right about that."

For some reason, I felt like the Sword Empress was avoiding my gaze, but I thought it was just a feeling.
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The Blue Thunder Sword, Yeo Socheon.

Known as one of the heroes who fought the Blood Cult in the past and an eccentric of Kunlun, she was famous for bringing clouds and blue lightning wherever she went. There was even an anecdote that during the fiercest period of the war with the Blood Cult, every warrior kept their eyes on the clouds in the sky throughout the battles.

She was a hero who swept through battlefields at imperceptible speeds, bringing clouds and blue lightning, so one might think there would be few eyewitness accounts. However, because she had roamed so many battlefields, these accounts became quite well-known, and all those who claimed to have seen her mentioned a particular characteristic.

[Her hair was blue.]

Beyond being a rare sight in the Central Plains, it was a hair color that did not exist naturally, so many expressed skepticism when they first heard the story. But the eyewitness accounts continued, and people came to think little of it, assuming she had simply learned some special Martial Arts.

And the rumors about her physical characteristics didn't end there.

[She looked as if she hadn't even reached the coming-of-age.]

She was the owner of a much younger appearance than one might expect.

The remark that 'young' was a more fitting description than 'youthful' made the rumor that she was an Immortal who had been living in seclusion in Kunlun spread even further.

Even if one achieved Return to Youth, they would normally take on the appearance of their physical prime, which was highly likely to be in their twenties. The fact that she looked even younger was enough to give people a sense of mystery.

And finally, there was one more eyewitness account that was briefly mentioned before quickly dying down, considered an insult towards her.

[She had an extremely foul mouth.]

That she lived with insults on her lips.

Not only at the moment she cut down members of the Blood Cult, but even when rescuing or supporting allies, there were more victims of her foul mouth than one would think, regardless of whether they were enemy or ally.

But naturally, this rumor could not spread properly.

It might be different for someone else. A hundred concessions, it might be different for another sect, but a Daoist of Kunlun living with insults on her lips? Not only was it a hard thing to believe, but if it spread, the possibility of retaliation could not be ignored, so it was merely a story that circulated a little among those in the know.

In fact, even among the allies who heard her insults directly, many would quickly forget it, thinking they had misheard amidst the chaotic situation of the battlefield and her radiant appearance that shone even in such circumstances. Thus, it was a scene that was difficult to retain in one's mind unless they were exceptionally confident in their own memory.

  *

A residence hidden in the deepest part of the Kunlun Mountains, far from the secular world.

There, the girl with blue hair sat in the lotus position.

On the outside, she had a mysterious appearance that seemed gentle, but for those who had spoken with her, their illusion of her would quickly shatter.

The fact that she used this space, isolated from others, by herself was not simply influenced by her position in Kunlun.

"!!"

-Jolt.

Having sat still in the lotus position for a long time, she shot her eyes open and rose from her spot.

'Heaven has something to say!'

She hurried over and brought an object into her hands.

A bundle of wooden tablets inscribed with eight characters: Geon(乾), Tae(兌), Ri(離), Jin(震), Son(巽), Gam(坎), Gan(艮), and Gon(坤).

She grasped the object tightly in her hand and closed her eyes.

-Vmmm

Then, an air current of Heavenly Secret stirred around her, a flow that made it impossible to distinguish whether it was rising or falling.

No matter how much Kunlun was the land of Daoists who lived close to Heaven and pursued training to become Immortals, this was clearly a sight beyond the Human World(人世).

Crackle!

And from within that air current of Heavenly Secret, a single streak of blue lightning struck the crown of her head.

At that, the air current of Heavenly Secret quickly subsided, and soon, there was no trace of anything related to Heavenly Secret around her, as if nothing had happened.

"...How dare you!"

She snapped open her closed eyes, incensed at the information she had just received about a certain individual.

For a mere fortune teller to mock the Heavenly Secret and, furthermore, display an arrogant and insolent attitude that insulted Heaven itself.

It was a story she simply could not let stand.

To be so ignorant of the grace bestowed by the Gods of Heaven and Earth, to curse Heaven while seeing only the narrow world around them.

This stranger's fate would have led to great disaster if left alone, so who was it that showed them grace? How could they commit such an act of ingratitude?

'Unforgivable.'

Education was needed.

Heaven had not given me a revelation to execute him.

They had merely conveyed that a little 'education' was needed.

Shing!

This was not the time to be cooped up in the mountain.

Keeping an eye on that woman from the Demonic Cult was an important task, but since she was just cooped up in the Demonic Cult headquarters with little interest in the secular world anyway, it wasn't as if a huge incident would occur if she looked away for a moment.

'I wish she'd just shrivel up and die.'

If she had her way, she would have liked it if that monster just rotted and died of old age, but waiting for her to die a natural death was a fool's hope.

Heaven was having no small amount of trouble because of that monster.

If I could be of help, I would want to, but it was just a pity that I couldn't.

So now was the time to help in a different way.

Teaching the ungrateful stranger his place.

That was what I had to do now.

  *

"Wow. The damage looks immense. They must have fought pretty hard."

"I-It seems so."

After finishing breakfast, the Sword Empress-nim and I went to visit the tavern from yesterday where the incident had occurred.

The damage certainly looked immense.

It seemed as if almost half of the building had collapsed, so it was clear that they would be out of business for a while.

"Aigoo, I told that woman to just give a warning, what am I to do now that she's smashed it all!"

Amidst the chaos, a man was holding a piece of wood that had fallen from the tavern and muttering incomprehensible words.

In any case, with this huge tavern collapsed, the reactions of the people around were quite divided.

There were merchants who, perhaps not on good terms with the tavern, were saying it served them right, and there were also people with practical worries, like what would happen now that the tavern that brought many people to the area was gone.

'Anyway, this world is really dangerous.'

Who would have thought that that large tavern would collapse overnight?

If I had been an architect, I think I would have felt an incredible sense of disillusionment with my profession.

What's the point of working hard to design and build it? It's just a pile of wood that would collapse if a martial artist swung their sword a few times.

After confirming the scene of the disaster, the Sword Empress-nim and I left the place.

Our brief deviation was over; it was time to go back.

Somehow, we had ended up flying all the way from Anhui to Guangdong.

It was a long way back to Shaanxi.

"Should we head straight to Shaanxi? Or maybe stop somewhere in the middle..."

"..Let's go straight to Shaanxi."

"Well, alright."

Although it had collapsed, I had enjoyed my fill of alcohol yesterday, so I wasn't particularly craving it at the moment.

If I had any desire, it was for sightseeing, but...

'..I have a feeling another incident will break out wherever we go.'

Something kept happening wherever I went, so I had become a little afraid of traveling for fun.

Having a reliable bodyguard like the Sword Empress-nim did lessen my worries, but...

'Still, these incidents keep happening...'

I couldn't feel at ease even in the luxurious situation of using the top master of the Righteous Faction as a bodyguard.

Seriously, what kind of messed-up world is this?

I thought it would be better to just return to Shaanxi and go back to running my fortune-telling house.

'I'll get to see Tang A-yeong after a long time.'

The name sounded like I was hearing it for the first time in a while.

After I escaped from the mountain and came into this world, she was the person who helped me the most in Shaanxi before the Sword Empress.

She's a grateful person who helped me set up my fortune-telling house, protected me from bad customers, and even taught me a form of self-defense art because she was worried about me.

Though I've never had a chance to use the self-defense art.

'I wonder if she's been waiting long?'

Come to think of it, it's been quite a while since I left Shaanxi.

I had originally intended to send a letter if it was going to be long, but there was no way I could have done that when I was suddenly sent flying to Guangdong.

Well, Tang A-yeong isn't a plant, she'd be fine on her own without me, but since she's practically the only person I can call a 'friend' in this world, I couldn't help but feel a little nostalgic.

  *

"Miss. This is the information you requested."

"Good work."

Tang A-yeong unfolded the paper and examined the information she had requested.

It was the whereabouts of the 'Faceless Gold Ghost', which she had commissioned the Beggars' Sect to find.

'I didn't want to do this, but he's just been gone for far, far too long.'

The time was too long for a trip.

At the very least, if it was going to be long, he should have sent a letter.

As she waited indefinitely without any such thing, it was no surprise that all of her patience had worn out.

"The last trace was in Anhui?"

"Yes. They said after that, it's as if he vanished into thin air, and they can't find him no matter how hard they look."

"Hmm..."

Could he have been kidnapped by ruffians?

Thinking of his frail body, a worried feeling naturally arose.

However, when she read the next sentence, her state of mind changed quite drastically.

[Had a companion before disappearance. Gender is female. According to the merchants they traveled with, they appeared to be like a married couple.]

Crumple!

"..."

"M-Miss?"

"What is it?"

"N-Nothing at all!"

It remained to be seen whether he would be able to run his fortune-telling house again after he arrived in Shaanxi.
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What is a Daoist?

The common people tend to think of them as eccentrics who live secluded in the mountains, keeping their distance from the secular world, not coveting alcohol and meat, and aiming for Ascension to Immortality to become Immortals, but the emotion they feel when they actually see a Daoist is bewilderment at how different it is from their thoughts.

It might be different for truly proper Daoists, but as long as they are Human, they are bound to have desire, and compromising with reality isn't that difficult, so in fact, most of those who call themselves Daoists could be seen as Martial Artists who are only Daoists by name.

In the first place, it was a statistical error that arose because truly proper Daoists were far removed from the secular world and rarely ever had a chance to meet people.

  *

-Clop

Listening to the sound of a horse hoof hitting the ground, I was staring blankly into empty space with lifeless eyes.

How many days has it been now, riding in this carriage all day long.

At least two weeks have passed.

"..."

Only then did I remember again why I had bothered to run away from the mountain and enter the Martial World, even though I knew it was dangerous.

'I'm so bored I think I'm going to go crazy...'

Because I was bored.

Someone might call it a ridiculous reason, but from my perspective, it wasn't.

Try to imagine it: you live on Earth, enjoying all of its entertainment in real-time with a robust internet connection, and then suddenly you're dropped into a world where forget the internet, you have to send letters by messenger pigeon.

'Why did it have to be the Martial World...!!'

I don't know how many times I made that lament after coming to this world.

Of all things, after possessing a body like this, this was the next most frustrating thing.

If it were a fantasy world, there probably would have been a lot more to enjoy, but of all places, it had to be the Martial World, a world with poor technology run by the logic of power...

If I'd had a choice when I was first possessed, I would have definitely chosen the fantasy route.

They would at least have faucets powered by magic over there, right?

'..Well. I've managed to adapt and get by somehow now, though.'

If I were to get a chance to return to Earth now, I think I'd have to give it some serious thought.

It might have been different 10 years ago, but now that I've built up my own fond memories and human relationships in this world, returning to Earth alone would leave me with a sense of regret.

'Ah. Come to think of it'

I opened the Shop Window for the first time in a while.

As always, there was an item at the very top, making its presence known.

[Return]

[Price:10000 Points]

'Seriously, how did they even set this price.'

10,000 Points.

In terms of time, that's 10,000 days. About 27 years, and in gold, it's the astronomical sum of 10,000 nyang.

Isn't that an amount that perhaps only the head of a great merchant group could ever touch?

It's clearly an amount that can't be gathered through normal means.

'Gods of Heaven and Earth. How can you run a business for 10 years and not give out a single discount coupon.'

Cursing the Gods of Heaven and Earth, which had at some point become part of my daily routine.

I could say this because I suspected that my sudden possession of this body in this world, and this Shop Window tossed to me as if out of charity, were all related to Heaven.

Dragging me here without my consent and then telling me to wait 27 years or pay 10,000 nyang of gold if I want to return...

How could I not curse them?

The conscienceless pricing was a problem, but it was even more so because I've been played by Heaven's bad taste more than a few times while reading the Heavenly Secret.

'Come to think of it, seeing as it hasn't been sending down any Heavenly Punishment lately, I guess it's gotten used to it.'

In the past, it would threaten me with the rumbling of clouds for the slightest insult, but lately, there's been no reaction.

Has it already gotten used to it?

-Grit

'Isn't there a better way to insult it...'

It was no fun when there was no reaction, unlike before when it would respond right away.

Like I said, right now I'm bored to the point of madness.

I had more than enough reason to commit Blasphemy against Heavenly Secrets.

'Ah.'

As I was thinking, rummaging through my memories from Earth, a pretty good one came to mind.

It wasn't something I particularly enjoyed, but it had been quite trendy and made a strong impact, so it was still stuck in my memory.

'But is it really okay if I do this.'

There was the worry that if I actually did it and it got truly angry, the situation would be unmanageable, but

'Nah, no way. After everything it's done to me.'

After all the trouble it's put me through, would it really try to kill me over a little joke?

After taking a deep breath, I let loose the line I had in mind.

'You lame-ass who can't even interfere with the human world properly♥'

[...]

For some reason, I felt uneasy and decided not to do it.

I don't think this is it.

Yeah.

After giving up on teasing Heaven, I looked around me again.

The only person around me right now was the Sword Empress.

You might say, then why didn't you just spend time with the Sword Empress, but

"..."

Ever since that day, whatever change of heart she's had, she has barely engaged in conversation with me.

If I force the issue, she'll talk to some extent, but I get the feeling she doesn't want to have a conversation with me.

'Did I do something wrong...'

I was so thoroughly drunk that day that I don't remember what happened at all.

Could it be that I was rude to the Sword Empress while I was drunk?

Since I don't know for sure, there's nothing I can do.

And I knew very well what was needed at a time like this.

"Sword Empress. Let's have a talk."

If there's a problem between people, it ought to be solved through conversation.

The path I chose was a head-on approach.

"..I have something to think about right now, so in a little while.."

"You've been putting off this conversation for two weeks already."

"..."

"Do you perhaps... dislike me?"

"N-No! Absolutely not! Why would I dislike you!"

I just said it on a whim, but her reaction was incredibly intense.

To the point where I was momentarily startled.

"N-No... it just seemed like you were avoiding conversation with me, Sword Empress... I wondered if I was making you uncomfortable."

"Th-That can't be possible!"

Could my words have been so shocking as to make her cheeks flush like that?

She began to wave her hands, flustered.

"So you're not uncomfortable with me or anything like that, right?"

"O-Of course."

"That's a relief."

I could tell she wasn't just lying for no reason.

From what I've seen of her so far, she has the kind of nature that makes it painfully obvious when she lies.

I let out a sigh of relief internally and opened my mouth.

"If there's no particular issue, please talk with me more often. You're the only one I've got, Sword Empress."

"...Huh?"

It was still a long way to Shaanxi, and since there was only the two of us in the carriage, it was a given.

I felt like I would really go crazy if I just kept staring into space by myself during that time.

"Wh-What do you mean by that?"

"Huh? There's only the two of us in the carriage right now."

"Ah.."

The Sword Empress let out a strange sigh.

'Did I say something weird?'

I don't know what the problem was with what I said.

  *

After meeting So-yeon-i, I had to rethink my relationship with him, and since then, it hasn't been easy to talk with him.

Believing I had no right to be with him, I tried to sort out my feelings for him in order to suffer even a little less.

However, there was no guarantee he could return to Shaanxi safely if we parted ways here, so far away, so I resolved to accompany him only to Shaanxi, and then properly distance myself afterward.

However, organizing my feelings was not an easy task.

With every passing moment I spoke with him, my feelings for him only grew; they never lessened.

Sometimes, the memory of that day of the treatment, which I had to forget, would come to mind, throwing my heart into further turmoil.

The temptation of my Heart Demon whispering to try it just one more time lingered in my mind, and so, I had no choice but to keep my distance from him on our way to Shaanxi.

Due to the physical limitation of being inside a carriage, my main strategy was to avoid conversation with him.

But it seemed my case was already more severe than I had thought.

"Do you perhaps... dislike me?"

The moment I heard those words, all sorts of thoughts raced through my mind.

Could he possibly have thought that I disliked him?

Could the actions I took to distance myself from him have hurt him?

What should I do if he felt resentful toward me because of my actions, and so on and so forth.

In that brief moment, all sorts of worries and doubts welled up.

I frantically waved my hands and made whatever excuses I could, and thankfully, he didn't seem too discouraged.

But

"If there's no particular issue, please talk with me more often. You're the only one I've got, Sword Empress."

The moment I heard those words, my mind instantly went blank, and I couldn't think of anything.

"...Huh?"

So much so that I'd let out a dumb sound without even realizing it.

But that was only for a moment.

After I recognized what I had just heard,

-Thump, thump, thump, thump

My heart began to pound like crazy.

I felt an unknown heat rising within me.

An unfamiliar kind of yearning, one that I wanted to relieve immediately, rose up from my lower abdomen.

However, his following words poured cold water all over this fervent yearning.

"Huh? There's only the two of us in the carriage right now."

"Ah.."

Come to think of it, he was always like this.

I would overreact to words and actions he uttered without much thought... and most of the time, it would turn out that his words held no special meaning.

"...Huu."

I circulated my Internal Energy to suppress my complicated emotions.

For now, I can intentionally suppress it like this, but what would happen if a day came when I couldn't?

...A day like that must not come.

Absolutely not.
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  *

-Clop, clop

After I started talking with the Sword Empress again, the boring carriage trip began to feel less boring.

Indeed, the saying that humans are social animals was not wrong.

Being in the same space but unable to have a single conversation, with nothing to do but stare blankly into the empty space, was just so incredibly dull.

"You seem to quite enjoy conversing with others."

"Do I look that way?"

"Until I was refusing to talk, the mood was practically dead, but you seem much better now."

"Hmm..."

Now that I thought about it, that seemed to be the case.

Should I say my nature is to get lonely easily?

Back on Earth, I never felt particularly lonely even when I was by myself, but these days, I seemed to be quite afraid of being in a situation where I was all alone with no one around.

The suspected reasons for this change were...

First, the memory of dying all alone in a half-dead body when I first experienced the possession might have become a trauma.

Second, having spent 10 years with my Master, I rarely had to be alone, so I might have lost my tolerance for it.

If not that, then...

'This body might have had that kind of nature originally.'

People often say the mind and body are separate, but in the end, the mind is bound to be influenced by the body.

The situation of possessing a completely unknown body that wasn't mine wasn't scientifically explainable in the first place, but I didn't think it would have no influence at all.

After all, the body is where the mind resides.

'They say a healthy mind resides in a healthy body...'

I bowed my head and looked down at my body.

Thanks to the large mantle, my body shape wasn't visible on the outside, but knowing what kind of body lay underneath, I couldn't help but sigh.

With a body like this, it's understandable to have a nature that gets lonely easily.

Wouldn't it be similar to comparing myself to a herbivore that instinctively forms a herd to increase its chances of survival against carnivores?

'It makes sense that I'd feel lonely...'

Thinking that, I could understand having this kind of nature.

It was similar to an instinctive defense mechanism.

"But the person who knows that still left me all alone without talking to me?"

"Euk..."

I tried acting slightly sulky as a light joke.

It was just a prank meant to tease her a little, but surprisingly, the Sword Empress's reaction was more intense than I expected.

"S-Sorry. I had something to think about deeply for a moment. If my action has hurt you, I'll somehow..."

'Whoa.'

Even I was flustered by her intense reaction, her face changing color.

"It's not that serious. It was just a joke. Would I get my feelings hurt over something so small?"

"I-Is that so?"

"Yes. Just please continue to talk with me like this. I'm happy just having a conversation with you, Sword Empress."

"Euk..."

Her face was still red, as if the misunderstanding wasn't over yet.

"You remember I ran a fortune-telling house in Shaanxi, right? I didn't know it back then, but thinking about it now, I think it's true that I like talking to people."

"...Ah."

For some reason, I couldn't talk with the Sword Empress any longer that day.

-Rumble

The sky was definitely clear,

but for some strange reason, it was a day where the sound of thunder could be heard.

  *

This is a story from not long after I met my Master.

-Rustle

"..."

In the deep of a night in the forest, filled with the sound of the cool wind and the sound of insects.

I sat up, half-asleep and half-awake.

"Master...?"

I habitually looked at the spot beside where I slept.

The place where my Master usually was.

That spot, which always felt warm, was empty, holding a cold chill.

"Master...?"

I called for my Master again and looked around.

But my Master was nowhere to be seen.

"..."

The cold chill of the night was encroaching upon the inside of the house.

-Rustle

I got up from the bed and looked around the house, continuing to search for my Master.

But she was nowhere to be seen.

I could only feel a frigid chill.

I couldn't feel the warmth of any person other than myself.

"..."

-Swoosh

I returned to the bed, which still had a bit of my warmth left, and pulled the blanket over my head.

There was some warmth left, but it was just a tiny bit.

A feeble warmth that would cool down again after a little time.

"...I hate this."

I curled up into a ball under the blanket.

I remembered what had happened before I met my Master.

Memories of rotting away in a back alley in a nearly dead body, almost suffering something terrible, and barely resisting.

I had to rely on a single piece of scavenged cloth to sleep, and I had to fall asleep thinking that someone might approach me and do something strange while I slept.

The memory of waking up to find two vagrants carrying me, and then struggling and screaming with all my might, which drew the attention of those nearby and made the two abandon me and flee, was a nightmare I could never forget.

No, the nightmare wasn't a dream.

The expectation that when I woke up, I wouldn't be alone in this damn world, in this damn body, but would wake up perfectly fine in my room on Earth.

The thread of hope I couldn't let go of even after a day, two, three, four, and a week had passed, and the reality where that hope didn't come true, was the greater nightmare.

If anything, the dreams were on the sweet side.

Because I dreamt of when I was on Earth.

"Aah... Augh..."

As the memories of that time came back, I felt my breath quicken and my body grow cold.

The nightmare named reality, which I had barely forgotten after meeting my Master, was once again encroaching on my body.

Because every memory of being alone since I ended up in this damn world, in this damn body, was a nightmare.

"Mast...er..."

It felt like something was about to happen right away.

We were deep in the mountains, but it felt like a suspicious person or a beast would appear from outside the house, and that someone would jump out of the opening closet.

My vision narrowed, my breathing quickened, and my mind wouldn't work properly—a state of panic.

Shiver, shiver

My body kept trembling, and tears started to well up.

'She'll be back soon, she'll be back soon, she'll be back soon, she'll be back soon...'

I kept repeating only those words in my head.

That was the only thing I could do right now.

A self-brainwashing to calm this body, to reassure myself.

The wall I was building with such uncertain words was pierced in an instant.

'What if Master has left me behind?'

To say she wasn't the type to do that, I still didn't even know my Master's identity.

The feeling of wanting to believe she wouldn't was devoured by the emotion of fear, not even leaving a trace behind.

"Don't go..."

The only thing I could do was sob under the blanket and say whatever came to mind.

Words that wouldn't be heard anyway. Words that were nothing more than my wishful thinking.

.
.
.

Clomp, clomp

I heard the sound of footsteps.

Not the footsteps of a beast, but the footsteps of a human.

"Master?!"

As soon as I heard the footsteps, I shot out from under the blanket and ran out without even putting on shoes.

"Why are you awake at this hou—"

Whoosh

Before my Master could finish her sentence, I threw myself into her arms.

"Master... Master... where did you go... Don't go..."

"...Disciple?"

"If there's something you don't like about me, I'll change it. If there's something I'm lacking, I'll change it, and if there's anything you want, I'll do it... so... please..."

Sniffling

It was hard to speak with the tears that had already welled up.

But the last words I managed to hold back and utter were,

"Please don't leave me alone..."

My true feelings, spoken by relying on a desperation disguised as courage.

After saying those words, I tightened my arms around my Master.

So she couldn't get away, so she couldn't escape.

I pressed my body completely against hers, so close I could hear her heartbeat.

After finally getting the words out, I felt a sense of anxiety as I looked at my silent Master, then—

Pat, pat

"Alright..."

At the gentle touch on my head, the emotions that had been encroaching on my body began to fade a little.

"Were you anxious that this Master might have abandoned you?"

"...You disappeared so suddenly without a word..."

"If I had known you would be this anxious, I would have told you before I left."

-Swoosh

My Master presented something she was holding in one hand.

It was a moderately sized beast.

"This is food for tomorrow."

"Yes...?"

"Didn't you say it? That you wanted to eat meat."

"!"

Then I remembered what I had been whining about to my Master a few days ago.

That being in the mountains was nice, but wasn't it too much grass? That I wanted to eat meat too.

"Then... because of me..."

"It was not such a difficult task. It is a small beast that could be caught while taking a stroll on a moonlit night."

It looked like a considerably swift beast.

I didn't know the extent of my Master's Martial Arts, but it didn't look like something that could be caught as easily as she said.

"I... I..."

"Don't feel burdened. As a Master, this is something I should naturally do."

My Master continued to pat my head.

"Rather, I am sorry. I thought you were sleeping so soundly that you wouldn't notice if I returned quickly, but to think you would wake up in that short time."

"N-No. It's not something for you to be sorry about, Master..."

"No. It is my fault, as a Master, for not realizing that you would be so afraid of being alone."

My eyes met my Master's.

She had a fundamentally cold-looking impression, but I could feel a warm emotion within her eyes.

"Let's get to know each other from now on. We have plenty of time."
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'Does he enjoy being with other people..?'

Come to think of it, a memory surfaced—he always seemed particularly afraid of being left alone.

The incident on the ship deck was a prime example.

At the time, I thought he was just scared because the situation was dangerous, but looking back now, it seemed he had a profound fear of being left utterly alone, unaware of his surroundings.

More so than the average person.

'...Still, I should keep my distance after we return.'

While it might be unavoidable when it's just the two of us like this, he originally lived in Shaanxi, so he must have acquaintances there.

After that, there should be no need for me to worry.

No matter how much I care for him, being overly protective isn't good either.

He is, after all, a full-grown adult.

...Although, judging solely by his appearance, he didn't look like an adult but rather still like a youth.

But judging age by appearance was something others might do, not me.

Thanks to an old comrade, I was already accustomed to this.

"Forgive me if this is an impertinent question, but is there a reason you conceal your appearance?"

I spoke while looking at his face, shrouded in a mysterious darkness within his hat, its features invisible.

Such a mysterious appearance should rightly cause discomfort, but strangely, I felt nothing of the sort.

It was just a matter of accepting it, thinking, 'I see.'

I also wondered where he had obtained such a cloak, but I was more curious if there was a reason he went to such mysterious lengths to hide his appearance.

Knowing the face beneath it, it was certainly not an appearance one would be ashamed to show others.

"No particular reason. My face is just ugl... Ah."

His words cut off mid-sentence, and a question bloomed in my mind.

Ugly? If his appearance was ugly, then everyone in the Central Plains would be considered ugly.

-Flutter, flutter

"Now that I think of it, you've already seen my face, right?"

He gripped his hat with his hand and shook it slightly.

Through the swaying hat, I caught a glimpse of his ear.

"Then that excuse is useless now. It was an excuse I mainly used for customers."

"...You told them you hid your face because it was ugly?"

"Yes. Honestly, it's the most convenient reason. Few people doubt it, and what can they possibly say if I claim I cover up because I'm unsightly?"

"Hmm..."

That did seem plausible.

If someone says they conceal their face because they are ugly, what retort could one possibly have?

"So, is there a real reason, then?"

"Yes. My Master gave me a prophecy."

"A prophecy?"

"'Keep your face covered. That face will bring you great misfortune later.' That's what she said."

"Hmm..."

A face destined to bring misfortune.

To my eyes, at least, it seemed to pose no particular problem.

'No, this is his Master. She must have seen something I haven't.'

Though I am a Daoist, I haven't specialized in training the method of reading the Heavenly Secret, so I decided to assume there was something I didn't know.

The one who taught him how to read the Heavenly Secret must have had some intention behind it.

"I see... My apologies."

"Ah. It's alright. I don't really mind."

It was an apology for having unintentionally seen his face during the treatment (?) process in the past.

Remembering that time, the scene of that moment kept surfacing in my mind.

An improbably slender and fragile body for an adult, and the face that matched it, refused to leave my thoughts.

'...Hoo.'

I had to pinch my own nose shut for a moment to maintain composure.

I should have surely reached a level of sufficient mental cultivation, yet since meeting him, controlling my mind felt increasingly difficult.

"Should I show you again?"

Hearing his words in that state, my self-control nearly snapped.

"R-Really, is that alright?"

"Well, you've already seen it. And it's just the two of us, so is there much point in hiding it? It's not like it'll wear out from being looked at, and it's not coated in honey."

It wouldn't wear out from being looked at, but I couldn't entirely agree with it not being coated in honey.

Because it possessed a similar allure.

Like bees drawn to flowers to gather nectar, his face had a charm that attracted the opposite sex.

'...Ah. So that's what it meant.'

Only then could I somewhat understand what his Master had said.

This was probably the meaning.

That if he went around with his face uncovered, he would be swept up in considerable woman trouble.

Indeed, when he met So-yeon, he hadn't been covering his face...

'...A wise person, indeed.'

I inwardly expressed respect for his Master, whose name I didn't even know.

"So, shall I show you? If you want to see it, just say so. It's also my first time talking to someone who already knows my face, anyway."

"...Are there no others besides me who have seen your face?"

"I believe there are none. Ah, though there is someone I promised to show."

-Jolt

Promising to show his face?

Just hearing it had an ominous ring to it.

In my case, I had seen his face unavoidably, by force; it wasn't his intention to show me.

"Y-You made such a promise?"

"Yes. She's a friend who has helped me a great deal. I originally promised to show her after returning from my trip to Anhui... but the situation suddenly turned out like this."

"A 'friend,' you say?"

"Yes. A friend. I guess she was really curious about my face since I always cover it."

"By any chance, is she a wom... Never mind."

I almost asked if this friend was a woman, but I stopped myself.

What kind of ugly jealousy was this?

If he said friend, then it must be a friend. It wasn't good to harbor unnecessary misunderstandings.

-Rumble

"The weather is strange today. It's clear, but I keep hearing thunder from somewhere..."

"...It does seem so."

Just then, the sound of thunder came from outside.

The weather visible outside was sunny without a single cloud, yet there was thunder.

The idiom 'a bolt from the blue' came to mind unbidden.

'...It reminds me of the old days.'

A comrade with whom I'd shared many clashes, but also stood back-to-back.

[You fuckin' things worse than maggots..! There's just a disgustingly large number of you...!]

[...]

Though this Daoist of Kunlun had a foul mouth and we frequently clashed, she was still a precious comrade.

We all knew that, despite her words, she was unexpectedly tender-hearted.

Perhaps because of that, Sintu in particular often teased her.

He would tease her, she would draw her sword in anger... he would flee with exaggerated gestures...

It was one of the sources of vitality we could occasionally feel amidst the fierce war.

Though she herself didn't appreciate becoming our laughingstock.

-Rumble!

Yes. That sound of lightning.

When this sound echoed on the battlefield, if you looked there, you could find her wreathed in blue lightning...

"..Huh?"

"...Over there, suddenly, clouds..."

Looking up at the sky, I saw familiar clouds and blue lightning.

Her symbol, which I hadn't seen once since the war ended.

"...Yeo Socheon?"

A familiar energy could be felt from within the clouds.

The energy of a comrade, almost unchanged from twenty years ago.

I could tell she was there.

But along with her energy...

-Jolt

...I could feel an immense amount of hostility.

And the target of that hostility was...

"H-Hiiik..."

...Him.

The moment I realized that, my movement was swift.

Using the Void Grasping Technique, I sent him as far back into the carriage as possible while simultaneously stepping outside and drawing my sword.

By the time I was outside, she, wreathed in blue lightning, was already right in front of me.

Behind her, a trail of blue lightning stretched all the way to the clouds.

It was a reunion with an old comrade, but in this situation, conversation was unnecessary.

Martial Artists have their own way.

-Swooosh

I swung my sword toward the blue-glowing blade that contained the very speed of lightning.

No specific martial arts form was needed.

Both she and I had already reached a realm where the essence of enlightenment was infused in every single sword swing.

A realm no longer bound by the fixed forms of techniques.

-Chaeng!

Sword clashed against sword, a clear sword's cry spreading out.

And around it...

-KWAJIJIJIJIJIK!!!!

...blue lightning was scorching the scent of plum blossoms.

-KAGAGAK

"Long time no see, Sword Empress!! You haven't aged a bit!!"

"You, on the other hand... seem to have gotten younger!"

-KAANG!

I swung my sword, forcing her back.

She landed lightly, as if she had expected it.

"It's really been a long time. How many years has it been? About fifteen years?"

"Over twenty years have passed."

"Ahaha. Has that much time really passed since we cleaned up those mosquitos? I guess I didn't notice, staying only within Kunlun."

Twenty years.

It was clearly a long time, yet both of us were completely unaged.

"Yes. Have you been well?"

"Ahaha, of course I've been well. So much has happened, I'd tell you all about it if I could."

Her voice and speech patterns weren't much different from before, but somehow I could sense fatigue in her voice.

'...Her, fatigued?'

This was the woman who remained vibrant even after fighting for three days and nights without sleep.

For her to feel fatigued... What on earth had happened in the meantime?

"But why are you here?"

However, the present was more important than that.

Gripping my sword, I revealed my wariness toward her.

I had already confirmed she held hostility toward him, who was behind me.

No matter that it was her, I couldn't let her swing her sword at him.

And the reason she revealed left me bewildered.

"Isn't there an insolent fortune teller here who dared to profane the Gods of Heaven and Earth?"

"..."

"Daring to insult Them... I'd prefer to bury that sin with his death, but I'm restraining myself because They only wished for a simple 'education'."

"What in the..."

Seeing her speak of heaven, the Gods of Heaven and Earth, as if they were separate entities with distinct personalities, I couldn't help but be astonished.

People often use descriptions like 'Heaven says~' or 'The Gods of Heaven and Earth say~', but those are ultimately just concepts.

Yet she was describing them...

...as if they were a God (神).
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"It seems a lot has happened since I last saw her."

I didn't think someone of her stature would have fallen into some strange religion.

After all, the enlightenment of a Martial Artist is something others can't really understand.

Whatever she had realized, there was no need for me to try to understand it.

Her enlightenment and mine could never be the same.

But whatever she had realized...

Shing!

"If you intend to harm him, I cannot stand idly by."

I couldn't just let her lay a hand on him.

"...Step aside, Yoo-wol. Even if it's you, I won't forgive you if you stand in my way."
"I cannot do that."
"Ha... Well, I expected you wouldn't step aside willingly. In that case..."

[Please sleep for a while.]

A voice transmitted via a telepathic message.

The moment I heard that voice...

Scribble, scribble

...accompanied by a sound like something being written, my consciousness sank into a deep abyss.

  *

'W-What the hell is this?!'

I had moved to the very back corner of the carriage and was now crouched down, trembling uncontrollably from the vividly palpable wave of power.

'Another ambush?!'

Just what kind of messed up world is this? There isn't a single peaceful day to be had.

I knew the outside world was dangerous, but who could have guessed it would be this dangerous?

'I hate this... I'm just going to go back...'

Living like this is bearable for a day or two, but these incidents never stop. How can anyone live in a world like this?

As soon as we get back to Shaanxi, I'll just say goodbye to Tang A-yeong and return immediately to the mountain where I lived with my Master.

I have money, so I can buy a ton of books. That should help pass the time until my Master comes out.

'B-But nothing should happen right now.'

The wave of power I felt was considerable, but I didn't think the Sword Empress would lose.

Who is the person next to me right now? It's the Sword Empress, one of the greatest masters of the righteous faction.

With the Sword Empress here, what could possibly happen to me in a mere ambush like this?

'Th-That's right. Let's trust the Sword Empress. I'm definitely safe...'

I was desperately trying to reassure myself, patting my pounding heart, when in that very moment...

Thump

...I saw the Sword Empress collapse powerlessly outside.

"Aah..."

My eyes filled with despair.

In that state, the mastermind of this ambush, who had been crossing swords with the Sword Empress, began to approach me.

Mysterious blue hair and a face that looked younger than that of an adult woman.

Objectively speaking, she was a beauty on par with the Sword Empress, but...

"Hello? You are Dan Yooseong, correct?"

In my eyes, she was nothing but a threat.

"Y-You know my name?"
"Yes. I do. How could I not know? You're the arrogant brat who remains ignorant of the grace bestowed by the Gods of Heaven and Earth and only ever insults them."

"...!"

Hearing her words, I could feel it.

The immense Heavenly Secret emanating from around this woman.

It was proof that her relationship with the Gods of Heaven and Earth was far from ordinary.

And considering her words, I could also guess why she had come looking for me and how she knew my name.

'Since when do they actually send people?!'

This is 1000% related to Heaven.

And it's not just guiding fate in that direction either.

They've outright sent her because I'm here, telling her to teach me a lesson.

And of course, an ordinary person couldn't possibly communicate with the Gods of Heaven and Earth like that.

I don't know the details, but there must be some special relationship.

A special one that I'm not aware of.

'Gods of Heaven and Earth?! You're not doing this just because I teased you a little, are you?!'

[...]

'Hey, you bastard! Do you know how much I've suffered because of you? Just because I cursed at you a few times, you're sending someone to...'

"Ah."

Gulp

I looked towards where the voice had come from and saw the woman staring at me with a cold expression.

"'I was going to let it slide, but I can't anymore...' is what They say."
"Eh...?"

What was that just now?

Is she... communicating with Heaven in real-time?

Is that even possible?

"Please, from now on, try to have a bit more gratitude towards Them..."

I had no time to resolve that question. Seeing the woman approaching me, I could only squeeze my eyes shut.

.
.
.

"Eeeyuck!"
"Have you reflected on your actions now?"
"I keep telling you, what did I ev..."
"Still a long way to go, I see."

Smack!
"Argh!"

Tears welled up along with a scream from the pain searing my buttocks.

I was in a position with my stomach draped over her knee.

I was subjected to a corporal punishment I'd never even experienced in my previous life, and it felt like my pride was being shattered.

'I'm not a child..!'

This might be acceptable for disciplining a bratty kid, but why do I have to go through this?

I'm the one who's wronged here.

I was living my life just fine, then got forcibly possessed into this world and have been suffering ever since. So why do I have to...

"Do you even know?! Do you know what I've been through because of that Heaven you're talking about?!"

A sense of unfairness welled up, and I shouted loudly even while being spanked.

Sniffle

"Why do I...! Have to live like this...!"

My voice was mixed with tears.

It was so unfair and miserable.

I acted arrogantly? Fine. I admit I teased them a bit.

But shouldn't They first consider what They did to me?

They possessed me into a body that was on the verge of death, and the Shop Window They tossed to me like a handout tells me to either wait 27 years or bring 10,000 nyang of gold if I want to go home.

They gave me the ability to read the Heavenly Secret, but it's a half-baked thing that can't even read my own future, which is the most important part.

They seal my mouth with the threat of Leakage of Heavenly Secrets whenever I want to explain things clearly.

"You bastard..."

My tear ducts had already burst.

Drip, drip

Tears streamed down my cheeks, wetting my mantle.

I thought this would elicit some kind of reaction.

I thought They would at least look apologetic.

However, her reaction was quite different from what I had expected.

"This is exactly why I said you are ignorant of Their grace."

Her voice sounded even colder than before.

"Do you have any idea what fate you were destined to suffer if it weren't for the Gods of Heaven and Earth? They went out of Their way to save a soul from a completely unrelated dimension, and instead of thanks, you spout such arrogant words. Now I understand why They summoned me."
"W-Wait a minute."

Her words didn't make sense.

There were more than one or two things I was curious about.

"Y-You. You know I'm from another dimension?"
"Yes."

It was puzzling that the woman before me knew my origin.

'They saved me?'

Her words about the fate I was destined to suffer if not for the Gods of Heaven and Earth also bothered me.

No matter how much I thought about it, there was no warning or indication back then that I was about to suffer some kind of incident.

I hadn't been in an accident, my health wasn't poor, and there were no problems in my surroundings either.

"You said I was destined to suffer some kind of incident..."
"I'm afraid I cannot tell you that due to certain circumstances."

Smack
"$#&$#&%#"

Heat rushed to the top of my head in an instant, and an unintelligible monstrous scream burst from my lips.

Yeah, fuck.

It was my mistake for expecting anything from that damned bastard.

'You were destined to suffer,' 'The Gods of Heaven and Earth helped you'—it's all nonsense.

I'm an idiot for almost falling for it even briefly.

What goodwill could I possibly expect from such a mean-spirited bastard?

Hey! Heaven, are you listening?!

You coward, sending a proxy to spank my ass because you can't come yourself!

What! Why! Are you pissed?! If you're so upset, why don't you strike me with lightning like before?!

You can't, can you? Because your precious person is right next to me, so you can't!

Then come here yourself!

You can't, can you? You, the great Gods of Heaven and Earth, should be ashamed of sending a proxy just because some fortune teller cursed at you, without even considering what you've done to me all this time...

Scribblescribblescribblescribblescribble

"...Uh."

I don't know what it was, but...

...I think I just heard a very ominous sound.

Creeeak

I turned my stiff neck with difficulty to look at the woman beside me.

"..."

I saw eyes emitting a blue light.

The Heavenly Secret around her was raging.

"...Um, by any chance, just now..."
"Hey."

Gulp!

The woman's voice felt strange.

It wasn't heard with my ears but felt like it was being engraved directly into my mind.

And this sensation felt eerily familiar.

It was similar to the feeling I get when reading fortunes. When I read the Heavenly Secret.

"...Um, it's not, is it?"

A sinister sensation rising from the tips of my toes made me open my mouth.

And in that moment...

Thup
Slooooorp

"?!"

Things happened far faster than I could perceive.

By the time I regained my senses, her mouth was covering mine, and her tongue was entwined with mine.

Slorp slorp sloooorp

"Mmph! Mmmph!!"

Thump, thump

It felt like my soul was leaving my body.

This was no ordinary kiss.

Through our entangled tongues, a pleasure so intense it whitened my mind surged up.

I used all my strength to pound on her chest to escape this state, but all I got in return was a soft sensation.

The power to break free from this was absolutely beyond me.

Slooorp

The movement of her tongue grew even more intense.

"Mmph... mph..."

'My head ish gettin' weiird...'

It wasn't just the pleasure of our tongues intertwining.

Scribble, scribble

"!!"

Pleasure was being forcibly engraved into my mind.

It felt like my brain was being raped through my tongue.

I only just realized that my hat had come off in the process, exposing my face completely—that's how messed up my head was getting.

'Aah, nooo...'

Twitch, twitch

My dick twitched, preparing to ejaculate from the pleasure being forcibly carved into my mind.

No.

There's a limit to being a lame-ass. I can't cum from just a kiss or some...

Slooorp

"Nn... nnnn..."

No.

This isn't something I can withstand.

The pleasure forcibly engraved into my mind—this was something beyond a kiss, beyond foreplay.

Twitch, twitch

Finally, as both my body and mind surrendered and my dick was about to ejaculate...

Pah

"Eh...?"

Her mouth moved away from mine.

The pleasure being engraved in my mind vanished in an instant.

Twitch, twitch

My body still trembling from the lingering aftereffects of the pleasure, I barely managed to prop myself up on the floor. Then her mouth opened.

"They're letting you off this once."

It was clearly a different feeling from her earlier self.

"Don't push your luck too much from now on."
"Y-Yes..."

A slight thrill ran through my chest at the cold, forceful charisma she exuded.
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-Thump-thump

Sitting slumped on the floor with a pounding heart and trembling body, I stared blankly into the empty space.

Though I had been forcibly kissed out of nowhere, the lingering aftereffect of pleasure coursing through my body was making my mind hazy.

Moving my hand, I touched my lips, which still held warmth and moisture. Apart from the mind-blanking pleasure, the sensation of her soft lips came to mind.

Raising my head in that state to look at her, I could feel her cold gaze looking down at me.

Even then, her radiant face made her already mystical appearance seem even more mysterious.

A celestial maiden-like beauty descended from the heavens.

'Hah!'

At that moment, the image of my Master's appearance surfaced in my mind, snapping me back to my senses.

I admit she has a sufficiently beautiful appearance, but even so, she can't compare to my Master.

Compared to my Master's violent figure, a petite woman like her is...

'...She's bigger than I thought?'

Looking again, she wasn't exactly lacking either.

The proportions themselves were different, so it couldn't be helped, but compared to her face, it was quite substantial.

As I was briefly lost in such thoughts,

"Hah?!"

The woman's eyes returned to how they were when I first saw her.

Along with that, the immense Heavenly Secret that had enveloped the surroundings also vanished.

"G-Gods of Heaven and Earth? Wha, what just..."

As if checking what had just happened to her, the woman felt her own body while calling out to the heavens.

And when the hand feeling her body touched her mouth, our eyes met.

"..."

"...Hello?"

"Ky, Kyahk!"

The woman's face turned completely red as she hugged her own body in an X-shape.

Her arms pressed down, emphasizing the presence of a certain area that caught my eye, but fearing I might get unfairly blamed, I quickly averted my gaze.

"Wh, wh, wh, what is this?! What just happened?!"

"If you don't know, then who would...?"

"Uuueuuk..!"

Her face, which had been cold even before her personality changed, was now completely red and contorted.

It seemed she was truly quite shocked, as tears were welling up in the corners of her eyes.

"I, It was my first time, you know!"

Ah. So it was her first time.

"...You're the one who did it though?"

But why are you complaining to me about that?

Anyone seeing this would think I initiated the kiss.

"I, It wasn't me! The Gods of Heaven and Earth were the ones who..."

"The Gods of Heaven and Earth? Why would They suddenly do that? Did something happen?"

"Uueuk.."

Watching her unable to say anything and just fuming, I thought.

'Come to think of it, isn't this an opportunity?'

The Gods of Heaven and Earth may have intervened, but technically, she was the one who pressed her lips to mine first.

It's not like I have a pure body or anything, but that doesn't mean you can just molest someone because their body isn't pure, right?

'...Now you know how it feels.'

I decided to get revenge for her slapping my buttocks earlier, the kiss being secondary.

-Swoosh

I adjusted my already removed hat, letting my face be fully exposed instead, and covered my mouth with my hand.

Then, putting on the most delicate, fragile-looking expression I could muster, I spoke.

"Not content with stealing the lips of an opposite sex you just met, you even entangled your tongue... Is that the behavior of someone who serves the Gods of Heaven and Earth?"

"That's why I said it wasn't me who..."

"If you didn't do it, then who did? I personally experienced your tongue ruthlessly ravaging my mouth?"

"Uggeueuk.."

Man and woman.

Compared to a normal situation, the genders seemed reversed here, but I couldn't care less about that.

I just wanted to mess with her.

"I, I said it was my first time! It wasn't your first time, was it?!"

"Just because it wasn't my first time means you can molest me as you please?! Is that what a Daoist should say?!"

But I wondered how she knew it wasn't my first time, though I figured the Gods of Heaven and Earth must have told her.

"Ueuk.. uueuk.."

Perhaps she had run out of things to say in response to my words.

Tears were welling up in her eyes, on the verge of flowing out.

'Have I teased her enough?'

Thinking of the woman who had been threatening me and slapping my buttocks just moments ago now making such an expression gave me a feeling of relief.

Well, I'll forgive her this much.

After all, she was just a temporary vessel,

and if I tease her further and something happens...

"Fine! I'll just take responsibility, okay!!"

....Huh.

Wait a minute.

That wasn't what I intended.

"D-Don't get the wrong idea! Taking responsibility doesn't mean I have feelings for you! Even if it's someone like you whom I dislike so much..! Even if it wasn't an act of my own will! The situation has come to this, so I need to take responsibility! I'm only doing this so that, as someone who serves Them, I won't bring shame upon Their name!"

"No, wait, just calm down for a moment and..."

"But you should know this..! Even if you can obtain everything else from me, you will never obtain my heart! Because I will never forgive you..!"

"No, no, no, I said calm down."

"F, Fine! As a Daoist of Kunlun, a public marriage is impossible, but there's nothing stopping an unofficial one..! Neither you nor I need a formal meeting of the families anyway, so we can skip that.."

I was wrong. It seems my words aren't getting through.

It seems her emotions have ramped out of control from me teasing her too much.

And why is she even bringing up family backgrounds in the midst of this.

Well, it's true we don't need a formal meeting.

"W, We should get the wedding gifts first, right? Unnecessary accessories might get in the way, so let's keep it simple with rings. I prefer jade green..."

-Thump

"Please stop. It was a joke. I won't make a big deal out of it."

I said, placing a hand on her shoulder.

I understand she's flustered, but this was a bit much.

At this rate, she was about to start naming our grandchildren, so I had no choice but to stop her.

No matter how objectively her appearance ranks among the best in the Central Plains, I have absolutely no intention of forming such connections while I'm out in the Martial World.

I'm someone who must return to the mountains soon. Forming such bonds would only bring trouble for both of us, and besides,

'I dislike this method.'

I'm the one opposed to a marriage of convenience like that.

I don't desire purely physical love.

I want a love where hearts connect and communicate.

In that sense, a marriage with a partner who so clearly shows their dislike would be worse than not marrying at all.

And besides, what kind of logic is getting married over a single kiss? I have someone right next to me who had sex with me and treated it as if it never happened.

..Thinking like this, I suddenly felt like I'd become some kind of trash, but I was wronged.

In both instances, I was forced into situations where I had no choice whatsoever.

"...What?"

"I said it was a joke. You don't need to take responsibility."

"..."

After hearing my words, she stared at my face for a long time.

"Eeek..!"

Her face, already flushed red, turned crimson as if it were about to burst.

"J, Just you wait!! I will definitely repay today's debt someday!!"

She dashed out of the carriage just like that.

Without giving me a chance to say anything, the woman who went outside was immediately engulfed in blue lightning and vanished somewhere.

"...She's really fast."

The trajectory of the blue thunderbolt embroidering the empty space was vividly clear.

It was truly a movement like lightning itself.

"Sigh... What kind of mess is this."

First, some woman suddenly appears, slaps my buttocks for insulting the Gods of Heaven and Earth all this time, then says the Gods of Heaven and Earth saved me, then I get pissed off and provoke her further, which leads to Them descending and doing something weird...

'..But is that usually the form punishment takes?'

If They had just slapped my buttocks more stingingly, I might have thought it was meant as punishment, but a kiss?

While it was happening, it was truly a mind-blanking pleasure, but thinking about it afterwards, there was something strange about it.

Was this just Them doing what They wanted to do...

-Crackle..

'A, Ah no, sorry, I spoke out of turn for a moment, sorry, please spare my life.'

I had momentarily felt a wave forming in my head.

That same wave of pleasure I had felt earlier.

'Phew.'

Feeling the wave cleanly disappear along with my apology, I decided to just keep quiet.

However, it seemed necessary to stop by a village along the way to continue this carriage journey.

-Flick

Lifting my clothes, I looked at my underwear. A slightly damp feeling and the scent of chestnut blossoms rose up.

'...I leaked a little.'

I thought I had stopped right at the brink of climax, but it seems that wasn't the case.

.
.
.

-Plop

"Aahhh.."

After washing up and changing clothes, I let my body sink into the soft bed.

This time, I got a separate room from the Sword Empress.

I had requested it, but it seemed the Sword Empress also had things to think about, as she accepted. Though it was a bit of a waste, I paid the lodging fee for two people and got a room.

-Roll, roll

"I'm happy.."

This inn's bed was quite good.

It probably wouldn't compare to a modern mattress, but even so, it was quite a high standard.

To the point where I'd want to buy it and take it with me if I could.

No, perhaps it was an ordinary bed, and I just felt that way because I was so exhausted.

I'd been through too much today.

-Roll

'...Why did I even come here?'

The name I heard from the Sword Empress. That woman named Yeo Socheon had said that.

That if I weren't the Gods of Heaven and Earth, something would have happened to me.

That the Gods of Heaven and Earth saved me.

Back then, I was so furious that I kept cursing, then cowered when the Gods of Heaven and Earth descended directly, but thinking about it now, it was quite a meaningful statement.

It meant there was something more about me that I didn't know.

'Sigh..'

Sighing, I was approaching the candle to go to sleep when

-Bzzzt

"...?"

Suddenly, the Shop Window I hadn't even called appeared and began emitting a strange noise.

Wondering what this situation was about now, I stopped and watched the phenomenon.

-Bzzt bzzzt

[..ease! ..m!]
A faintly audible voice amidst the noise gradually became clearer until finally, a distinct voice reached my ears.

[Hero! Can you hear me!]

'...Huh?'

After hearing the mysterious voice from the Shop Window, I thought.

'What the fuck is this now.'

It seemed there was still a whole lot more in this world that I didn't know about.
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[Hero? If you can hear me, please answer! Hero!!]

A mysterious woman's voice suddenly coming from the Shop Window.

'...What is this now?'

Hearing that voice made my already complicated head even more jumbled.

What hero? This isn't a fantasy world, what kind of hero appears in the Martial World...

'...Wait a minute.'

A fact I had briefly suspected and then forgotten long ago came to mind.

'Why does the Shop Window only have fantasy items?'

Strangely enough, the Shop Window contained no items from the Martial World.

There were a few items that could plausibly exist in a fantasy setting too, but 99% of the items were things that would only exist in a fantasy world.

Items that wouldn't be found even if you scoured the entire Central Plains of the Martial World.

Seeing those, I'd once had a vague thought that maybe the Shop Window was connected to a fantasy world.

Back then, it didn't really matter, so I'd ignored it, but now that a voice was coming from the Shop Window, I couldn't ignore it anymore.

A voice coming from a Shop Window connected to a fantasy world.

Then, that meant the other side was...

[Hero! Can't you hear me?! The channel seems to be properly connected!]

"..."

It was highly likely to be a person from a fantasy world.

Instantly, numerous questions flashed through my mind.

Why does this Shop Window exist, why did it specifically come to me, and why did the voice start now of all times.

And the way to solve these questions was...

"..I can hear you."

To have a conversation with the owner of this voice.

[You really can hear me?! Thank goodness.. I was worried because there was no answer even though the channel was clearly connected.]

"Uh... I'm very confused, so could you first explain what's going on?"

[Understood, Hero! I'll explain everything to you slowly! Fortunately, Interference Power is plentiful right now!]

What's Interference Power now.

It sounded like something I'd often seen in novels back on Earth.

[First, let me introduce myself. My name is Erudel. I serve as the Saintess in the Holy Kingdom, which serves the Goddess of Life.]

"Saintess?"

[Yes. I am both a body that serves the Goddess and a vessel for her to use when she descends to the mortal world.]

I hadn't asked because I didn't know what a Saintess was.

Of course, I knew what it was.

'..Right. Well. Given that vampires exist.'

If vampires could appear in the Martial World, there was no reason a Saintess couldn't.

I decided to just go with it.

Anyway, so

"Then, Saintess-nim, why are you calling me Hero?"

Why is she calling me a hero?

My martial power is, to put it bluntly, not even worth mentioning, and I don't have any other outstanding abilities either.

I can read the Heavenly Secret, but I'm not even sure if that's such a great ability.

Besides, it's questionable whether something like the Heavenly Secret even exists in a fantasy world.

[Because you are the Hero!]

"But I don't have any special abilities or anything?"

[A hero isn't someone who becomes a hero by having special abilities. Acquiring abilities is something that can be done sufficiently even after becoming a hero.]

Spouting such cool lines is utterly meaningless in this situation.

"Sigh.. Well then, I'll ask the questions, and you answer them."

[Yes! Ask me anything!]

"First.. the place where this Holy Kingdom you speak of is located. In other words, is the place connected to this 'Shop Window' a different world from the one I'm in now?"

It was a question I already anticipated the answer to, but I asked just in case.

If it turned out to be some far-off Western Region or something, the situation would become ambiguous again.

And the answer was what I had expected.

[Yes. Just as you said, the world you are in now... the place you call the Martial World and this place are different worlds. Ah. Would it be easier to understand if I said we are on different planets?]

"No.. I understand."

I had suspected as much, and indeed.

Then, second question.

"Saintess-nim, you know that I'm from a world different from this one, right? If so, do you also know why I came to this world?"

I obtained the Shop Window at the same time I fell into this world.

It wasn't an ability the original body owner had possessed before.

So it was natural to assume there was a connection between my possession and the Shop Window.

[Yes. I know that you are from a different world, a dimension called 'Earth'. I also know that body isn't originally yours. And as for the reason you came to this world, which you must be most curious about...]

I heard the sound of a deep breath from beyond the Shop Window.

[It's because the gods of your world intercepted you while we were summoning you.]

"It's because of you guys!!!"

[I'm sorry! I'm sorry!]

"Ah.. my neck."

I grabbed the back of my neck and leaned against the wall.

I never would have guessed that such a reason was hidden behind my sudden, inexplicable abduction to this world.

"..Wait, but why were you trying to summon me in the first place?"

When I thought about it, from my perspective, whether it was them or the Gods of Heaven and Earth, they were all kidnappers—just the kidnapper had changed.

In the end, they tried to summon me without regard for my consent.

[Y-you agreed to it, Hero!]

"..I did?"

[Yes! It seems you don't remember now, but... you had actually agreed to be summoned by us!!]

"I have no memory of that?!"

[That's probably a side effect from crossing the dimensional barrier..]

Anyway, this was quite a shock.

I was originally supposed to go to that world.

"If I were summoned as a hero to that world, what would happen? Would I have to suffer greatly to catch the Demon King?"

[No! You wouldn't need to do that! The Demon King of our world was destroyed long ago!]

'Huh...?'

"Then why is a hero needed?"

[Th-that is..]

Something felt off.

Generally, heroes are summoned to defeat the Demon King, so if the Demon King was destroyed long ago, why summon a hero?

Why? What do they want to use me for?

"..Are you perhaps lying about the Demon King not being..."

[Ah, no! The Demon King was properly destroyed!]

"Then why is a hero needed?"

[..Sigh. Alright. I'll explain. The story might get a bit long.]

After that, the Saintess explained the events that had occurred in their world.

The content was roughly similar to what I had read about in the Shop Window.

The Demon King. His proper title was 'King of the Undead', and a long war had been waged between his undead army and all living creatures on the continent.

The fierce war against the undead, who kept reviving even after death, raged intensely for decades, and ultimately, the living creatures were victorious.

The King of the Undead and his army were completely destroyed, and peace came to the continent.

..Or so they had thought at first..

[As the war lasted so long.. the population became absolutely insufficient..]

The damage from a war lasting decades couldn't be recovered in an instant.

The number of living creatures on the continent had decreased by nearly 90%, and among them, many species had gone completely extinct.

[So, after a meeting.. it was decided to bring a Hero from another world to increase the population..]

"That's a stud, isn't it?!"

[Ah, no! If you don't want to, you don't have to! Even if you, Hero, don't desire sexual intercourse, we promise to treat you with the utmost respect, taking responsibility for bringing you here..]

"Yeah, right!"

It's not that I don't have a sex drive.

Even though my body is small, I'm a healthy adult male, and I wake up healthily every morning, but...

'That's just not it.'

It's a world so desperate for population that they'd bring a stud from another dimension.

Could I really enjoy sex as a normal pleasure?

If things go wrong, I could end up imprisoned in a basement, squeezed for semen until the day I die.

[Hero!! You can't do this now!! This is a breach of contract!! You agreed to it too, didn't you?!]

"That's why I said I don't remember such a contract! Bring the contract document or something!"

[You said a contract document wasn't necessary, so we didn't make one?!]

"Then that's too bad! Find another hero besides me!"

[Ah, that won't do!! Souls that can cross the dimensional barrier aren't common, you know?! How we even found you..!]

"How should I know!"

A harem? Sure. It's something any man might dream of at least once.

Spreading my seed to multiple women would also be an act that brings a biological sense of superiority and accomplishment.

But crucially,

I don't even know what the women in that world look like.

What if they all look like orcs, for crying out loud.

[No!! Calling them orcs is a bit harsh! I assure you their appearances match your aesthetic sense?! I can confidently say their looks match your ideal type..!]

"You can read memories too?!"

[Ah.. please forget what I just said.]

I sighed briefly and thought about my current situation.

If I hadn't come to this world, I would have been playing the role of a stud in that world,

and while I've avoided that fate here...

"..Sigh."

At least I'm not in a sexually miserable situation, but psychologically, it's tough.

It's a world where trouble finds me wherever I go.

Which one is really better?

A life of being milked for semen until I die, or a world where I either live boringly in the mountains until I die of old age or get killed by a stray blade while trying to have some fun.

"..."

I covered my eyes with both hands and thought.

I just want to go back to Earth.
Chapter 82: Volume 6 - Hero
[Hero-nim!! Even though it was a verbal contract, you must still honor it!! If Hero-nim acts like this, it becomes difficult for us over here as well!!]

"Contracts made while in a state of mental and physical weakness are invalid!"

[How can you say that while you've been making good use of the gift we prepared for you?!]

"What gift are you talk.."

In the midst of our prolonged back-and-forth, hearing her words sparked another question in my mind.

The existence of the Shop Window.

I was originally (?) supposed to go to that world, but ended up coming to this one. So why does this thing exist?

"..By any chance, is that gift you're talking about this Shop Window?"

[Yes! It's a gift we gave you by scraping together every last bit of interference power we had for Hero-nim, who fell into an unfamiliar world without knowing what was going on! If you're going to be so resolute about it, what are we supposed to do!]

This was a bit surprising.

I had no idea the Shop Window was created for such a reason.

"But if it's a gift, why didn't you just give me items directly?"

[Directly handing over items consumes too much interference power... We can only give you proper items by going about it in this roundabout way. Honestly, if we could, we'd love to shower you with even sacred relics.]

"..Even sacred relics?"

[Yes. If it were possible, we would have gladly given you the Holy Sword of the 7th Hero, enchanted with all sorts of enhancement and protection magic. That's how important Hero-nim is to us.]

I might have been a little tempted by that.

Still, it's a holy sword, so even for someone like me, wouldn't it significantly reduce the possibility of dying a miserable death somewhere?

[In that sense, we consider it very fortunate that you purchased the 'Hermit's Mantle' before you began your proper activities. Although Hermit-nim might feel quite skeptical seeing his mantle being used like this... We want Hero-nim to prioritize 'survival' above all else, by any means necessary.]

'Hermit's Mantle...'

That was the name of the mantle I was currently using.

I had purchased it as a top priority because of Master's prophecy, but honestly, I had some doubts about whether it was worth 2000 Points.

It was an all-purpose mantle that completely concealed my face and had all the functions of ventilation, cold protection, and warmth...

"But does this mantle have that much efficacy?"

I wasn't sure if it warranted such praise from the Saintess-nim.

Truth be told, I had also bought it partly thinking I might try playing up a certain concept.

The feeling of being a mysterious fortune teller whose name, age, and face were unknown.

It had worked quite well when I was actually doing business, but these days, since I wasn't doing business and was traveling with Sword Empress-nim who already knew my identity, it was rather meaningless.

But for her to react like that...

Could it have some function I'm unaware of?

[Well... It's a bit difficult to explain in detail but... Thanks to that mantle, you've narrowly avoided crisis many times.]

"Oh, really?"

[Yes. If you hadn't had that mantle, Hero-nim would probably be by now...]

"By now?"

[..I'll have to say no comment on that.]

"Tch."

Well, at worst, it probably just means getting caught up in a fight and dying.

What else could really happen to you in this world?

Even though she says I violated the contract, that's just her one-sided claim, and my entire life is on the line here. It's petty of her to hold a grudge just because I refused a bit.

"But is there a way for me to cross over to that world?"

[You'll come?!]

"No, it's just that seeing how you talk, it seems like you haven't given up yet..."

She said I was stolen away to this world, but judging by her current attitude, she seems to have a lot of lingering attachment.

The fact that she's having this conversation with me even now, ten years later, probably means she still has some means to call me back, right?

[Ahem. After you were stolen away by that wicked god, we made great efforts to call Hero-nim back. Would you open the Shop Window for a moment?]

"..If I open this, I'm not going to be summoned right away, am I?"

[We wish we could, but no... Ah, anyway, please open it. Nothing will happen just by opening it...]

With a slightly suspicious expression, I opened the Shop Window.

Then, one noticeable change appeared.

A newly displayed product next to the always top-listed 10,000 Point '[Return]' item.

[Summon]

[Price: 10,000 Points]

[If you purchase this product, you will be able to come over to our world!]

"Why is this so expensive too?!"

[Since the mechanism of this 'Shop Window' is us processing the interference power you secure, we have no choice but to...!]

"Hah..."

The same 10,000 Points as [Return].

That also means either 27 years or 10,000 nyang of gold.

"..But that '[Return]' item really returns me to Earth, right?"

[Of course! It's a product that returns you to the planet 'Earth' where Hero-nim lived, without any misinterpretation! While we were preparing the list, we read Hero-nim's wishes and had one product created that you desired most... '[Return]' is the result of that. It's what Hero-nim wants most, right.]

That I wanted to return to Earth most of all...

Now that I think about it, I don't think I saw it back when I first got possessed.

Back then, my body was almost dying, so I was too busy buying potions to have the leisure to properly look around the Shop Window.

"But there's something I'm curious about."

[Yes! What is it?]

"Why are the purchase buttons for '[Summon]' and '[Return]' overlapping?"

The [Purchase] buttons for the two products were overlapping each other.

Not only could you only press one, but you couldn't even tell which was [Return] and which was [Summon].

[Ahaha... It seems an error occurred. I don't know anything about that..]

"If you don't fix this, I'm cutting off this conversation, period."

[Ah, alright! I fixed it! I fixed it, so! Please, not that!!]

I could feel the genuine urgency in her voice.

Enough to startle me for a moment.

[There, it's fixed now, right?! They're properly separated, right?! You've confirmed it, right?! So you can't cut it off! You can't run away?!]

"Ah, alright. I've confirmed it."

I was glad only her voice was audible.

If I could see her face, it would probably match the voice that sounded like her eyes were bloodshot.

[Phew... That's a relief.]

After hearing my answer and hearing her voice relax a little, I spoke to her.

"Is there some reason you're so fixated on me...?"

I understand they tried to summon a hero for stud purposes due to population shortage, but do I really have that much value to warrant this level of persistence?

Unless men have gone extinct, the population will increase eventually, even if it takes some time...

[They have.]

"...Ah..."

So men are extinct..

Well then.. I guess that makes sense.

Yeah..

['The King of the Undead'... It's a blasphemous expression to even utter, but we cannot deny that he ascended to the position of Ruler of Death, transcending life itself. Even as he was being destroyed with a holy sword piercing his heart, he cast a curse upon this world... and as a result...]

"..."

[..No new life could be born in this world anymore..]

The atmosphere made it difficult to speak carelessly.

I'm just hearing about it now, but she's someone who actually experienced that.

The war must have lasted for decades, so she must have lost many comrades in the process.

"Um..."

There wasn't much I could say to her.

Just...

"Stay... strong?"

Offering a commonplace consolation.

[...]

Whether she was lost in thought or not, the bleak atmosphere continued.

"..Is there something I can help with?"

[Ah, if you would, just signing one contract would probably lift my spirits..]

"You're perfectly fine, then?!"

What a frightening woman.

To try to use even the consolation offered in that heavy atmosphere as an opportunity.

It must mean their situation is that desperate too.

[Ahem. First of all, I understand that Hero-nim feels resistant to coming over to our side.]

"Yeah.. That's right."

Sex might feel good once or twice, but who would want a life where you're reduced to nothing but a semen tank being drained until death?

Maybe some people exist, but I'm certainly not one of them.

[However, Hero-nim, there is a reason why you must come over to that world.]

"..A reason?"

[Yes. You see, that world...]

[..might be destroyed soon.]

.
.
.

"..Destroyed, you say?"

[Yes.. The green plants will wither and shrivel.. The animals playing in the forests will lose their vitality and return to being nature's fertilizer.. The land will be stained blood-red.]

Though it sounded like a curse, her words felt like lived experience to me.

[I think Hero-nim must have already felt it too. That the vampires that have recently appeared in that world... are the same beings as the vampires from our world.]

"..That's right."

They were too different to be called Jiangshi,

and their characteristics were too much like what I knew.

Actually, the Shop Window had mentioned vampires quite frequently, so it would have been strange not to notice.

[I don't know the reason why but... the dimensional barrier between the 'Martial World' where Hero-nim is and this world has weakened... and because of that, the remnant thoughts of the undead that still remained have resurrected there. If only some vampires had resurrected, that would be fortunate but... unfortunately, looking at the current situation, it appears a Vampire Lord has also successfully resurrected...]

"And that will cause this world to be destroyed?"

[..His successful resurrection means the other Legion Commanders will also resurrect, and furthermore, it means even 'The King of the Undead' could be resurrected. If he truly succeeds in resurrecting...]

She trailed off, but I could guess what would come next.

War will break out again.

And this time, it will be against the Undead Army that has been simmering and preparing since their last defeat.
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